
  
    
      
    
  


  PRAISE FOR ANTILIA


  “You know a good book as soon as you start it. It sings to you and makes an immediate connection. That’s what happened to me with Kate Story’s Antilia. I loved everything about the book.”


  —Charles de Lint, author of The Onion Girl and The Wind in His Heart


  “I fell in love with Antilia from the first page. With this book, you say to yourself, ‘I’ll just read a bit more,’ and then suddenly it’s three in the morning and you’re sorry because now the story will be over too soon. Kate Story has created an utterly contemporary, exquisitely imagined parallel-world fantasy with a deeply satisfying plot and unforgettable characters (including a few I wish I could forget). Ophelia and Rowan, Pim (oh, Pim!) and Ari, got under my skin and into my heart and stayed there long after the book was done.”


  —Holly Bennett, author of The Bonemender, Shapeshifter, and Drawn Away


  PRAISE FOR THIS INSUBSTANTIAL PAGEANT


  “Exotic, funny and very sexy . . .”


  —Alex Good, Science Fiction Book Picks, The Toronto Star


  “An ambitious deep space retelling of The Tempest that would have delighted Shakespeare and Sagan in equal measure.”


  —Eric Choi, Aurora Award-winning author and editor


  “Story has penned a sexy, sophisticated future-Shakespearean romp. Ambitious, rich, magical, and a joy to read.”


  —Kelly Robson, author of Gods, Monsters, and the Lucky Peach, A Human Stain, and Waters of Versailles


  PRAISE FOR Kate Story


  “Kate Story’s writing is inventive, rich with ideas that will make your head spin. She combines this imagination with keen insight into human nature and insider knowledge of the world of the stage. The resulting stories are rich pageants, tying the comforting to the unsettling and the familiar to the bizarre.”


  —A.M. Dellamonica, author of the Aurora Award-winning Hidden Sea Tales Trilogy


  “Kate Story’s debut novel is an unlikely marriage of New-foundland’s oldest traditional lore with the contemporary urban world of St. John’s and Toronto. The result is raw and strange and hilarious and affecting. Ruby Jones—itinerant waitress, sometime nude model, budding alcoholic—admits early on that tenderness and rage are her “heart language.” Blasted offers both in spades.”


  —Michael Crummey, author of River Thieves, The Wreckage, Galore, and Sweetland


  “. . . a strange, shining, soaring thing brimming with beauty and terror, pain and love, insight and redemption.”


  —Ursula Pflug, author of The Alphabet Stones, Green Music, Mountain, and After the Fires


  “I fell in love with these characters: saintly and monstrous, wrecked but not lost —castaways all. Kate Story is one of those rare writers who can plumb the darkness and retrieve from the depths a jewel, a truth, luminous and redemptive. A magical and moving novel. Prepare to be transported.”


  — Jessica Grant, author of Come, Thou Tortoise


  [image: Antilia-HalfTitlePage]


  FIRST EDITION


  Antilia: Sword and Song © 2018 by Kate Story

  Cover art © 2018 by Erik Mohr (Made by Emblem)

  Cover design © 2018 by Jared Shapiro

  Interior design © 2018 by Jared Shapiro

  Map illustration © 2018 by S.M. Beiko


  All Rights Reserved.


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  
    
      
        	
          Distributed in Canada by

          PGC Raincoast Books

          300-76 Stafford Street

          Toronto, ON M6J 2S1

          Phone: (416) 934-9900

          e-mail: info@pgcbooks.ca

        

        	
          Distributed in the U.S. by

          Consortium Book Sales & Distribution

          34 Thirteenth Avenue, NE, Suite 101

          Minneapolis, MN 55413

          Phone: (612) 746-2600

          e-mail: sales.orders@cbsd.com

        
      

    
  


  Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

  Story, Kate, author

  Antilia : sword and song / Kate Story.

  (The Antilia series ; 1)

  Issued in print and electronic formats.

  ISBN 978-1-77148-441-1 (softcover).--ISBN 978-1-77148-442-8 (EPUB)

  I. Title.

  PS8637.T677A65 2018 jC813’.6 C2018-900797-4

  C2018-900798-2


  CHIZINE PUBLICATIONS

  Peterborough, Canada

  www.chizinepub.com

  info@chizinepub.com


  Edited by Leigh Teetzel

  Copyedited and proofread by Samantha Beiko


  [image: ccarts]



  We acknowledge the support of the Canada Council for the Arts which last year invested $20.1 million in writing and publishing throughout Canada.


  [image: onarts]



  Published with the generous assistance of the Ontario Arts Council.


  [image: map]


  



  “It is not down in any map; true places never are.”


  —Herman Melville, Moby Dick


  Chapter One


  TalL Blonde Fox


  When they get salt fish for a meal, it means her mother’s trying too hard.


  “Don’t stay too late,” Mary’d said about the protest. “Remember what happened last time. If any of those police show up, get the hell out. Stick with friends. Phone me.”


  Her mother still treats her like a kid. “Yeah, yeah.” And Ophelia escaped.


  That was two hours ago. Tens of thousands are here, people are saying: a record. The air vibrates with chanting, and the clatter of helicopters overhead. The protesters are heading north toward the park around the government buildings.


  “Peace, transparency, responsibility. Peace, transparency, responsibility.”


  It’s not the best chant, Ophelia thinks. A mouthful, and it doesn’t really scan.


  Candace grabs her arm, face flushed, hair swept back; she put on flawless makeup for the protest. “Check out that guy!”


  Ophelia laughs. “There are about a billion guys here.”


  “Over there.” Candace points, but it’s impossible to see who she’s indicating.


  “You’re incorrigible.”


  “I’m a what?”


  It’s Ophelia’s word for the day and she tries to use it every way she can, so it sticks. “A delinquent” She wags her finger, a mock-serious lecturer. “We’re taking part in a vital political protest, Candace. The North American Union is at war in the Middle East. This is hardly a time to be checking out—”


  Candace groans. “Don’t be so serious. There! Look, up ahead, he’s really tall. So cute!”


  Some old guy has jumped up onto the pedestal of a statue of a former Canadian political leader, and is shouting through a bullhorn about the House of Saud, how the assassination was a setup by the covert forces of the United States so that opposing forces in the Middle East would start a war on Israel and oil would go up to 175 Ameros a barrel and everything would fall apart.


  A new chant begins.


  “Bring it on! Bring it on!”


  It’s ominous, but definitely more chantable than the other mouthful.


  And then the crowd up ahead parts for a brief moment. Ophelia spots Candace’s guy.


  And gives a long, low whistle.


  He is tall and slender, with white-blond hair and tilted cheekbones; he looks a bit feral, maybe like a fox. He’s walking a bicycle, talking to another white guy, big but shorter, with long hair. The press of people closes in again. She can still see his hair, a pale torch above the crowd.


  Candace flings her arm over Ophelia’s shoulders, throws her head back and closes her eyes. “Oh, I will have him. He will be mine, oh, yes.”


  Ophelia grunts. If Candace says a guy will be hers, he will be. Candace has that thing, that sparkle and glitter; she has long straight hair and knows how to giggle.


  The tall blond fox will succumb.


  That was Ophelia’s word from yesterday: To yield to superior strength or force or overpowering appeal or desire. To be brought to an end (as death) by the effect of destructive or disruptive forces. On the same page of her father’s old dictionary as some other really great words like succinct and succor and succubus. That dictionary and a big atlas are all Ophelia has left of her father. She picks a word of the day, every day. And every day she thinks about her father, wondering where he is. Inventing stories about why he left her and her mother.


  The protest seems to have come to a standstill. People mill about, shouting and talking; there’s some laughter. It’s more like a street party than a protest and Ophelia wishes there was music. Candace pulls her along, shouldering through the crowd. She’s headed for the guy like a salmon going upstream.


  Ophelia tries to resist. “Please! I’m sick of being your wingman.” But it’s no use; the guy and his friend are suddenly right in front of them.


  “Hey!” Candace runs her hand over the seat of the guy’s bicycle. “Is that a Cervélo? Cool.”


  The guy stops whatever he’s saying to his buddy. “Yeah.” He sounds a bit surprised, maybe a bit embarrassed. “I saved up forever for it.” His voice is really nice, not deep but with timbre to it. Ophelia is a voice junkie. She wants him to talk some more. She thinks he doesn’t really like that Candace is fondling his bike but is too polite to say so. And his hands, holding the bike: long, strong fingers, tapered. Ophelia likes hands, too.


  What is she thinking? Candace is making small talk, making it beautifully; how did she know what the hell kind of bike that was? Ophelia, wingman, doesn’t stand a chance.


  She sighs and turns to the long-haired guy, asks how they heard about the protest, yadda yadda. The guy, whose name is Joe, tells her he is a member of a pacifist group working to reverse the mandatory military service law.


  This speech surprises Ophelia a bit. Joe looks well off, has that aura of people who grow up with money despite his attempt to blend in, with the long hair and ripped jeans. People like him usually go to university, thus escaping the military.


  Then he says he’s gotten word the authorities are really going to crack down on this protest. This makes Ophelia nervous. At the last one, a bunch of people got arrested and beaten up. And as the only black person in sight, she could be a target. Joe checks his phone. It’s one of those new ones that does everything. Yup, he’s well-off. Like the tall blond fox. Out of her league, housing project girl that she is.


  The swirl and press and noise of the crowd sweep around her.


  “Bring it on! Bring it on!”


  She doesn’t like crowds. It was a mistake to come here. As she tries to force down panic, her feet and hands go cold.


  She feels a hand on her arm, hears a voice. Shakes her head. “Sorry?”


  “I said, my name’s Rowan, by the way.”


  She looks up. It’s him.


  Rowan.


  That’s a nice name. It sounds sort of medieval or Old English or something, without being freaky-weird like her own name. Might as well get that out of the way fast. “Ophelia.”


  He’s smiling down at her. He doesn’t say anything about her name being dramatic, or any of the other things people usually say. He has a great smile, sort of shy. After a beat, she smiles back.


  Candace switches over to Joe, her voice animated. “Oh my god! What a cool phone.”


  “Hey, Rowan?” Joe’s still looking at his phone. “Kennedy says the riot police are coming down that way.” He points north.


  “That explains why we’ve stopped moving, then.”


  The guy with the bullhorn is still shouting from his pedestal. “The fascist NAU police state cannot suppress us! The people will not be silenced!”


  They’ve all become, over the last five years, used to military police on the streets. Toronto is now almost wholly policed by private NAU forces made up of Mexicans and Americans. Canadian personnel mostly get sent down to the States and Mexico, “to assure mutual cooperation and neutrality,” says the NAU head (an American of course). Canada gets the worst of the deal, Ophelia thinks. The Mexican and American private security forces have a reputation for suppressing even the mildest protests with brutality.


  Ophelia begins to wonder if maybe—she hates to admit it—her mother was right. Maybe she shouldn’t have come to this protest.


  But she has to try. Right? She has to do something, even if it feels like nothing.


  They hear it first, and then they see it: the line of police with shields and helmets, coming at them from the north, and also the east. They look like Roman soldiers, only all dressed in black.


  The crowd tries to stand its ground. “Peace, peace, peace,” a chant begins.


  The shields, the faceless masks, stop.


  “Peace.”


  The line of shields takes a concerted step forward. And another. They push into the crowd. The sound of their steps is audible over the chanting, a mechanical sound. Bang. Bang. Bang.


  The chant gets louder, ragged. People in front of Ophelia are backing into her, and people behind her have nowhere to go because the crowd down the line has no idea what’s happening up ahead. It’s getting squishy. Someone almost falls over Rowan’s bicycle.


  “Listen, I’m going to try and deke out, head back south,” Ophelia says. “I can’t get into . . .” She gestures.


  “I’m with you,” says Rowan. This surprises Ophelia.


  Joe texts furiously. “I’m letting them know further back what’s going on.”


  “Good idea. I think . . .” Rowan shades his eyes. “I can see a way out across the park.”


  “But we’ve got to stand up to them!” Joe protests. “We can’t just run away at the first sign of . . .”


  “Yeah, that’s what they want,” agrees Candace.


  Ophelia wants to say, Since when did you become a radical? but of course she doesn’t. “I know, Candace. I want to stay. But . . .” Don’t make me explain this. Don’t make me point out to three white people that most of the people arrested at the last protest were people of colour. “I promised Mom. You know what she’s like. I just want to get away from that line.”


  Joe stops texting for a moment. “Okay. There’s a rallying point just a block back there, at the kids’ hospital.”


  They manage, with the aid of Rowan’s tallness, to navigate out of the crowd and squeeze through the park, back the way they’d come. Most of the people here are about her age, Ophelia notes. There are some oldsters, people who were probably around for the war in Afghanistan and Iraq and all that, but most are teenagers like her. It makes her angry. Where are the people who voted in the political leaders who made all this happen? Next year Ophelia will be old enough to vote, and she wants to, but there’s not a single candidate who is against the NAU or could work to end it.


  They tell the people they meet about the line of riot police blocking the way to the parliament buildings.


  The crowd gets thick, and thicker still.


  People tell them there’s a line of riot police coming up the other way, from the south.


  “Kettled,” Ophelia mutters.


  “Kettled?” Candace looks scared.


  “They’re closing us in.”


  Joe looks up from his phone. He meets Ophelia’s eyes, the first time he’s done that. “There’s a third line of police coming this way along Gerrard.”


  “You called it,” Rowan says to Ophelia. “We’re trapped.”


  Chapter Two


  Song Falters And Dies


  Over the next few hours, Ophelia learns that being kettled is simultaneously horribly scary and horribly boring.


  The police come in from three sides, and a bunch of the protesters—her, Candace, Rowan, and Joe included—get backed against a big hospital building, its front doors barricaded. There’s maybe a hundred of them in the kettle, she figures. From texts that she and the others receive from friends elsewhere in the protest, they discover that groups have been cordoned off all along the protest route.


  They are pushed closer together. People begin to step on each other’s toes. Tempers rise. Someone starts a peace song, which soon fritters out; then they all sing “O Canada,” badly and off-key. This angers the foreign police. Ophelia has a loud voice—it might not be the best, her choir teacher is always telling her to back off, but she loves singing—and one of them lifts his mask long enough to say to her, “Can it, Beyoncé!”


  Nice.


  So O-friggin’-Canada peters out.


  There’s a man with a bullhorn—is it the same guy from before?—who keeps yelling slogans. It is alternately rallying and annoying.


  She and Rowan discover that they are the same age, and what schools they go to—he’s at the alternative high school where all the professors’ and lawyers’ and doctors’ kids go, no real surprise there. She’s embarrassed to name the Catholic girls’ school she and Candace go to—but he knows it of course, it’s in the same neighbourhood. Cue jokes about Catholic girls and short-skirted uniforms.


  But he doesn’t do that. He says, “Your choir kicked our ass last year!”


  That’s true; they walked away with almost every prize. “You’re in your school choir?” She thinks she would remember him if he’d been at the festival.


  He gives a strange, short, bitter laugh. “No.”


  Something about how he says that one word makes Ophelia sad.


  More time. They talk about conscription. “But they don’t even need national armies any more. They have all those private firms to do the fighting,” Candace says.


  “Sophisticated, high-level mercenaries,” Joe agrees.


  “That’s not the point, though,” Ophelia says. “Armies are used to mobilize patriotism, nostalgia, public outrage. And of course also they were smart enough to make it a lottery. That way people’s energy gets taken up in hoping, which weakens opposition to the new law. ‘Oh, thank god my son wasn’t picked,’ that kind of thing.”


  She feels Rowan’s gaze on her and flushes. Guys are usually turned off by her opinions. But is it her imagination, or is Rowan looking at her with admiration?


  “Especially now, with the Union. They need to generate neo-patriotic fervour,” he agrees.


  She looks into his eyes and smiles.


  Someone starts singing “Blowing in the Wind.” Ophelia and Candace warble harmonies and get a laughing attack. The song falters and dies.


  Time passes. Candace has to pee so badly she even gives up on flirting. Finally she squats and pisses next to the hospital, Ophelia shielding her for some privacy.


  And just as Candace is doing the shake-and-dry, some shoving starts on the other side of the group. Even giraffe-like Rowan can’t really tell what’s going on. Shouts, some people are taken, maybe. From here, all they can really see is the line of shields opening, closing. A feeling like a tooth being pulled. The “kettle” is getting smaller.


  One woman has a panic attack; she folds, bending, falls to her knees, she can’t breathe. Ophelia knows how she feels. She gets them sometimes, too. She puts a hand on the woman’s back. It’s bad.


  “We need some help here!” she calls to the police. “Help!”


  The cops open their line, two of them dart forward. The woman is seized and disappears as surely as if the line of black is an open maw, a ravening beast.


  Ophelia feels sick. Candace sees her face.


  “It’s not your fault, sweetie.”


  “I shouldn’t have called on the cops to help.”


  “What else were you going to do? Girl, you feel guilty about everything.”


  More time passes.


  Now Ophelia has to pee.


  It’s all going wrong, going wrong in slow motion.


  “The ratio of cops to protesters must be two-to-one,” Rowan mutters. He’s got his phone out, long, clever fingers typing furiously, his bicycle leaning against one jutted hip.


  “That’s crazy,” Ophelia says.


  Rowan’s eyes, she notes, are as blue as pictures she’s seen of the Caribbean Sea. He’s beautiful. She feels all intelligent thought draining from her. Guys aren’t beautiful—they’re supposed to be handsome, aren’t they? But him, he’s beautiful.


  He smiles.


  She’s entirely undone.


  And then the line of cops opens again, and two guys dart in and seize Rowan’s bike.


  “Hey!” He tries to hang onto the bike and his phone flips into the air. Ophelia catches it.


  The cops wrench the bike toward the horrible black line; Rowan’s hanging on, he’s being dragged. The crowd swirls, there are shouts. Ophelia tries to follow, but loses sight of Rowan—has he gone down? Has the black maw devoured him?


  Her breath gets short. She puts her hands on her knees, braces, like that woman. She’ll be taken. Just breathe. Be calm. Don’t lose it. The fear of having a panic attack is greater than the attack itself. Remember? The fear is worse than the thing itself. The fear is worse . . . Breathe. . . .


  The ground is heaving, shaking. Her mind opens, calms. She’s sliding in. No, not now, not here . . . but it will help. Yes.


  And she lets the crowd and noise and confusion go—or is it that she drains away from it?—and she’s gone, gone to her other place.


  Chapter Three


  Her Imaginary Friend


  Are you ready?”


  The air is sweet and calm. The ocean, an impossible turquoise, laps at the light, almost white sand. A wooden sailing ship anchors in the bay, great red sails blooming against the lapis sky. Distant music ebbs and flows, carried on the wind. The ground is shaking a little. This always happens when she comes here; she knows it’s a minor tremor, soon to pass.


  Behind her, green slopes and hills mound up and up, round like a woman’s body, mist wrapping around the rising land like a sari. Far off in the distance, at the north end of the island, the great mountain looms, barely visible, snow on the peak.


  “Are you ready?”


  Green silk edged in gold whispers over Pim’s brown skin; her hair in its million tiny braids swings in the breeze. A smile quirks her lips. She’s waiting for an answer.


  Ophelia grins. “Ready for what?”


  Ophelia has been coming to her other place ever since she can remember. And always Pim has been there—tall, slender, strong, with her infectious laugh, and her magical ability to turn into any animal she pleases. Her imaginary friend, her mother called Pim, back when Ophelia was young and didn’t know enough to keep her visits to this place to herself.


  But lately, the visits to her other place have felt different. More intense, more . . . real. And sometimes, it feels harder to go home.


  Pim touches Ophelia’s cheek with one long finger. “You have to come through for real. And soon.”


  “What the hell does that mean?” Ophelia feels her heart beat faster. “Pim, I can’t. This isn’t . . .”


  Is she going to actually say it? Kill the fantasy? Is she actually going to say this isn’t real?


  But as always, when Ophelia raises an objection, Pim interrupts. She waves her hand dismissively. “I’m getting itchy. My hands are hot.” She grips Ophelia’s shoulder and it’s true, Ophelia can feel the heat in Pim’s palm. “The ground shakes all the time. Soon the mountain will speak fire.”


  Pim sounds like Tonto in The Lone Ranger, and Ophelia imitates the voice. “The mountain speaks fire.”


  They both burst out laughing.


  “It would be good to have you here!” Pim giggles. She gets serious. “You will learn to . . .” Pim intertwines her fingers “. . . to knit things together. You have that power. We need you. I need you.”


  Her imaginary friend. Her imaginary world. You’ve got some imagination on you: her mother, not pleased. Imagination: not a good thing. Ophelia: always in trouble for going off into a trance.


  But you can’t smell an imaginary world, can you?


  Maybe if you’re impossibly romantic and lonely, you can.


  Sometimes Ophelia thinks of stories about this place and they’re so vivid she’s sure they have to come from somewhere. Like they are real. Sometimes she writes them down. Sometimes there will also be a song she hears and she’ll write it down, sing it. Or songs someone else has written, here in the real world, and she thinks, that describes the other place, exactly! She tells the twins these stories at bedtime, or sings a song to get baby Darryl to sleep.


  Well, not all of them. Not the scary ones.


  But this new obsession of Pim’s—that she has to “come through for real”—this is beginning to frighten Ophelia.


  The ground shakes again. The champagne-coloured sand, the blue water, Pim—it all starts to fade and recede. This is how it always happens: Ophelia can wish herself to the other place, but never knows how or why she leaves.


  Pim’s voice is faint. “My friend? You understand?”


  But Ophelia doesn’t understand anything except that she is coming back into the protest and she’s still trapped.


  The stale scent on her T-shirt hits her.


  Salt fish.


  “Jesus, Ophelia, this is no time to drift off into la-la land!” It’s Candace, shaking her arm, and the roar and the press of the crowd surrounds her again. “It’s creepy when you do that!”


  “Sorry.”


  “You gotta get your head examined.”


  Something hard in Ophelia’s palm—it’s Rowan’s phone. Where is he? Oh, there, right there, they’re all still packed together like sardines. The police didn’t take him. Ophelia’s heart sings.


  “They took my bike!” He looks angry and confused. “They just ripped it out of my hands.”


  “That sucks,” Ophelia says. “I’m sorry.”


  And then the bullhorn guy takes up “Blowing in the Wind” again. Rowan groans. It makes Ophelia laugh and she joins in, throwing her head back, singing at the top of her lungs, daring Rowan with her eyes to sing, too.


  It always makes her feel better, visiting Pim.


  Chapter Four


  There’s One Voice


  Up on a rooftop, behind a line of sickly potted trees, a tall young woman stands, swaying. Her eyes are open wide.


  She reaches out and takes hold of a sad sapling. It seems to steady her. She scans the sky, sniffs the air, and blinks, wrinkling her nose. She examines the roof on which she stands, and the closed ranks of sliding glass doors behind her. They reflect the tall building opposite, and the sky, darkly. No people.


  She shakes her head, then looks out over the edge of the building.


  Down below is a milling, swirling crowd: knots of colour amidst phalanxes of black armour. Lines of black-armoured soldiers with shields shove bright-coloured people into black-armoured vehicles.


  A rainbow swirl trapped in the middle are singing, but not very well. Oh, wait, there’s one voice . . . no, it fades down again.


  The young woman wears green silk edged in gold. Her forearms are covered in strange patterns. Most would call them tattoos, except they shift and change under the eyes, like shadows.


  Her eyes roam over the trapped group until she sees something that pleases her. A slow smile blooms, and she nods.


  With a puff of air and a soft pop, and a brief flash of colourless light, she is gone.


  Three whole blocks of city suddenly lose electricity.


  Chapter Five


  She Stays With Him The Whole Time


  The police keep them for over four hours.


  Rowan looks it up on his phone: they suspect sabotage because of the power outage. The guy with the bullhorn is seized, and a girl wearing a black hoodie, the panic-attack lady, other people. A strange sort of intimacy grows among the group. People talk, befriend each other, share information, food, water.


  And then the police go away, just like that. Rowan watches them disappear in their vans, zooming up the darkening streets.


  The sun is going down. The dazed remainder of the group wanders off in various directions.


  “Why the hell did they keep us here?” Joe looks angry.


  That girl, that beautiful girl, Ophelia, speaks. “Well, look at us. Nothing left. University Avenue is blocked off with police cars and roadblocks now. No chance of the protest getting to the houses of parliament. It’s over.”


  They stand in silence.


  “Well, I’m for home,” says Joe.


  “Me too,” Candace says.


  Rowan sees Ophelia look at her friend, open her mouth. She’s going to leave with Candace unless Rowan does something.


  “I guess I’ll head to the police station and see if they’ve got my bike.” Normally he’s shy; he’s never been very good at trying to make things happen with girls. “I’d love some company,” he blunders on, gazing intently at Ophelia, hoping she’ll read his mind. God, so awkward. He wants to sink into the pavement and die.


  Is it his imagination or is Candace shooting Ophelia an angry look?


  “What?” Ophelia mouths at her.


  Then she turns to Rowan.


  “I’d walk you to the station.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that,” says Rowan.


  And she smiles again. Her smile, it just kills him. She has one dimple. Her left cheek.


  —


  It takes about two hours for the police to find and process and return Rowan’s bike. And frankly, he’s surprised they even admit to having it, or that they have it at all; he sort of thought they’d throw it into Lake Ontario, his precious new bike. Teach him to want something that expensive so badly.


  But that Ophelia, she stays with him the whole time. It makes it okay.


  “At least you got it back. I was wondering,” she says as they emerge into the evening dark, “especially when the guy with the face like a smacked arse kept asking you the same questions over and over. . . .”


  “Like a what?”


  He starts laughing, and she dissolves into giggles. Soon the two of them are laughing like crazy people.


  “I’m starving. You want a hot dog?”


  Rowan buys her some street meat and a pop. “Thank you, thank you,” she says, like he just bought her a five-star dinner with champagne. Except her mouth is full and there’s a little spot of mustard on her lower lip. She stands there with her hip jutted out, licking her fingers—her tongue—oh, he almost wishes she wouldn’t do that, it’s doing stuff to him, she probably has no idea. She’s adorable. It’s hard not to stare at her. He wants to look and look and look.


  “You live nearby?” he asks.


  “Just off Parliament,” she replies.


  Luck! “Hey, I’m near there, I’ll walk you home.”


  She falters. “Um, that’s okay.”


  Oh. Not so promising. “Well, we’re walking in the same direction anyway.”


  They go along in silence.


  “It’s not that I don’t—” she bursts out. “Um, never mind.”


  He begins to laugh. “What?”


  She claps her hand over her mouth. “Nothing,” she mumbles between her fingers.


  “No, really, what?”


  “Look, it’s just that . . . you cannot meet my mother.” She widens her eyes, he can see under the streetlights. “Nightmare!” she clarifies.


  “Can’t be a patch on my parents.” He hears the bitterness in his own voice.


  “Wanna bet?”


  They start laughing again.


  But she is adamant and they say goodnight on a street corner.


  He watches her walk away. Didn’t even get her last name, let alone a number. Classic Rowan. He turns away.


  And then she calls his name.


  Back, he rushes back. It’s probably so obvious to this girl that he likes her, he has no dignity. “Yeah?”


  “Hey, you know that band Romulus? They’re playing at the Spill tomorrow night.”


  An all-ages café just up the street, yeah, he knows it. “They’re great. Um, you like them?”


  “Yeah. I kind of thought . . . I’d go. . . .” She’s looking at the sidewalk and scuffing at something invisible with her toe. He wants to reach out and lift up her chin, look into those amazing eyes again. Touch her. He hasn’t touched her.


  “Then I will be there.”


  Her head lifts up and she smiles, blazing. That dimple. He’s undone.


  “Cool.” She’s backing away. “Cool. I’ll . . . see you there then.”


  Chapter Six


  The Strangeness Of Old Cartography


  Rowan bikes toward home, leaving the electricity and buzz of busy streets behind him, punching through humid darkness. The big old chestnuts close overhead; he feels sadness cloak him again. He doesn’t want to go home.


  Meeting Ophelia, that was like a shaft of light in a cellar.


  He swerves down the trail into the valley. There’s a moon tonight, gleaming softly through the smog. His mind plays over the day: the yelling, the line of cops, not wanting to admit how unexpectedly frightening they were; Joe, maximally tactless, saying, Hey, you and Rihanna seem to be really getting along—Ophelia hadn’t heard that, he hopes; that chick, Candace, flirting with him hard, and kind of mad at her friend. Well, he can’t help that.


  Ophelia has a little crease between her eyebrows that disappears when she laughs, and that single dimple on her left cheek. And her voice! That girl can sing, she can really sing. A deep growl under some of the notes, a chorded sound like there are two of her, something hidden inside of her. “Blowing in the Wind” never sounded so good.


  He felt like such a goddamn goof trying to talk to her.


  But it was her that mentioned Romulus. She’d kind of asked him out.


  Rowan realizes he is biking along with a big stupid grin on his face. He stands on his pedals and pumps, going fast, fast as he can. He could go on like this forever. A duck sleeping on the deceptive and still black surface of the river startles and takes flight, quacking like an indignant auntie. He realizes he’s lucky they got kettled, lucky the cops took his bike. Lucky he got it back. Lucky. He’s not used to thinking of himself that way.


  —


  He lets himself in through the front door with the bevelled glass and brass knob, meticulously restored by his father. All quiet.


  Mom’s out working late of course. He can see light beneath the door of Dad’s study. A silk scarf on the floor; he picks it up, smells his mother’s perfume. She’d worn this one to her mother’s funeral. He remembers it. He’d been maybe eight, and his mother had given him the scarf to hold. That was the only time he’s ever been to Iceland—his mother’s dad died before he was born, and his widowed grandmother came from Akureyri to visit them in Toronto, never the other way around. He remembers landing in a grey place and the rocks were all jumbled up and sharp. Green so bright it hurt the eyes. Wanting to see whales and crying angrily when his mother told him Nei; they didn’t have time. He remembers a tall woman with a broad face and icy eyes, stroking his cheek and saying, in her accented English, how he looked like her own father. Rowan has his great-grandfather’s name Einar for his middle name. An important name.


  His mother has little trace of Norse in her accent; she was born and raised in England. So glad she got away, she says. That small place, that island. She’s never taught him more than a scattering of the language.


  Rowan hangs the scarf over the newel post of the staircase. He catches his reflection in the hall mirror and sees the face his grandmother saw, the face that his mother has also: the broad, tilted cheekbones and blue eyes. Strong genes, she always says. When he was a kid, he’d worried that he looked pretty. It’s a bit better now that he’s tall, and his jaw is bigger. He looks less like his mother now.


  He sticks his tongue out at his reflection.


  Next to the mirror is the gold-framed map. It’s always been there, something passed down through generations of his father’s family, very precious. Rowan loves the strangeness of the old cartography. It’s hard to get longitude right when you can’t keep time properly and don’t know how to account for currents or wind. Europe and Africa are pretty accurate, for something drawn in the early 1400s, and there are bits of something like Florida, and South America. But then there’s that red island. Halfway across the Atlantic, on a line of latitude just south of France. Antilia.


  His dad says that’s medieval Portuguese for “island on the other side.” Island on the other side of what? It’s imaginary, of course. A lost Atlantis, or one of the Caribbean islands, hopelessly misplaced due to a faster-than-expected passage across the sea. It doesn’t exist. Rowan has made it his own.


  He softly climbs the stairs so his father won’t hear him.


  His room is the attic. He doesn’t bother to turn on the light. The white, slanted walls reflect the streetlight below; plenty of light to see his guitar, lying half-under the bed. A new song’s been troubling him lately, but he can’t find the words to it.


  It’s sad. Everything he writes lately is, but there’s something there, though, he has to find it. It’s about Antilia, and a war there. . . . They’re never good enough, his lyrics, and his playing . . . his voice . . .


  He remembers Ophelia asking him if he was in the school choir. The strange look on her face when he said no. As if he’d ever, ever sing in public. Besides, that choir’s hard to get into; you have to audition and they’re sort of famous. That’s why it was such an upset when the Catholic girls’ school beat the hell out of them at the competition. Some new on-fire music teacher there, apparently, plus—Rowan would never say this to his friends, but he saw it—those girls have something to sing for. None of them come from well-off families, none of them have the music lessons that his parents, for example, have coughed up the dough for, for years. To very little effect.


  Sure, Rowan’s sung in public. Once. A Kiwanis music festival. He was about nine, and choked on the words halfway through. He’ll never forget the mocking glint in his music-loving mother’s eyes, the sad, disappointed expression on his father’s face.


  But Ophelia, head back, murdering that Dylan song! He feels a bubble of gladness in his chest.


  He strums, eyes wandering across his shadowed room: posters of bands, his bookshelf full of His Dark Materials and Lord of the Rings, Earthsea Trilogy, Njal’s Saga, King Arthur, Celtic and Norse legends, fantasy.


  He closes his eyes and lets the strings ring, lets the day drain away from him. The soft hum of the city outside his open window, the heat of the unseasonably warm spring night stirring sluggishly, it all intensifies for a moment, then starts to fade. He lets it go, lets it go. Gently. The air is changing—ah, there it is.


  The sea, a rocky shore. A flat place the waves lick against. Seals bob around a small black leather boat, and there, out there, a deep whooshing noise—yes, it’s the slow slide of a great whale, tail flukes waving and disappearing with barely a splash. The spume and scent of the blowout coming to shore—fish and warm body and salt water and dirty whale breath. If he turns his head he can see the red roofs and towers of the great city, the warm grey stone weathered with centuries, nestled in the throat of a great fjord, cliffs rising steeply up and up from the blueness of ocean. It’s daytime, here. A shield is on his arm, a sword in his hand. The ground is shaking.


  Ari is running at him, yelling.


  Rowan dodges. “Christ!”


  Ari’s sword whistles by his ear.


  “Do we have to do this?”


  “Defend yourself!”


  Ari is shorter than Rowan and muscled, with brown skin, a hooked nose, long black hair in braids with leather and feathers wound through them, and a serious glint in his black eyes. Rowan sighs and raises his shield.


  It hasn’t always been like this. They used to just go sailing, or walking along deserted stony beaches. As kids they’d played a lot: hide and seek, capture the castle.


  But lately it’s been this—like some corny pastiche of martial arts movies, where the initiate gets trained in fighting techniques. And when he gets hit, sometimes, it hurts. Even leaves bruises, like it’s real.


  Problem is, Antilia isn’t real. It’s imaginary. Ari is his pretend friend and this is a pretend land. . . .


  “Ari, what are you? Cato?”


  “I do not know that name. Shield up. Keep it close, don’t wave it around like that.”


  Rowan keeps his shield down. “Why can’t we all just get along?”


  Ari looks around. “We all? It’s just the two of us.”


  “It’s a joke. . . .”


  “Shield up! You have to get better at this. Soon, you will be fighting in earnest.”


  What does that mean?


  Rowan opens his mouth to argue, but the shaking of the ground gets worse, enough that even Ari’s concentration is broken. He looks up at the vast mountain with the telltale scoop in the top, the old volcano. Rowan’s eyes follow his. “That’s not going to blow, is it?”


  “We are not ready.”


  “How can you ever be ready for that?”


  The ground heaves, and Rowan feels like he’s falling. And then he is, and it’s falling away from him—Ari and the ocean and the city and the mountain—and then he’s back on his bed.


  It’s always like that. No matter how hard he tries, he can’t make himself stay, and the leaving seems random. He lands, on his back, in his bed.


  From outside his window he hears a squeal of car brakes. Honking.


  Rowan stands, looks out his window. Sees his mother’s car stock-still in the street, engine running, lights illuminating nothing.


  After a moment, the car turns into the drive.


  Rowan hides his guitar under his bed, and goes downstairs to the kitchen.


  Chapter Seven


  Into The Shadows


  Outside, a young man stands in the deep shadows by the side of the road. He’s muscular, and dressed in a leather jerkin, with feathers in his long black hair.


  He looks surprised, and also as if this is an unfamiliar expression for his keen face to wear.


  On his forearms, patterns—visible in the darkness—emit a faint phosphorescent glow. They move, ever-changing, like shadowy fish in a stream. He looks up at the attic window of Rowan’s house, then watches as a tall, pale woman gets out of a car in the driveway and slams the door shut.


  Some papers fly out of her satchel and she curses, chases them through the air.


  A smile quirks the young man’s mouth.


  He backs further into the shadows, disappears into the night with a puff of air and a flash of soft light, soft as a will-o-the-wisp in a haunted marshland.


  The lights in the house above go dark.


  Chapter Eight


  Under His Bed


  What were you up to today? Where’s your father? What are you eating?”


  She always does this. It’s usually best to answer the last question. “A cheese-and-Dorito sandwich.”


  Rowan and his mother sit in the kitchen, a candle between them. The electricity’s surged back on again after a brief outage. Second of the day.


  “Ugh. Why does your father keep buying those unhealthy snacks?”


  Rowan shrugs.


  “Where is he?”


  “Where do you think?”


  “Wonder of wonders, the great poet’s pretending to work, is he? I almost hit a man in the street,” she continues, swinging her coat off her shoulders. “Probably some crack addict. This neighbourhood is getting worse.”


  Rowan’s father sticks his head out of the study door and, seeing them both in the kitchen, comes down the hall. “Hello. Did you notice the lights going out? When did you get home?” he says in his English accent. He’s brown to Mom’s blonde, hair and eyes and shirt and corduroys all like a sparrow. He leans in to kiss his wife but she brushes him away. He shrugs. “How was work?”


  “Good. Finished that story on the assassination of the Saudi prince.”


  “It was the CIA,” Rowan says through a bite of food.


  “Brilliant. Where did you get that, Facebook? Don’t talk with your mouth full. Yes, of course it was engineered.”


  “Where were you this evening?” asks his father.


  Rowan keeps chewing, taking long enough about it that he knows his parents will lose interest in his answer. He doesn’t want to tell them that he was at the protest. He’s not sure why. Something about Ophelia. He feels like even thinking about Ophelia around them will take the beauty and happiness and twist it, make it tarnished and small and worthless.


  “It’s official, by the way,” his mother says, just as Rowan swallows. Tactic successful.


  “What, my dear?” asks his father. He opens the fridge, staring inside and tapping the side of his nose with one finger.


  Sometimes Rowan wonders if he’s thinking anything at all; it’s hard to tell when he just stands there staring into space. Sometimes Rowan feels an urge to be like his mother, poke at his father and slash him and belittle him. It frightens him, feeling this way. His father is a fragile man, a man who hasn’t had a job for as long as Rowan can remember. Living off his successful journalist wife while working on his poetry, which is theoretically okay but practically kind of embarrassing.


  “They refuse to revisit the military service policy. Despite the fact that most of this war will be fought by corporate mercenaries like that Darkwater outfit. Will you close the refrigerator door?”


  “Sorry, love,” Dad mumbles. He closes the door and pats Rowan on the shoulder. “Thank goodness we don’t have to worry about that,” he says. “You’ll be at university.”


  Rowan won’t be at university. He never filled out the forms. They’re under his bed, with his guitar.


  He can’t even say why; he just never did it. Some combination of laziness, inchoate rebellion, and that chronic lack of motivation that his mother is always hounding him about.


  And the cohort that they have announced will be called up first, by lottery—young men between sixteen and twenty-four with birthdays falling January to March—Rowan belongs to that cohort.


  “Well, gotta go.” Rowan grabs the half-empty bag of Doritos and takes the stairs to the attic two at a time.


  The irritation and hurt fill the house, there’s no room for anything else. Why did they get married if they hate each other so much? Did they ever love each other? A flash of a wedding photograph comes into his head: his father so young-looking and happy, his mother willowy and tall with a shy, sweet smile and flowers in her hair. He remembers his mother telling him that they’d met on a commune in the Shetland islands. A political community, his mother calls it. Rowan called them commie hippies for a while, but his mother made it clear that the joke was stale the first time he told it.


  He’s almost at the door of his room when he hears his father, calling after him.


  “My boy?”


  It’s been so long since his father has called him this that Rowan stops charging up the stairs.


  “Yeah?” He takes a cautious half-flight back down so he can see his father on the staircase, next to the map.


  “My boy, are you still writing songs?”


  “Songs?” Rowan is immediately wary.


  “Lyrics. You used to, I know. With your guitar?”


  “Um, yeah, I guess so. . . .” Why the hell is his father asking him this? Rowan hears his mother switch the TV on in the living room. A news announcer’s voice clangs: another orange alert for the city—they’re expecting a terrorist attack.


  “Well, I . . .” His father coughs. “I’d take a look sometime. If you’d like that.”


  Rowan stares. “Well, yeah. Okay.” He thinks for a moment. “Maybe you could give me some tips. . . .”


  His father nods once, decisively, and walks away.


  —


  Rowan closes his eyes, lying back on his bed. So much stuff hidden under there; it feels like a malevolent force. He drifts into uneasy sleep, the acoustic guitar and empty university applications burning a hole through his back.


  Chapter Nine


  She Has Her Father’s NamE


  Ophelia me love, do the dishes, there’s a girl.”


  Ophelia drops her bag on the floor, looks at the haphazard pile of pots, plates, and glasses on the counter. The apartment still reeks of Mom’s fish and brewis from the night before.


  “Why can’t the twins do them?”


  “Because,” says Mary, pale hands braced on the arms of the easy chair as she lowers herself to sit, “the twins are doing their homework. Aren’t you?” she yells up the stairs.


  In stereo from the bedroom: “Yes, Mom!”


  “Come on, sweetheart, don’t argue.” She fishes under her ass for the TV remote. “My feet are killing me.” She hauls out the remote like she literally found it up her butt, and on goes the TV. “Now.”


  Ophelia stomps through the living area to the kitchen sink.


  “For such a slender little thing you sounds like a herd of elephants.”


  “Sound.”


  “What?”


  “I sound like a herd. Not sounds.”


  “Ooh, listen to you, Little Miss Princess Dictionary. How was the protest? Any trouble?”


  “Fine.” Ophelia turns on the water.


  “I had a hell of a night. Darryl had a meltdown and wouldn’t go to bed.”


  Ophelia grunts. Her mother treats Darryl, the only boy, like a baby and he’s almost two. Siobhan and Shakira, the twins, are ten now. They’re beginning to have to do more chores, but never as many as Ophelia had to do at their age.


  The suds mound up in the sink, gauzy hills. Ophelia starts with the glasses, water hot on her hands. Her mother’s watching the news; she can hear the tense excitement in the reporter’s voice, on location in Tel Aviv and talking about the war.


  “This is going to make Afghanistan look like a stroll around the pond,” comments her mother. She’s incapable of watching TV without a running commentary.


  Ophelia says nothing.


  Her mother sighs.


  Ophelia starts on the plates.


  “What a day.” Ophelia knows she’s supposed to ask about the day. Another sigh. “That Smith lady? Well, today she actually left blood on her toilet seat for me. What a streel.”


  “Ew, Mom, that’s disgusting.”


  “You can say that again. Well, her son leaves his used condoms under the bed, so it runs in the family.” Her mother shakes with laughter, pink face wrinkling with mirth.


  Ophelia claps wet hands over her ears. “I can’t hear you, I can’t hear you.”


  “Wonder if she knows what he’s up to with that girlfriend of his.” Her mother points the remote at Ophelia. “Don’t you go having sex in this house now.”


  Ophelia shudders. “Well, Mom, I share a room with the twins. That could get kind of awkward.”


  Her mother looks at her for a moment, then her body starts shaking and she lets out a huge laugh. “Yes, girl, it might.” Then she gets all serious. “You knows to be careful, right? We’ve talked about—”


  “Yes, yes.” She’s not going to try and have the sex talk with her, is she?


  “You’re a wonderful girl. I’m lucky to have you. Don’t know what I did to deserve you. Smart and gorgeous—”


  It’s awful when her mother tells her she’s gorgeous. “Mom—”


  “I just wants you to be careful.”


  “It’s not like I have a boyfriend anyway,” Ophelia mutters at the soap suds.


  But then, of course, Rowan flashes into her mind.


  Tomorrow night, maybe, she’ll see him. I will be there, he’d said. Would he?


  Just then the twins come clattering down the stairs. “Darryl’s awake.”


  There’s a wail like an air-raid siren.


  Ophelia’s mother sighs and heaves herself out of the chair. “You finished your homework?”


  “Yes,” Siobhan says.


  “Yes,” says Shakira.


  They climb into the vacated easy chair and flip through channels while their mother sighs and waddles her way toward the siren that is Darryl. “Will this day never end?”


  Ophelia’s onto the silverware now. “Hey, you guys could dry.”


  The twins ignore her, heads together, giggling. They got their straight black hair bobbed recently—a real little-doll look. It’s cute.


  Upstairs, the siren stops and soon their mother reappears with a flushed and teary Darryl on her shoulder. They look so much alike—it strikes Ophelia sometimes—with their pinkish skin and red, wavy hair. And the twins have each other. Ophelia is the oddity in the family—one of these things is not like the others . . . She even has a different last name. The rest go by Quinn, her mother’s family name. She has her father’s name: Miller.


  He signed his name on the flyleaf of the dictionary—and the atlas—in beautiful, careful, cursive writing. Marcus Miller. Ophelia looks at it sometimes, tracing the letters with her fingertip.


  The twins are her half-siblings, products of an uncharacteristic one-night stand on her mother’s part. Ophelia never met the guy; her mother offensively refers to him as the tallest Chinaman I ever met. Little Darryl’s a product of a two-year relationship with a white guy named Douglass (he always insisted on that extra s). Ophelia never liked him and it was a relief when he took off.


  Not for her mother, though. She’d cried until her pink face swelled up, and she ate and ate—she probably gained thirty pounds after he left. I’ll never do that, Ophelia promises herself. I’ll never let some lousy freeloading guy make me that sad.


  Ophelia’s dad left when she was about four. Her mother kicked him out. Ophelia’s never been told why. Her mother has only good things to say about him: Handsome! A gentleman! That man, he could make me laugh and laugh! Ophelia herself has a handful of memories: warmth, a deep singing voice, a comforting scent. Nice memories.


  So why did her mother throw him out of the house? He must have done something shitty, but her mother won’t talk about it. Marcus Miller turned out to be a douche. And now Ophelia will never know him.


  She’s almost finished the dishes when it happens.


  Her mother says, “Ophelia me love,”—she says it like it’s all one word—“Opheliamelove, listen, I’m going to need you to babysit tomorrow night.”


  Babysit. Tomorrow night. No.


  “Why?”


  “Don’t talk to me in that tone of voice.”


  The twins silently, in unison, disappear upstairs.


  “What tone?”


  “Look, I needs this one thing.” Her mother looks a warning over Darryl’s shoulder; he’s now asleep, sucking his thumb with his head nestled against her neck.


  Need, Ophelia thinks, you need this one thing. How could her mother have lived in Toronto this many years and still talk like a Newfie? And it’s not just one thing, her mother’s needs. Her mother’s needs are constant. Desperate, Ophelia tries to argue, although it never works. “Can’t the twins do it?”


  “We’ve talked about this. Darryl’s too young to be left with them. You knows that.” She pats Darryl’s back. “Look, love, it’s just that . . . I’ve got a little date.”


  A date? Her mother? Oh, this is just too ironic.


  Her voice changes, becomes that awful confiding voice she’s taken to using with Ophelia lately. A you’re-old-enough-to-be-friends-with-me voice. Ophelia hates it. “I met a fella and we’re having dinner over at that new place, you know.”


  I’ll be there, Rowan had said, and he’d leaned in a bit and his face was all serious, like he really wanted her to know something about him. If she isn’t there at the show he’ll never know that she . . .


   . . . likes him . . .


  Yeah, she likes him a lot.


  “It’s not fair,” Ophelia says. Childish.


  It’s never any use arguing with her mother anyway. She’s ignoring Ophelia, crooning into Darryl’s ear.


  Ophelia walks away, up the stairs.


  She can’t remember ever feeling this alone.


  Chapter Ten


  The Earth Twitching Its Skin


  The twins take one look at Ophelia’s face and know not to talk to her.


  She pulls the curtain that separates her bed from theirs and throws herself down on the mattress.


  Heat gathers behind her eyes, her throat swells. Her life is never, ever going to work out. She’s stuck in this horrible apartment with her fat mother who’s dating some new guy—oh, that’s wonderful. Suddenly the implications come home: will it be like when Darryl’s dad was around? He was always telling Ophelia shit like don’t talk to your mother that way, like he had any right to be a dad to her. If her mother brings some new guy into the house, she will leave. She will just run away. She’ll be finished high school in three months and she’ll just go.


  She thinks again of Rowan.


  But now it’s ruined. She won’t see him tomorrow night; she’ll never see him again. Her stomach twists, her hands go cold. Longing fills her up like an ache, she wants . . . something, she can’t even say what it is. And it’s all going wrong already. How can she feel so attached to him, so fast? But she can’t help it. Something about him felt both strange and terribly, terribly familiar. Is it possible to know a person you’ve never met?


  If only there was a way to skip over this part. The uncertainty. A way to punch through time and space and just leave this stomach-churning not-knowing behind.


  She remembers science fiction TV shows and books about wormholes: hypothetical tunnels that connect two different points in what scientists like to call “space-time.” Could something as energetic as this longing inside her create something like that?


  No. Probably not.


  Even when she was a kid these kinds of feelings would come nosing around, pushing at her from the shadows, emptying out her guts and heart, and curling around her eyes and throat. When it gets too much, that’s when she punches through, when she lets the world drain away and takes herself to her other place.


  It’s comforting, usually. She always feels like she’s coming home when she visits, somehow; maybe she comes home not to a place, but to herself.


  But this time, it’s different.


  One moment Ophelia is on her bed in her room, letting her mind go out of focus, sliding into the other place like a kind of sleep. The next, there is a strange, quick beam of bright white light. She feels a horrible thrilling all through her body.


  And she is in deep water.


  For an instant she hangs there, expecting to feel the sudden jolt of waking. But the water is cold and it’s getting hard to breathe.


  She’s not waking up.


  With a jerk Ophelia thrashes arms and legs, trying to get to the lighter part of the water. That must be up—she can’t tell in her panic. Up, to the light.


  Suddenly a dark shape zooms toward her and knocks into her side. Ophelia gasps, bubbles roughen the water in front of her face. She twists, trying to see what attacked her. The shape comes at her again; it is pressing against her, an animal. A shark? Ophelia’s breath leaves her, she’s thrashing.


  The creature rolls around her, making her body roll, too. The thing is nosing at her neck, pushing at her back, teasing her legs and arms. She’s falling through the water—no way to know which way is up now. She is going to die. She can’t breathe.


  Dark, mournful eyes look into hers. There are whiskers. A seal. She’s head to head with a seal.


  The seal pulls back, then headbutts her.


  A blue surge fills her. This must be dying.


  And then Ophelia is able to see. And swim. And she shoots to the surface—it is so easy, how could she have thought she was sinking into the depths?—and takes in a deep, quivering breath.


  There is a big moon hanging in the sky overhead, and it’s an odd colour—pale blue—and in that light Ophelia can clearly see a fine set of whiskers on either side of her . . . snout. There’s a shoreline a way off. Trees are swaying, but there’s no wind. Her coming to the other place has dovetailed with an earth tremor, as per usual, like the earth twitching its skin.


  The seal surfaces next to her. It shoots up fast, smacking down on the water, then rolls. Its face is laughing. And then it gathers itself and disappears.


  A crazy happy feeling fills Ophelia. With a yelp she folds her body in two and dives. Her nose closes, her body is sleek and fast. No arms or legs, and who needs them? She straightens out and dives again, racing after the other. Her lungs compress and force the air in them into her upper chest, but it’s not uncomfortable, just odd. The water gets colder as she descends. She feels blood coming from deep inside her body to just under the skin, where she is covered with a dense layer of blubber; it warms as the water cools. She swims with sideways movements of her body, tail powering her, flippers steering. She can hear the seal ahead of her, making tiny keening noises. The noises are joy, diving is joy.


  Fish are joy! They flash in and out of shadow, and she snaps at them. Their cold taste fills her mouth. Everything is flickering blue-green. She follows the other seal, twisting through schools of fish. She snaps the stomach out of anything within reach of her snout. The fatty slipperiness of them is a come-on, an irresistible longing. Fish blood spurts thin and dark in the water, fish guts hang from shaken and discarded spines; her teeth are sharp, her eyes see everything. Silly silver-blue fish, darting all around. She eats and eats until she is sated.


  Somehow she knows dawn approaches. Ophelia and her companion swirl and ascend, come above the breaking waves to the pale blue of moonlight. She opens her nostrils and the scent is intoxicating: warm air from land, green things growing, salt. She follows the other through water suddenly warm, sluicing over sparkling blue sand. She can smell the other now, it’s a female. They hump through foam on the beach. The scent of plants is all through her now, with seaweed and the faint happy smell of rotting fish. Her body is heavy out of the water; she contracts her stomach and sides, muscles working, pulling herself forward by her flippers. She follows the other, they pant, laughing because this is so ridiculously difficult, this perambulation. They make it to the verge, lacy bits of shell and seaweed and dried foam marking the tideline; collapse, huffing with laughter; touch noses, tickling each other with whiskers.


  It is Pim. Ophelia knows this completely. She rolls onto her back and warbles, waving her flippers. This looks so funny that she starts laughing again, and Pim laughs with her. They curl together, delicious warmth and coolness and the sleekness of fat. The moon is sinking.


  The two seals sleep.


  Chapter Eleven


  Time To Get Up


  Ophelia opens her eyes.


  Blue sky above, and green, some kind of tree. Coconut palm, that’s it. She’s lying on sand. Something is tickling her hair and she touches her head. Then notices that she has a hand, an arm, hair on her head. She’s human again.


  The tickling thing has wriggling legs.


  Ophelia gasps and sits up, flinging the thing away from her with a high-pitched shriek. It scuttles away; only a crab, a tiny white crab.


  Something moves next to her. It’s Pim in human form, stretching her body full length.


  Pim is totally naked and so, Ophelia realizes, is she.


  She hugs her knees and looks around. They are on a beach, alone: the champagne-coloured sand and green verge of Doctor Bay.


  She knows it like she was born here, every grain of sand and palm tree. Over that way, a long walk along the beach and up through the trees, stands the great city: Calabar. Then Cinnamon Lake, connected to the city by the huge tidal river, and foothills, forests, mountains. And beyond that, to the north, the snow-covered mountain peak, the great volcano.


  The ocean surges, and surges again. Ophelia’s skin feels powdery, a bit sticky. She sniffs the back of her hand, tentatively tastes. Salt, from having been in the ocean.


  The smells, the feeling of air on her skin, the sounds of birds, the way the light is falling. Pim, next to her, breathing. The faint taste of fish in her mouth. None of this—not the slide in, nearly drowning, becoming a seal, coming into shore, or waking here—none of this feels like a vivid fantasy. It feels real.


  Pim murmurs, settling back into sleep. She lies on her back with one arm flung out across the sand, the other over her eyes. She’s tall—standing up, she’s over six feet—and slender, but not in a creepy starved sort of way, there’s muscle there, too. She has long, narrow hands and feet, and between her legs is an untouched thatch of black hair. Her ears are delicately pointed, tips bronze edged with pink. The patterns on her forearms are like tattoos, only they seem to be able to change. . . . Right now they’re a series of parallel lines, plain, from elbow to wrist. They’ve never looked like that before—they’ve always been elaborate curves, not these straight, straining lines.


  Ophelia’s grown up with Pim. Ever since she can remember, she’s visited Pim. But at this moment Ophelia feels she’s never seen her—really seen her—like this.


  There’s a feeling, then, like everything in the world has taken a breath and held it. And then the ground starts shaking.


  Pim’s sits up in one smooth motion, small braids snapping around her face like tiny whips. “Do you feel it?”


  “The shaking?”


  “No. The volcano.”


  Ophelia knows she won’t be able to see that peak from here, but swivels her head anyway. “What about it?”


  Pim springs to her feet. “It is erupting.”


  “Is that bad? It sounds bad.”


  “We must get to the city.”


  Ophelia remains sitting on the sand, hugging her knees. “What’s going on? How did I get here?”


  “The same way you always do.”


  “It’s different!”


  Pim grins. “Yes. It’s different. I visited your world, and now . . .” she gestures back and forth between her chest and Ophelia’s “. . . we are even more closely connected.”


  “You visited my world?” Ophelia’s voice goes up in a shriek.


  Pim nods. “There were big buildings, and warriors dressed like beetles. And armoured wagons. And singing. I heard you. A song about the wind.”


  Ophelia’s mind gaps, then leaps. “The protest!” It must have been the protest that Pim saw.


  “I was only there for a short time. The membrane between our worlds is very thin now. Leaky. Like a basket.” Pim extends her hand. “Please. We must go.”


  But Ophelia stubbornly stays put. “What in God’s name was all that seal business?”


  “It was fun, wasn’t it?” Pim is pleading.


  “It . . . Yes, it was fun. It was insane.”


  “I need you to be with me, to transform.”


  “You need me to . . . That happened because of me?”


  “It happened because it is time.” The ground ripples. Pim grabs Ophelia’s hand and drags her to her feet. “We must hurry.”


  “Why hasn’t it happened before?”


  “It wasn’t time. Come on.”


  They begin to run. Ophelia feels the sand on her feet, smells the air. Real, it feels real . . . the night-swimming in the ocean was real. . . . A cold feeling settles in her stomach and she jerks her hand out of Pim’s. The ground is moving. Her forehead is clammy, saliva rushes from the insides of her cheeks. She remembers with sudden clarity the feeling of snapping the gut out of a fish with her mouth, and another, and another—her stomach must be full of them. She stops in her tracks.


  “We need to go. The volcano erupts.”


  Ophelia’s body convulses. She braces herself on her knees and throws up onto the sand. Slimy fish parts . . . She heaves again, spits. She spits and wipes her mouth. “Will we be safe in the city?”


  Pim barks a mirthless laugh. “It is not the volcano that is the danger.”


  “What is then?”


  “The Mender will explain everything. She will teach you about your power. She is waiting for us.”


  “The who-whatsit? Mender?”


  The ground shakes so violently that Pim staggers. Palm trees sway. Waves hiss on the sand, tide going out. Out, farther than Ophelia’s ever seen it. Seaweed in the sun, a fish gasping.


  “She sent me to find you. The volcano erupts, you are here. It is the sign.”


  Ophelia feels something pulling at her, like her head and feet are being pulled in two directions. Pim, the beach, the shaking—everything begins to seem as if it’s happening at a distance. Is she being pulled back?


  Pim leans in. “Ophelia, no!”


  It’s impossible, Ophelia can’t hold on, she feels herself being stretched. Again the horrible thrilling feeling claws through her whole body. Everything jolts, darkens—ah, it hurts. Smells changing, light failing, lungs compressing.


  She can’t breathe.


  She opens her mouth and a great sobbing breath fills her.


  Light comes through a window. She is sitting on her bed, daylight, there’s knocking at the door. “Time to get up, girls.”


  Her heart is hammering. She hears the twins stirring on the other side of the curtain.


  Something in her hands.


  When Ophelia looks down, she sees that she is sitting in the middle of sheets soaked with water—sweat? Salt water. And her hands are fists. When she opens them, she sees that they are full of pale, wet sand.


  You can’t bring something back from nowhere.


  Got to get the sand off her hands, it’s under her nails, too, like she clawed at the beach when leaving—no, it’s impossible. Ophelia flings her hands out, scrubs her palms on the wet sheets.


  The sheets heave. There’s a person wrapped up in there.


  Ophelia can’t even scream.


  The sheets thrash, Ophelia scrambles up to the farthest edge of the bed. A long, fine brown hand reaches out, pulls the sheet from a high-cheek-boned face with big eyes. Pim stares at Ophelia. Her mouth opens. Ophelia can’t move, she is paralyzed.


  And then Pim looks over her shoulder like she’s heard something. A white light shines out, blinding Ophelia, like a search beam. A blast of salt-laden air, a roaring sound . . . The sheets sink back onto the bed. Pim has disappeared.


  “Girls! Get a move on!” calls Ophelia’s mother from downstairs.


  In the growing morning light, sand on wet sheets sparkles like tiny, sharp little diamonds.


  Chapter Twelve


  CoMing Back From A Long Way Off


  Ophelia decides that since she is going insane, she will pretend everything is normal. That way the impossibility will recede. Fake it ’til you make it, right?


  It sort of works, for a time. There’s breakfast to eat and dishes to do, and her mother wants her to come on a grocery trip as auxiliary childcare for Darryl.


  Her mother fries up fish sticks for breakfast. They smell so good.


  Normally, Ophelia hates fish sticks.


  A memory of a mouthful of raw fish, salt water . . .


  How can she feel hungry and nauseated at the same time?


  And she still has to babysit tonight, so she’s still never going to see that beautiful boy again.


  Ophelia is mean to the twins, and slams Darryl’s breakfast down in front of him, making him startle and cry.


  Her mother glares. “What’s the matter with you?”


  After breakfast Ophelia and her mother pile into the old car, Darryl strapped and yelling in the car seat, and rattle off to the store. Her mother’s cleaning kit is rolling around in the back, too, the bucket and mop and broom, spray bottles and sponges going every which way. It’s like being in a circus. “I can’t hear myself think!” hollers her mother, turning without signalling and getting honked at by a big SUV. She gives the guy the finger. “Kiss my ass!”


  Ophelia twists and makes googly faces at Darryl, but he keeps yelling.


  “Sing to him, my love, he loves that. Slow as cold molasses, Jesus!” She honks her horn at the car in front of her. “Is it possible to drive this slowly?”


  A memory noses at Ophelia, at the edges of her frayed self. A deep voice, the comforting scent of him. A man so big he’s almost a giant, the biggest, strongest man in the world. This man, she curls up in an easy chair with him, head nestled beneath his chin. He used to sing. And tell stories, memories like a whisper. His voice rumbling beneath her ear, deep in his chest. Sometimes she thinks she can remember things he told her, like a song across the water.


  She always tells her mother she can’t remember her father. It’s easier than admitting to the painfully few memories she does have.


  He loved Johnny Cash, listened to Johnny Cash all the time. He told Ophelia that JC (that’s what he called Cash: JC, like Jesus) lived on Cinnamon Hill, near where he himself had grown up, and to this day a Johnny Cash song puts the scent of cinnamon in Ophelia’s nostrils. He was from a place with such a name, a name that fell off your tongue like a song: Montego Bay. He had a way of saying it, too. I was bawn a bays, he’d say, and Ophelia remembers her mother laughing. I was born in a bay, too.


  Me too! she’d shout. Me too!


  Before coming to Canada, he’d worked in a magical place: Rose Hall. Rose Hall had a woman who could work magic, a witch, a white witch.


  That was scary.


  Ophelia wonders what it would be like if he’d stayed with them, her mother and her.


  Darryl is yelling so loudly it’s like a smell, a colour, a physical blow.


  “Okay, okay. ‘Walk the Line,’ you like that one.”


  Darryl shrieks.


  It’s Ophelia who loves that song, with its goofy guitar-picked bass line. She starts with that, the two notes, low as she can sing and with a goofy face to make Darryl laugh.


  He stops crying—that’s something. She starts singing.


  She sings about hearts and eyes, wide open all the time. What’s the line Johnny Cash was walking, she wonders. The line between love and addiction, or between life and death? He’d even turn the tide, that’s how much he loves.


  Why had her father loved this song?


  It takes three verses, but at last Darryl stops yelling, and waves his fists in time to the music.


  In the grocery story Ophelia feels a black woman looking at her and her mother and Darryl, judging, gauging. Her hand flies to her head; is her hair okay? She forces herself to put her hand back at her side. As a kid these trips in public were fraught with difficulty: black women coming up to her white mother on a regular basis and asking, Now, do you know how to take care of your girl’s hair? They wanted to help. And make sure her mother knew her place.


  Worse were the white women: What do you do with that hair? Looking at her mom like they are allies, barely concealing their antipathy for the stuff on Ophelia’s head. Or that memorable madam who’d surged forward, eyes devouring Ophelia and the then-infant twins. Oh my god, where did you get them?


  Get them? Ophelia’s mother had asked, harried, confused.


  Yes, what agency . . . A dawning look of comprehension on the woman’s face. Or . . . um . . . they’re yours?


  Later Ophelia had almost laughed when her mother said, I wanted to say to her, from a man’s penis. Where do you think babies come from, lady? A stork? Almost wanted to laugh. Not quite.


  On the drive home Darryl falls asleep and the car fills with woolly, sleepy silence. Ophelia stares out the car window. She catches herself scanning the face of a tall, dark man, wondering if it’s her father. She hasn’t done that in a while and when she realizes what she’s doing she looks away, pretends to be reading signs. She’s too old for that now.


  He’s gone. It’s been years since Ophelia stopped asking when he would be coming back.


  But still, she catches herself doing this. Scanning men’s faces and wondering if she’ll find her dad on the city streets. She longs to see him . . . but what then? Would she actually go up to him, try to talk to him? Or would she run away before he saw her?


  One thing’s for sure. Ophelia wants to be the one to see him, not the other way around. That way, she can decide.


  “Mom, how did you and Daddy meet?”


  Her mother’s head turns fast, eyes wide. “Wha’? How did we meet?” It’s like she’s coming back from a long way off.


  “Yeah. Like . . . did you meet in Toronto?” Ophelia has never asked her mother this; it all just seemed too fraught. For all she knows, her mother met her father in Newfoundland, where her mother is from, or maybe her mother vacationed in Jamaica, although she can’t picture this. Whenever she thinks of Jamaica she sees something like a postcard. White sand, blue water. Women in bright clothes, cloth wrapped around their heads. She knows this is a silly fantasy. Jamaica probably doesn’t look like that anymore than Canada is a Mountie on a glossy brown horse next to the CN Tower.


  Ophelia’s mother stares out the windshield, and for a moment Ophelia thinks she won’t answer. But at a red light, “Uh-huh, we met here. On a subway. He came right up to me and started talking to me. He reminded me of a fella from home.”


  “He did not.” Ophelia’s been to Newfoundland—when she was eleven they’d spent Christmas at her grandmother’s old house in Harbour Grace. Not a black man in sight.


  “Yis, b’y, he did. Men in Ontario, they’ll barely look at you. You knows they’re looking but then they looks away with this angry expression on their faces. I didn’t know what was going on, the whole first year I was here. And I was some homesick. You know, I wasn’t much older than you are now. Imagine, being in some big place where you don’t know a soul.” The light changes. “But then this man, he just starts talking to me. I had some salt fish in my shopping bag, wrapped up in paper—homesick, I guess, I just wanted some fish and brewis and I was on my way home to make it—and he says, Hey, beautiful, what are you up to tonight? Just like that. Almost like a fella from home would.”


  “Mom, go. The light’s green.”


  “Whoops.”


  Ophelia tries to picture her mother, not much older than she is now, sitting on a subway with a wood-hard slab of salt cod in her shopping bag. And this guy coming on to her. The man who would become her father.


  “He was some handsome.” The look on her mother’s face is so sad Ophelia doesn’t ask all the questions crowding forward in her mind.


  Did they mean to get pregnant? Were they in love? Why did her mother kick him out?


  There’s no point in asking that last question, anyway. Ophelia’s tried. Her mother can’t, or won’t, answer.


  —


  It’s still light out when Ophelia’s mother leaves on her “date.” Ophelia helps her pick out her outfit. She’s wearing too much makeup; she’s nervous. She’s meeting this guy for drinks and dinner, that’s all Ophelia can get out of her. She asks when her mother will be home, hoping against hope that it’ll be early enough that she could still make the Romulus concert. Could she be that lucky?


  “Midnight.”


  No chance.


  Her mother machine-guns a volley of last-minute instructions and finally, all in a flutter, gets out of the house.


  Ophelia wants to die.


  Darryl starts fussing right away. “Okay, we’re going to the park.” He likes the swings, the twins like the monkey bars, she can distract herself from her aching heart and incipient insanity. Incipient, her word for the day. From the Latin incipere, to begin. Beginning to come into being or become apparent. How appropriate.


  Ophelia puts together the snacks, water bottles, diaper bag, and off they go. The park is just at the end of the street, thankfully—Darryl’s getting heavy but refuses to walk the whole way.


  There’s hardly anyone there, just some white woman with a baby carriage. The twins peel off at once to the climbing gym, and Ophelia settles Darryl into a swing. He loves the swing and giggles happily. A gurgle comes from the baby carriage; the woman lifts a kid out. He’s smaller than Darryl but goggles at him in that way babies do; they love looking at each other. The woman’s well-dressed: gold rings and perfect hair, and the baby carriage is one of those fancy ones with the cup holders.


  “Nice evening,” says the woman.


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m looking for a nanny. Do you just look after those ones, or would you be interested?”


  Ophelia misses a swing and Darryl smacks back into her body. He startles and gives a little cry, but she gets him going again.


  “We’re siblings.”


  At least she’s made the woman blush. She’s as red as a pomegranate now.


  —


  On the walk home Ophelia catches sight of one of those double-headed fire hose connectors on the side of a building in the housing development. A sign overhead, “Siamese Connector.” She tells Shakira and Siobhan that they were born as Siamese twins and had to be surgically separated. “You’ve never been told, but you’re old enough now.” They stare, mouths open. “Don’t tell Mom, though,” Ophelia continues. “She doesn’t think you should know.” Telling them this fabrication makes Ophelia pleased in at tight, mean little way.


  “Where?” Siobhan asks.


  “Where what?”


  Shakira clarifies. “Where were we connected?”


  Ophelia thinks fast. “On your stomachs. That’s why you have weird belly buttons.” The twins have outies and Ophelia’s always teased them about this.


  “Are you lying?”


  Ophelia shrugs. “Don’t believe me, then.”


  When they get home the twins rush upstairs to the bathroom to look at their bellies in the mirror.


  The lie hangs heavy. Ophelia tries to dismiss the feeling. If she has to be at home while her mother’s out on a date, if she has to be mistaken for a nanny, if there is no chance of ever finding happiness, and she is also losing her ever-loving mind, at least she can tell mean little lies and confuse the twins, who will never ever feel as lonely as she does.


  Chapter Thirteen


  Can’t Stop The Words


  Her mother comes through the door.


  “Hi!” Ophelia is startled.


  “Hi.” Voice flat. Something bad has happened.


  “What’s up?”


  Her mother doesn’t look at her. She kicks off her heels and lowers herself into her armchair, flicking on the TV with the remote.


  “Nothing. That’s what happened.”


  Ophelia looks at the clock. It’s only eight. She could make it to the show, it’s totally early enough. “Can I go to that show?”


  Her mother doesn’t answer.


  “Mom. Can I go to that show?”


  “What show?” Her mother turns the TV up higher.


  “The one I told you about. At the all-ages café.”


  Nothing.


  “Mom?” She practically has to yell over the TV.


  “What?”


  “Can I go out?”


  “Who you going with?”


  “Um . . . Candace is probably going to be there.”


  Mistake. Her mother doesn’t like Candace.


  “I don’t think so.”


  A pause. Her mother changes channels.


  “Please?”


  “Ophelia! Don’t nag me. I said no.”


  “You didn’t say no!” This is so unfair. There’s no reason to keep her here. Her mother is just being mean because she had a bad date. “Look, I’m sorry if you feel bad, but is that any reason to keep me locked up like goddamn Rapunzel?”


  Her mother glares. “Don’t you swear at me!”


  “Sorry.”


  But her eyes have sharpened. “Are you planning on meeting a boy?”


  “No.” Lies seem to be coming easily today.


  “Don’t you lie to me. Who are you meeting?”


  Her mother has a preternatural ability to detect bullshit. Best to come clean. “Rowan.”


  Saying his name is a mistake. It hurts.


  “Who’s Rowan?”


  It’s even worse hearing it come out of her mother’s mouth, angry, like a swear word.


  “No one. Some guy. Look, it’s nothing.”


  “Some guy? Since when do you have a boyfriend?”


  “I don’t have a boyfriend.”


  “Sounds to me like you do. Rowan.”


  Ophelia looks again at the clock in the kitchen. There’s a dishtowel hung on the oven door, embroidered with a cheerful duck. For some reason the sight of this duck makes the feelings in Ophelia swell like a tsunami. It’s so childish and pretty and meaningless; how can the world produce two things so far apart as that duck and these feelings? She hears herself yelling, “I don’t have to tell you everything!”


  Her mother’s face is red. “New boyfriends you do. You do have to tell me about that.”


  “Why, why, why?” Her voice rises, the twins are staring, Darryl is going to start crying. She glares at him. “Shut up!” Her voice is ragged, hysterical. The TV rattles on, some nature show about lions.


  “Since when do we keep secrets from each other in this house?”


  “Look, it’s nothing, okay? There is nothing, there’s no boyfriend, I just want to go out tonight to this show, please.”


  “You’re going to keep secrets from me, you don’t get to go out, girl.”


  Ophelia goes for the stairs. She has to get away, be alone. But her mother rises and blocks her way.


  “Don’t you walk away with that sullen face!”


  “Sorry!” Ophelia gasps. Please just leave me alone leave me alone leave me alone.


  “Are you in trouble? Is some guy using you, is that what’s going on here?”


  Her mother thinks she’s pregnant. Ophelia feels the weight, her mother’s paranoia, how she’s drilled the consequences into Ophelia all her life. She will never even kiss Rowan now. She will never see him again.


  “Yeah. That’s right. I’m having sex with a guy and I’m pregnant. Actually, lots of guys. I don’t even know who the father is, I’m that much of a slut.”


  “Don’t make jokes like that!” Her mother looks so horrified that at any other time it would be funny.


  “I wouldn’t want to end up like you, now would I?” The words come flooding. “Saddled with four kids, one of them a horrible slut like me?”


  “That’s not what I . . .”


  She doesn’t want to hear what her mother has to say. “Afraid I’ll end up like you? Alone?” That shuts her mother up. She opens and closes her mouth. The wound opens, spreads across her face. Ophelia feels sick, but she can’t stop the words. “Well, don’t worry. I am alone, thanks to you.”


  She tries to push past her mother to get up the stairs, stop this stupid fight, get alone where she can let the tears and the rage out of her body without hurting anyone. But her mother grabs her arm.


  “What’s gotten into you?”


  The shock of her mother’s grip, the way it swings her around, head whipping back on her neck—her mother is strong—this shock dislodges some last vestige of restraint in Ophelia. She wants so badly to be alone that she says the meanest thing she can think of.


  “Maybe if you weren’t such a fat slob, Dad would still be here.”


  What happens next is so weird. Her mother throws her against the wall.


  Ophelia hits the wall and everything goes still, except the TV where a lion is now stalking an animal on a grassy plain. Ophelia sees the lion, unconscionably beautiful: golden fur, fierce, empty eyes. The lion works its mouth slightly as it glides through the grass. Her mother stares, not at the lion but at her, frozen.


  Then her mother speaks and everything speeds up again. “My love, I’m so sorry. . . .” She looks down at her own hands like they horrify her.


  Ophelia runs out the front door, into the night.


  —


  At the café she pays the five Amero cover, finds a seat, roots through her pockets and finds another buck for a pop; that’s all she’s got, she left without her wallet. The place is packed, but she sees nobody she knows.


  He isn’t here.


  Maybe she imagined it all, all the looks and everything.


  He’s tall, he should be easy to find even in this crowd—that pale hair, he’ll stand out.


  But she doesn’t deserve to see him. Tonight, after what she said to her mother, she doesn’t deserve love.


  And yet, there he is. Unfolding from a chair in a corner, standing.


  Ophelia’s heart hammers so fast she thinks she’ll pass out.


  He’s kind of gawky, she realizes, there’s something endearing about a faint awkwardness in his elbows and knees, like they sort of get in his way when he moves.


  He sees her. He walks toward her. He’s smiling. Smiling like his whole day just got good because she’s here.


  Chapter Fourteen


  He Almost Loses Her


  Rowan watches Ophelia out of the corner of his eye.


  She can’t keep still, beats out the music on her thighs, the tabletop. There’s something brilliant and nervy about her this evening, like she’s burning up inside.


  The music is mostly too loud to talk over. Romulus takes medieval music and rearranges it for electric guitar, bass, and drums, screaming liturgical melodies into the mics.


  “You like these guys?” Rowan yells over a song.


  “They’re great!”


  “I know the guitarist.” The song ends; his voice is loud in the sudden gap. He feels embarrassed—is he trying to impress her?


  “Which one?”


  “The guy with the black hair.” The band launches into a new song and whip their heads around in unison, long tails flying.


  “They’re sick!” Ophelia yells.


  —


  After the first set she enthuses over a coffee. “They take that medieval stuff and make it work.”


  “The chord progressions and song structures are practically the same as metal.” Yup. He’s trying to impress her.


  Ophelia smiles. “Wonder what the monks would have made of it.”


  Rowan crosses himself and is rewarded by a laugh from her. Is this going well? He thinks it’s going well. He wants it to go well. “I like it,” he says. “I guess I’ve never really felt at home in the twenty-first century.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” He wishes he hadn’t said that. She’s looking up at him from underneath her eyelashes. They curl in this really pretty way. And her eyes—at first he’d wondered if she was wearing those coloured contacts, but up close he sees that her eyes really are a sort of translucent greenish colour, like jade. He’s glad; he hates those contacts, they’re creepy.


  “No, really, what do you mean? Like, you eschew cell phones?”


  “I what cell phones?”


  “Eschew them. Avoid them.”


  “Oh. I thought you said chew.”


  They’re both laughing. “No, no . . . Eschew was my word of the day earlier in the week, so I’ve got to find multiple seemingly natural ways to work it in. So I learn it and it sticks.”


  She’s totally a geek, he’s totally falling for her, his stomach turns and sends electricity down his thighs; he can’t stop smiling. “What’s your word for today?”


  “Incipient.”


  “How have you worked that one in?”


  “Incipient, as in incipient madness.”


  She’s stopped smiling, shit, what did he say wrong? “Ah. Well, I don’t eschew cell phones. I just . . . you know. When I was a kid . . . No, it’s too embarrassing.”


  “Come on. You’ve got to tell me now.” Good, the sparkle is back.


  He takes a deep breath. “When I was a kid,” he lies, “I loved all that stuff about, you know, the lost chosen one who saves . . . you know. Knights. And wizards and stuff.”


  Her eyes get big and her face opens. “Chosen knights and wizards.”


  “Yeah. . . .” Why is she staring at him? “I’d imagine I was a knight or a lost prince come to save my people. Just kid stuff. It’s embarrassing.” He’s glad he pretended it was a kid thing.


  Ophelia says something so quietly he has to ask her to repeat it. “Me too.”


  “You’re a knight?”


  “No. You’re right, it is embarrassing. A . . . like a chosen . . . sorcerer.”


  “Sorcerer.”


  She nods. “I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of being able to bring things together, to shape . . . I guess shape energy. And being able to transform into . . . maybe different creatures?”


  Her head droops again.


  “A sorcerer.” Yeah, he can see it. Something about it suits her—her volatile moods, her burning eyes.


  “A wizard. Like Harry friggin’ Potter.” She meets his gaze again and the smiling is back, the insane way he can’t stop smiling around her.


  “Maybe you are. Or were. In another life.”


  She raises one eyebrow the way his mother does, but on her it’s cute. “I don’t know how many wizards looked like me in medieval Europe.”


  “Oh.” He thinks about this. “But is . . . I mean, is it Europe? In your imagination, I mean.” He has asked himself this. It’s not Europe, not really, Antilia. In some ways it might be, but not quite. For one thing there are lions, and places that look like the haunting limestone hills of China. There are fjords but also sandy beaches, and blue water, so blue it hurts your eyes to look at it. Rowan shakes his head; what’s he thinking? That Ophelia has the same imaginary place? Stupid. The band’s going on again—good, it’ll stop this stupid conversation he’s started.


  Ophelia’s not letting go. “Maybe,” she’s saying. She looks thoughtful. “Yeah, maybe it’s more . . . because you’d really only love the actual past if you were a nobleman. No matter where in the world you were, for the most part.”


  “Of course. You wouldn’t want to be a peasant. . . .”


  “Or some sap in an army. And mostly you’d want to be a man, I think.”


  “Absolutely. Unless, your eminence, you are a wizard.”


  She whacks his arm with the back of her hand. “Shut up.” But she’s smiling. The band digs in, the sound hits them like a wave, and she’s smiling.


  —


  In the awkwardness of the aftermath—crush of people, cell phones under harsh sodium lights—he almost loses her. Looks around frantically, sees her walking away. “Ophelia!”


  She stops, she turns.


  Rowan says something to whoever he’s talking to, he doesn’t know what, swims through the crowd to her. “Where you going?”


  She shrugs.


  “Why don’t we . . . You want to walk a bit with me?”


  He thinks he sees the beginning of a smile bloom on her face but she ducks her head, takes out her cell to check the time. He must, must get her number before the evening ends.


  “Okay.”


  He’s so happy he forgets he brought his bike and has to jog back half a block to get it.


  They walk up the chestnut-lined road, talking about music: who they listen to, what they like. She likes a lot of old stuff—good strong vocalists, not surprisingly. Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday. Admits, shyly, to a bit of a Rihanna obsession. Serena Ryder, and they both like Tegan and Sara. Radiohead. He promises to make her a playlist: Tame Impala, he thinks, The Strokes, Young Rival, Arctic Monkeys, The Lonely Parade.


  He’ll never be able to admit to anyone that he writes songs. The stars wink through the heavy leaves overhead, shimmering down at them. Before he knows it, they’re standing at his doorstep.


  “Look, you want to come in?”


  He sees her hesitation, looking up at the shining door and the immaculate sweep of the front steps. His father repainted them last month in heritage colours.


  “Please? I’ll fix you a snack.”


  “Okay. I . . . don’t really want to go home just now, to tell you the truth.” That nervy energy is back in her, like she’s about to burst into flames.


  “Dad?” he calls as they walk into the front hall, but there’s no answer. “He’s probably snoozing.” Rowan gestures to the light under the door of his father’s study. “Pretending to work,” he whispers, then hates himself for repeating the cutting words of his mother.


  “You got a mother?”


  “Yeah. She’s a journalist.” He leads Ophelia down the hall to the kitchen. “You want a sandwich?”


  “Naw, I’m not hungry.”


  “You mind if I . . . ?” He starts making a grilled cheese sandwich, and when she sees that she changes her mind and he makes her one, too.


  “So your mom’s a journalist? Cool.” She talks with her mouth full; it’s cute.


  “Well, it’s cool if you don’t mind never seeing your mom.”


  “How come? Oh—out researching stories and all that? Does she travel?”


  “All over the world.”


  “Does she write about the war?”


  Rowan nods, finishing his sandwich. He could eat another. “That’s all she writes about. For years now.”


  “But it just started.”


  “But there was all the lead-up—you know, the maneuvering, the politics. And the Union. She had a field day when that came down.”


  Ophelia licks her fingers. Rowan has to look away; she’s completely unconscious of the effect her tongue and lips are having on him. “But really. It’s frightening.”


  “The war?” he asks.


  “Yes.”


  He thinks of his blank university application forms. “Yes.”


  Her gaze sharpens. “You okay?”


  Christ, his thoughts must be obvious as the nose on his face. “Sure.”


  “We’re the same age, right? So you could be called up because next year, when’s your birthday? Oh, never mind.”


  “What?”


  “Silly of me. You’ll be going to university.”


  He gets up, takes her plate. Drops it. It shatters on the tile floor.


  She tries to help him clear the shards away, but he fends her off, puts the bits in a paper bag, in the garbage. Conversation averted.


  “Look, Rowan, are you . . . You haven’t been called up, have you?”


  Conversation not averted. She’s looking at him with those penetrating eyes, a worried furrow between her eyebrows.


  “When’s your birthday?” she asks again.


  “In . . .” He clears his throat. “In February. February the fifteenth.”


  She stares. “That’s the same as mine!”


  “Really?” It fits—of course they share a birthday. Everything about this girl fits.


  “But you know what that means.” She’s not happy, her eyes are wide. “Rowan, you’re in the cohort that’s up for the lottery.”


  He takes a deep breath. He wants to tell her. He hasn’t spoken of this to anybody, the daily fear of seeing that letter. “Yes. And yes. And yes, I charged myself with the task of filling out my university entrance forms.” His voice cracks, he doesn’t care. The words keep coming, dripping with bitterness and self-loathing. “My parents got them all lined up for me—applications to three prestigious institutions. And offered to help me fill them out. And that felt insulting. I can take care of myself. So I cleverly filed them.”


  “Didn’t you get in?” Her voice is a whisper.


  He bets she’s good at school. Probably a straight-A student. “Are you? Going to university, I mean.”


  She barks out a bitter laugh. “We can’t afford it.”


  “Oh.” Stupid, tactless Rowan.


  “You?”


  She’s like a bull dog. Fine, he’ll come clean. “When I say filed, I mean filed . . . on the floor. Under my bed.”


  A long silence. Finally, he looks at her.


  There are tears in her eyes.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Island On The Other Side


  Rowan takes Ophelia on a tour of the house.


  They tip-toe past his father’s study; he doesn’t want his father to meet her, not yet. They go up the stairs to his mother’s office: papers everywhere, files, a giant cork board covered with clippings, maps, notes, headlines, things circled in coloured markers. A dead plant on the windowsill.


  “My mother’s not much for keeping other beings alive.”


  “She kept you alive.”


  “That’s mostly my dad. He does all the cooking and stuff.”


  “You have any brothers or sisters?”


  “No. You?”


  “Half-siblings. Darryl’s the baby, and I have two younger sisters—twins.” She says the twins’ names: Shakira and something that sounds like a fabric.


  “Chiffon?” He is incredulous.


  She giggles. “No, it’s an Irish name. Siobhan.”


  “What does your dad do?”


  Her face closes. “He’s not in the picture.”


  He’s sorry he asked. He wants to make up for this somehow, hears himself saying, “My parents kind of hate each other.”


  “How can they hate each other and stay married?”


  “They don’t even . . . Here, I’ll show you.”


  He leads her to two doors, side-by-side. He opens the door on the left. “My mother’s room.” A pristine double bed with a white duvet, clothes all over the floor, draped on a chair. He closes the door on it all. “And my father’s.” He opens the right-hand door. Very tidy, rigidly clean, except for the bed. It’s lumpy, unmade, and running the length of it on the far side is an undulating pile of books. Orange-spined books, and white, soft and hard covers, shiny carapaces like giant beetles.


  Ophelia gives a little scream. “Oh! I thought it was a woman!”


  Rowan looks again. It does look like a woman, a person lying there, half-seen in the dim light from the hall. A laugh comes out of him, a sound he doesn’t like; it’s the mirthless half-laugh of his mother. “A woman made of books. He’d probably like that.” Rowan shuts the door.


  “What’s your dad like?”


  “He’s a house-husband.” Still his mother’s voice; he has to stop it. “He’s a poet. He published a few books when I was a kid, I guess. Used to teach creative writing at university. Nothing for a long time now. So he reads. That’s what he does.”


  “Why do they have different rooms?”


  He looks down at her. He doesn’t know what to say.


  “I’m sorry. I’m prying.”


  He tries to find an answer. “I guess hating each other is as intimate as loving. That’s what it feels like to me. Besides, Mom says she hates the idea of paying him support. And she figures he’d make a bid to get the house.”


  Ophelia’s breath hisses in. “She said that? To you?”


  “She’s a very frank person, my mother.”


  “That’s horrible.”


  “Well, it’s okay. Dad’s got his book woman.”


  Silently he leads her back down the stairs. He won’t invite her up to the attic, to his room. It would feel like too much of a come-on. He wants to see her again; he must see her again.


  “I’d better get going,” she says, so quietly he can hardly hear her.


  “Yeah. Now that you’ve seen the creepiness,” he blurts. He hits the bottom step and she’s grabbed his arm, swung him around. Up a step from him she’s at eye level. She looks right into him.


  “No. That’s not why. I don’t want you to think that. Don’t think that.”


  He wants to kiss her so much, then. He takes hold of the newel post to steady himself. Her face is so close.


  A slow smile twists across her lips. “Besides, you haven’t met my mother yet.” Ophelia leans closer. “I told you. Nightmare.”


  They both begin to laugh and Rowan doubles over, trying to stay quiet. When they subside she’s staring at the map of the world hanging on the wall.


  “What’s that?”


  “A map from the early fourteen hundreds. Portuguese, which somehow came into the hands of my great-great-great-great-whatever-grandfather, and down the line. My dad likes stuff like that. Rare books, maps, and such.”


  She puts her finger on the glass, over the red island shaped like a dragon’s head. Her eyes are round, and she’s breathing like she just ran from somewhere.


  “What is that? In the middle of the Atlantic?”


  Careful. It’s the magic island, the fantasy. “The name is there.”


  “Ant . . . il . . . ee-ah,” she sounds out carefully. “A different language? Con . . . ymana.”


  “‘Island on the other side.’ And, ‘a volcano erupts here,’” he translates.


  “Rowan, what is this?”


  “Just an old map.”


  That red island is heavy with the freight of his childish dreams and fantasies. He thinks the rich red ink of the island almost pulses, glowing with secrets and visions. Can she feel it? How many hours of his life he’s spent putting himself there? Exploring its wildlife, forests, slopes of the great silent volcano? Swimming in its ocean, its lakes, practicing with swords, with bows and arrows, singing songs? Always with Ari. And always the gleam of snow on the great mountaintop, the old volcano; hasn’t erupted in a long time Ari says, but some day . . . and then Ari stops. There’s something he’s keeping from Rowan, something Rowan’s not ready to know.


  “Rowan?”


  He realizes he’s staring dumbly at the map, the island.


  She clears her throat. “That red island. Antilia. It looks . . . it just looks like something else I’ve seen, I guess. Like a dragon’s head.”


  Carefully, carefully; the air around them feels like it’s full of crystal shards. “Dad told me someone discovered it back in the 1400s. Mapped it. But no one’s been able to find it since. It might just be a Caribbean island, hopelessly in the wrong place. Cuba, maybe. They couldn’t do longitude very well back then.”


  “But it’s so close to Europe. Africa. How could someone make that big a mistake?”


  She’s practically vibrating with excitement; he rushes in with explanations. “Well, I know the Europeans didn’t even find the Azores . . . here—” and he points to a spot off the coast of Portugal, well-charted on the map “—until after they’d landed in North and South America. It’s easier to get to the Azores from North America than from Europe, even though Europe’s closer, because of the prevailing winds and currents. One theory is that the Chinese actually mapped the world first, and Europeans copied their maps. Also the Arabs were great sailors. The Tamils, too.”


  “The Chinese mapped the world? I’ve never heard that.”


  “Well, we have a pretty Eurocentric history system, right? It’s pretty cool, actually. One theory is that a giant comet destroyed the Chinese fleet—”


  “A comet?”


  “Yeah. They’ve found burnt and broken Chinese junks and giant treasure ships high up on the New Zealand and Australian coasts, and even on the British Columbian coast, dating from the mid-1400s. And so the Chinese emperor decided there would be no more voyages. And then China sort of closed up shop, politically speaking. So Europe just stole the bits and pieces of technologies they’d picked up from China, like their maps, and took off.”


  She chews her lip. “Wouldn’t we have heard of all that?”


  “The comet? Well, it apparently landed in the Pacific, so Europe didn’t feel the effects; China was the only nation with a great fleet out on the Pacific at that time. And as for adapting Chinese technologies—”


  “I suppose the Europeans weren’t all that interested in crediting the Chinese with their discoveries.”


  “Right.”


  “And of course they themselves were competing like mad—the Renaissance, right? So many little city-states and rulers.”


  “Everyone trying to get their hands on new wealth.” It’s fun talking with her. She’s so interested in new ideas, so quick to make connections.


  “So this is a European copy of an older map?”


  “Maybe. My dad thinks so.”


  “But this island isn’t . . . there?” She’s leapt ahead of him. “No. That’s not possible. People’d know about it by now.”


  He nods. “Absolutely. You’re right. It’s not possible.”


  “No way.”


  “It’s just an old map.”


  She turns away and comes down off the step, and then Rowan hears himself saying, “You don’t really have to go yet, do you?”


  Chapter Sixteen


  Ask About Everything At Once


  Ophelia’s in Rowan’s room, and he’s so nervous he’s almost afraid to speak.


  She looks through his bookshelf, face lighting up. Makes gentle fun of his vintage black velvet fantasy posters. They discuss books, compare authors; they like the same things.


  Then the fatal error: Rowan, sitting on his bed, kicks his foot and taps his hidden guitar; the neck swivels into view from under the blankets. She seizes on it.


  “Is that a guitar? Do you play?”


  “Badly.”


  “Oh, please, will you play something?”


  Next thing he knows, he’s running his fingers across the strings. What sort of power does this girl have over him? He never plays for anyone. He sucks.


  He doesn’t dare look at her. He’ll play her the cooling song, one of the songs that seemed to come to him because of Antilia.


  The first few lines he sings so quietly he can hardly hear himself. But his voice strengthens, the song soars.


  I’m going somewhere. Somewhere with wind, and fire.


  Wish for me. This is my wishbone.


  Crack it apart for me. This is my wish song.


  I burn.


  You cool me.


  I’m going somewhere. I don’t know when, or why.


  Somewhere with wind, and fire.


  The last chord rings down slowly in silence. Finally it’s her that speaks.


  “You wrote it, didn’t you?”


  “Only if you like it.”


  “I love it!”


  She sings back a couple of the lines. The song sounds beautiful with her voice. She falters.


  They sit in silence once again, and he realizes it’s getting late. She’ll have to go, surely. He wants to see her again, he will see her again. “Ophelia,” he says, “I really like you.” He says it fast so he’ll get it out before he second-guesses himself and doesn’t say anything.


  “I like you, too,” she says, and her eyes are bright like two stars.


  —


  He walks her to the subway station because it’s late and maybe it’s not so good to walk alone, not on a Saturday night, not to the neighbourhood he gathers she lives in. He tries to convince her to let him walk her home but she’ll have none of it.


  “You’re so chivalrous,” she says. “Knight in shining armour.” But then she gets serious again and looks away.


  He wonders if it’s shame about the place she lives. Thinking that makes him regret showing her his house, the bottled-up middle-class-ness of it. He remembers the careful way she held her body when they first got there, like she was afraid to touch the granite countertops or stainless steel fridge.


  They don’t kiss goodbye. But they exchange numbers. Same numbers but the last four are inverted, isn’t that weird? He’ll remember her number now.


  He watches her walk away from the street corner where they say goodnight until she is lost in the shadows.


  Rowan hops on his bike and takes off. Sometimes he feels like if he could ride his bike fast enough, he’d be able to punch through, find himself in Antilia for real. And there’s so much happiness inside him right now, because of Ophelia, that he feels like he could ride around the world.


  He swoops across the street, past the yellow bike-path post. Down into the valley, past trees and water. Around a corner, past a huge oak tree—straight on a downslope, he’ll get up some speed. And he does. Fast, fast—it’s like sliding down the waves in a good wind off the coast of the island, crests curling behind him, wall of water towering over the little boat, but he’s not afraid because he’s got Ari with him and Ari’s nothing if not a sailor. Rowan smiles as he pounds through the dark, feeling his heart beating, his body working. Ari—powerful, tanned the colour of leather, with a cynical mind. When he’s with Ari he knows he’ll be okay, because Ari is just too funny and brave to die.


  Rowan rides his bike down a great green wave, wind rushing past his ears.


  There’s a brightness, a soft puff of air, a silence. Light, bright white light, shines out quick as a search beam from a lighthouse. That’s new, Rowan thinks. I’ve never seen light like that before.


  His body is seized and pulled. He feels himself falling, like a hole opens somewhere and drags him down.


  Wind smacks into his body. He’d gasp but he can’t breathe. There’s a small boat on an ocean far, far below. Rowan slides toward it. If he doesn’t breathe soon he will die. There’s a person in the boat, small from this height, hunched over the tiller. The boat has a wooden frame covered in dark leather, like an Irish currach. Two short masts; a small square sail, red, bellies with wind. The waves are big, bigger than they looked from high up.


  The boat rushes toward him, or he toward the boat; it’s all moving very fast now.


  He hits it.


  The impact of the wooden frame would knock the breath out of Rowan if he had any air left in his lungs. He bounces, once, then lies in the bottom of the boat, staring at the sky above. Grey, low, and gloomy.


  And then water washes in over the side, soaking him. Freezing. Rowan sputters, chokes, coughs, sits up. He smells fresh air, hears the cries of birds, feels the heave of the boat on the water. The salt in his eyes burns.


  It’s real.


  “Where . . . What?”


  It’s Ari at the tiller. He looks at Rowan, a smile thinning his lips. “You took your time.”


  He wears chain mail over a leather jerkin and a metal helm lies at his feet, rocking from side to side as the boat heaves. His black hair is slick with wet; his hooked nose has a drip on the end of it. He looks up at the sky. He looks up at it for a long time.


  Rowan wants to ask about everything at once. But instead he simply says, “Worried about the weather?”


  Ari meets Rowan’s eyes. “Where is she?”


  “Who?”


  “Her,” says Ari.


  A wave heaves toward them, nosing under the little boat. They rise. No sign of land.


  “Ari, who are you talking about? What’s going on?”


  “It’s getting rougher. Here.” And Ari tosses a line toward Rowan.


  And then something’s fighting him—his bicycle, jerking out of his arms like a frightened horse. His bicycle? What’s that doing here? Rowan sees Ari’s face opening with dismay. “No!” His friend reaches out toward him. But it’s no use, the horrible sliding feeling thrills through Rowan’s body and he’s back on his bike—no, he’s flying over the handlebars.


  Rowan splays forward, the bike stays still, and he lands full on his face by the side of the path.


  He sits up, hand over his nose and mouth. He is wet. Soaked with salt water.


  The blood comes down his face hot and fast. His nose hurts, his two front teeth, too, but they’re still there.


  He’s sitting on the ground beside the bike path and there’s no sign of Ari or the ocean or a boat. Nothing. He’s home.


  The blood won’t stop coming. It pours down the back of his throat, a salty, metallic, almost chalky taste. Rowan swallows and spits, spits some more. Stands up. Wheeling his bike one-handed, he goes forward into the night.


  —


  As Rowan leaves the path, a figure steps out of the shadows. His face tilts as he watches Rowan toil up the bike path. Once Rowan’s out of sight the young man crouches, deftly twitching the sword in his belt out of the way. He examines the ground where Rowan’s bike came to its sudden stop. His muscular forearms are covered in tattoos: patterns, fluid and strange.


  He is wet with salt water, and in his hands is a soaked, taut ship’s rope, straining into the shadows. The man tugs, looking intently into the darkness where the end of the rope would be. The patterns on his arms take on a faint glow as if phosphorescent.


  The man stands, winding the rope in his hands. He’s careful about it. He lifts his face and sniffs at the air. His nose wrinkles as if he smells something unpleasant. He steps off the path, into the darkness. No sound. The faint glow on his arms glimmers for a moment, brightening, then winks out. There’s a single blast of cold, wet, salty air, and then nothing.


  Seconds later two cyclists whiz into view, headlamps like icy fireflies. There’s a faint hum of traffic from the street above, and the gentle gurgle of the river sliding past. There’s a little blood beside the path, but that’s invisible in the darkness. They ride by and continue on their way, into the soft city night.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Everything All Mixed Up Together


  Those people are after her.


  Hats, big rubber boots, lace blankets. One of them has feet that go backward, legs twisted-broken. Their faces are covered in fabric, Hallowe’en masks, bank-thief nylon stockings, noses and eyes squished out of shape and lipstick smeared on top. It’s impossible to tell if they’re men or women, singing and shouting and playing music. The adults all laugh and dance with them, but Ophelia knows. The horse’s head is coming behind with a mouthful of nails. The horse’s head is going to get her.


  They talk in the most terrifying way.


  Ophelia screams, the kind where the sound comes out all high and tight. The nightmare screaming where you can’t make any noise, can’t move.


  Then she realizes it’s a nightmare. She’s awake now. Through the window she sees a dim flash of light from the direction of the valley—a storm? But the sky’s clear, she can see stars. She listens and watches, but there’s no thunder, no returning flash. What time is it?—early. She must have just fallen asleep after leaving Rowan, fallen straight into a memory-nightmare.


  She wishes she’d had the courage to kiss him. But she’d put up her wall, scared. She likes him too much.


  She lies back down but her skin’s prickling, heart’s hammering. Her mother told her about those people—Johnnys or something—no, janneys. They’re just janneys, her mother said, just Christmas visitors having a bit of fun. It was nothing to be afraid of. Easy for her to say. She didn’t have the fat one lean into her face, didn’t have that high-pitched, wheezing, in-taken breath-talking coming at her. She wasn’t chased by the most frightening thing of all. The Hobby Horse, draped with an animal skin that went over his back and down to the floor. The big horse’s head came after her, lower jaw opening and closing, snock snock snock! Mouth full of nails, like teeth.


  Ophelia had cried until she’d thrown up. Sure, the youngsters are always afraid of the janneys, one of the women with her mother had said. Ophelia remembered them—so many women, with big breasts and wide hips like her mother, you sees where I gets my good looks! her mother had said, and all the women laughed. Aunties and cousins, an army of redheads. She’d been passed around the room, lap to lap, those big, sweet-smelling women hugging and kissing her “to death” until she’d stopped crying from the strangeness of it all. More Christmas presents than she’d ever seen in her life, and the twins, too, the mountains of gifts. They still came in the mail every year, even though Ophelia’s never been back. Eight years ago now, half her life away that visit was.


  The janneys had done something—what was it? There was an accordion, yes, and a fiddle, and they’d grabbed the aunties and made them shriek. And they’d made everyone try to guess who they were; it was then that Ophelia had finally realized they were other grownups, dressed up. Friends of the aunties, friends of the woman her mother told her to call Grandma. But there was also something more formal—a play?


  Saint George had fought his brother, The Grand Turk.


  And then been horrified that he’d killed him.


  Called out for a doctor.


  Doctor, doctor, come with speed.


  Help me in my time of need!


  And then the doctor came, with a big doctor bag.


  Yes, I can cure all things! the man said, with a strange accent.


  Itch, stitch, the ’pox,


  The palsy and the gout,


  And if the Devil’s in him, I can root him out.


  With a flourish, a big blue glass bottle came out of the doctor bag.


  I’ll apply this cure to the crackbone of his heart.


  —


  All the next day, Ophelia avoids her mother. She does the breakfast dishes, does homework, hears news about the city going to orange alert, keeps her head down. She thinks and thinks of Rowan. He’s too good to be true, and now he’s going to be called up and die in this stupid, pointless, unwinnable war.


  No, don’t think that. He won’t be called up; it’s a lottery, what are the chances? If he does have to go, Ophelia will volunteer. She’ll go, too, she’ll find him.


  I’ll apply this cure to the crackbone of his heart.


  She can’t stop the churning in her brain. Over and over she goes through the conversation they had the night before; over and over she sees Rowan lying on some battlefield, his beautiful face covered in blood, dead. There’s so much she hasn’t told him. She couldn’t admit to him that the red island on that old map was hers.


  And he’s given her a name for her other place. Antilia. Island on the other side.


  How could it be there, in his house? How is that possible?


  She hasn’t told him she is going insane. That the imaginary world of her childhood is coming into this world and seizing her, one piece at a time. She’d wanted so badly to tell him, but who wants to go out with a crazy girl? And besides, she’d been so raw after the fight with her mother, and it had felt so good to be with him. She’d just wanted to be with him, stay happy, in the moment. Not think about all the insanity whirling around in her brain.


  “I’m going out for a bit,” says her mother. Ophelia looks up from the homework she’s been staring at sightlessly for the last ten minutes. “Watch the youngsters, will you?”


  Ophelia nods, but her mother doesn’t see. She’s dragging herself out the door and she’s still wearing her pink pyjamas, and slippers.


  “Shoes!” Ophelia yelps, too late. Her mother’s out the door.


  She comes back ten minutes later smelling of cigarette smoke.


  Ophelia is about to tear a strip off her—why would she take that up again when she quit years ago?—but then sees the sad look.


  Ophelia knows she should reconcile with her mother. But the memory of her mother, in her face and demanding to know details of a relationship that hasn’t even started yet, it blocks her throat. She hates herself for it, but she can’t apologize, not yet.


  She looks up her word for the day, flipping through her father’s dictionary until her eye lights on something. Pusillanimous. Lacking courage and resolution; marked by contemptible timidity. See “cowardly.” Sometimes the word of the day feels like a prediction, or a prescription. She’d been a coward last night, not telling Rowan about Antilia, or about Pim, and how Pim came back, came here. Ophelia kept it to herself just so the beautiful boy would keep liking her.


  And then there’s her mother. Between the failed date and the fight, Mary needs help, anyone can see that.


  “Time for your nap, Darryl me love,” her mother says, voice like a funeral.


  “Mom? I’ll put him down. You rest a while.”


  Her mother’s face lights up. Sometimes she looks like a little girl; it hurts Ophelia to see how easy it is to make her mother happy.


  “I’ll tell him a story.”


  “Us too, us too!” clamour the twins.


  “You’re too old,” Ophelia scoffs, but really, it’s fun telling the twins stories, and she hasn’t in a long time. Ophelia takes Darryl from her mother’s arms, giving her a kiss on the cheek.


  “Thank you, Ophelia me love.” Their eyes meet. The fight is forgiven.


  The children all pile on her mother’s giant unmade bed.


  “Tell a scary one!” Siobhan demands.


  “Yeah. One with the Witch!”


  Ophelia shivers. Pim had said that the Mender was waiting. An image had flashed into Ophelia’s mind when Pim said that, a feeling, something ominous. The witch, the White Witch of Rose Hall. She sent me to find you. It’s one thing to tell stories about them, but Ophelia is pretty sure she doesn’t want to meet this person with the weird title. Mender. Witch. Whatever.


  “It’ll scare the little man.”


  “Please?”


  They plead and plead some more.


  So Ophelia sings a song to get Darryl to sleep.


  Then she settles. Perfect silence has to descend before she will tell a story. The twins almost hold their breath, ecstatic. Ophelia closes her eyes and waits for that feeling, the thrilling down her thighs and in her stomach that means the story is emerging, waiting for her to tell it.


  She sent me to find you.


  Ophelia opens her eyes.


  “Sorry, guys, no story today.”


  Siobhan and Shakira’s faces open up with shock and dismay. Shakira almost looks like she is going to cry.


  “Why?”


  “You said you would!”


  “Hush, you’ll wake Darryl.”


  “But you promised—”


  “Ack!” Ophelia raises her palm, silencing them. She closes her eyes again. The stories come from a mishmash of her own experiences and her imagination, and half-memories of her father’s stories from Montego Bay. But they also come from the other place, Antilia, somehow. And now she’s afraid . . .


  But then, she doesn’t go there by telling a story. It’s just that the images emerge from that place in her imagination. It’s not like she’s ever been in the midst of a narrative with the twins and suddenly been . . .


   . . . in salt water . . .


  That’s never happened.


  She won’t let it happen.


  “All right.” She takes a deep breath and lets the silence settle again. Something . . . there it is. A small woman in black robes, edged with red. Really, she’s more like a nun than a witch, but the twins fastened onto the woman-in-black thing really early on and dubbed her the Witch, and somehow it fits. She’s young, younger than Ophelia, but looks older, centuries old, you can see it in her eyes. Old as that old woman in Harbour Grace who sat in the chair in the corner, smoking and screeching, the woman who Ophelia’s mother was afraid of. It had taken Ophelia until the end of that long-ago trip to realize that this woman was Mary’s mother. How could she be afraid of her own mother, so afraid she’d move thousands of miles away, and yet never really escape her?


  “So. When last we left the Witch, where was she?”


  “On her ship fighting the pirates?”


  “No,” Siobhan corrects her sister. “She was in the city that smells like cinnamon. In her house, in Rose Hall.”


  “How come Rose Hall smells like cinnamon, not like roses?”


  “It smells like both at the same time.”


  There’s some way that Rose Hall is in Montego Bay, where Ophelia’s father comes from, and in Harbour Grace at the same time, and also in Antilia. Like the White Witch. Everything all mixed up together.


  Ophelia can’t make up her mind whether the White Witch is good, or evil. But the twins like it best when she’s evil, and besides, evil makes a better story.


  “She was about to murder her third husband!” Shakira bounces up and down.


  “They were in bed, and her slave Siobhan was hiding behind the curtain with a knife!”


  Christ, had she gone that far in the last storytelling session? Ophelia bites her lip. Time to kill off this White Witch; it’s all getting too gothic. And besides, this is one story she doesn’t want dovetailing with Antilia. Not after Pim’s ominous words.


  “Okay. It’s Christmas Eve. Siobhan the slave is hiding behind the curtains, listening to the White Witch and her poor third husband. The curtains are red like blood, and there’s a full moon. Siobhan can hear the owl hooting outside. Hoot . . . hoot . . . hoot.”


  The twins hoot with her.


  “Yes! That’s the signal. It’s not an owl at all, it’s Siobhan’s twin sister, Shakira. She’s outside in the garden.”


  “Is she alone?”


  “No. She’s been working in secret for weeks, gathering all the other slaves. Siobhan looks out the window into the huge formal gardens, and sees the slaves there, hundreds of them, like shadows.”


  Like shadows? Like spirits of the dead? This thought comes unbidden. The phalanx of slaves lurks amidst the maze of hedges and flowers, perfume intoxicating, so strong it hurts behind the eyes. Flowers that she’s never seen but might bloom in Jamaica, flowers with names like poems, like songs: night blooming cereus, oleander, frangipani. In Doctor Bay. No, that’s Antilia. Montego, she means, Montego Bay.


  “The White Witch is wearing her best dress because it’s Christmas. A black dress, all edged in rubies like drops of blood. They glitter in the candlelight. She has diamonds around her neck, dripping like ice, and diamonds and rubies on every finger. She’s tiny, but strong, far stronger than her husband.” Poor third husband; he doesn’t have a name. It doesn’t matter; the twins are enthralled.


  “Does she kill him?”


  Her power comes from her singing. “Not yet. She’s singing to him.”


  For some reason that old hippy song about the white rabbit comes into Ophelia’s head. Grace Slick, that’s the singer’s name. Big vibrato voice. Ophelia sings.


  She almost wants to laugh; there’s no way the White Witch of Rose Hall could know this song, except she’s from New York and was a teenager in the seventies, which explains it.


  New York? Where the hell did that come from?


  It has the feeling, though, of truth.


  The stories do that. Ophelia struggles with them, wanting them to make sense. It’s just that sometimes there’s this glimpse of something, like rock thrusting up through ground, through leaves and grass and you realize, that’s the truth, that’s the foundation, the spine of the thing.


  Making sense is the least of the story’s worries. It’s this—the undeniable hard truth of the thing—that needs to be expressed.


  So, okay, the White Witch of Rose Hall sings about the white rabbit to her husband.


  “And as she sings, the man’s breath comes slower, and slower. And he gazes up at her with such love, and he can’t move. Her hands begin to stroke his neck. Over and over, around and around. She tightens her grip just a little, once. His eyes widen, but he doesn’t move. Her nails scratch down his throat. He gasps, but he doesn’t move. She wraps her tiny hands around his neck, tiny hands strong as claws, as steel. He doesn’t move.”


  “Siobhan has to stop her!” gasps Siobhan.


  “Yes! She turns to her sister in the garden, and tilts the blade of the big knife she stole from the kitchen so that the light of the full moon flashes three times. One . . . two . . . three. And then she . . . What do you think she does?”


  “Bursts through the curtains!”


  “And Shakira and the other slaves start yelling and storm Rose Hall!” Shakira adds.


  “The Witch’s neck drips with diamonds and her hands drip with blood. It’s too late for Husband Number Three. But Shakira and Siobhan and the other slaves are going to make good and sure she never murders again.”


  This is some story her father told her. Ophelia has no idea if it’s true or not. Some white woman lived in Rose Hall and killed a bunch of husbands, took slaves to her bed and murdered those, too, and finally a slave uprising put an end to her. That crazy punk guy Henry Rollins owns the Rose Hall mansion in Montego Bay now and there are ghost tours through it.


  “The White Witch uses obeah. She chooses to use it for evil. She learned on the island where she grew up. She’s murdered three husbands and hundreds of slaves, and they’re not going to stand for it any longer. Siobhan slices through the blood red curtains with her knife, and she grabs the Witch and says, you are coming with me.”


  “And then all the other slaves come running into the bedroom!”


  “They all come running into the bedroom. And then the curtains go up in flames! The Witch is using her powers. The curtains, the bed, everything begins to burn. The formal gardens ignite, hedges like lines of power, of flame.”


  Yes, there’s something to that; Ophelia’s never seen this before but it’s right. The Witch uses singing somehow to make magic. It’s the singing that shapes energy. Singing is her power.


  Ophelia can see it clearly: formal hedges in flame, patterns of power burning in the night.


  “The slaves begin to panic, but not Siobhan and Shakira. ‘Come with me!’ they shout, and the other slaves get their heads together. Siobhan bravely cuts the burning curtains down with her knife and the slaves escape through the window, run through the burning gardens, down to the peaceful sea.”


  The full moon shines on the ocean. The house burns up behind.


  Seals play in the surf. . . .


  “What happens to the Witch?”


  Ophelia realizes she’s been sitting in silence for too long. She shakes off the image of the seals, the sick feeling in her stomach and mouth, a faint happy taste of fish.


  “Her house burns. And she . . .” Ophelia leans in. “She burns with it. And some people say you can still see her. The White Witch of Rose Hall. Walking through the gardens, her hands dripping with blood. They say she’ll never leave the estate.”


  The twins are disturbed about the Witch having been killed off. Ophelia wants her gone—she never liked the woman. But somehow she knows that the Witch isn’t dead. She’s still there. She’s . . . stuck, somehow. Ophelia knows it with the same certainty as the New York thing which jumped into her mind, or the white rabbit song, or the feeling that the hobby horse is going to get her.


  Christmas in Harbour Grace. A place as mysterious as Montego Bay; why had her mother brought her there? Meeting the family, you have to meet the family. It was Christmas, and the White Witch had been there. Tiny woman, barely as tall as Ophelia as a child. (Her father had said the Witch was small.) White, white face. (Her name was the White Witch of Rose Hall.) Never left the house. (She’ll never leave the Estate.)


  She’d told Pim about it, lying awake in the unfamiliar quiet of a Harbour Grace night, scared out of her mind. “Be careful,” Pim had said. “Keep your hairbrush hidden. People like her can do things with hair.”


  That hadn’t been very comforting.


  But really, the small woman in Harbour Grace had simply been her own grandmother. Grandma Quinn sat in a chair, yelling and ordering people around, smoke spouting out of her mouth like she was a small dragon.


  “Please, she’s not really dead, right?”


  “Fire can’t kill her, right?”


  “Don’t worry. She’ll be back.”


  The twins are ecstatic, Darryl is asleep, and Ophelia is done.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Guided through a storm by a ghost


  That night Ophelia gets a text.


  Rowan.


  Does she want to meet him for coffee after school?


  She thinks her heart will burst.


  Yes, yes, yes.


  Just as she sends her reply, the land line rings. Her mother’s on the phone for a long time. She stands in the kitchen with her butt propped up on a corner of the counter, body curled away from Ophelia. She curves around the phone like a shell. Her voice raises and Ophelia wonders if she’s about to cry.


  A cold thread of fear winds through Ophelia’s heart; she doesn’t know why. She leaves the room, goes up to the bedroom and tries to finish her homework there, but the twins drive her crazy bugging her for another story. She flees, back down to the living room.


  Her mother’s sitting in her easy chair, and when she lifts her face Ophelia’s startled to see she has been crying.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “That was your grandmother.”


  Ophelia sits. She shouldn’t have told that story, it brought something bad. “Everything okay?”


  Her mother stirs in her chair. There’s a bowl of chips balanced on the arm and she puts a handful in her mouth. Her eyes are dull. She finishes chewing and reaches for more. “Ophelia, you remember that trip home for Christmas after the twins were born? When you were ten or eleven, I guess . . .”


  “I was nine.” Her mother still calls Harbour Grace home.


  “It’s funny, you know.” Her mother is using that confiding tone again, that friend tone; it makes Ophelia want to back away screaming. “I always thought I’d raise you kids to know about where you come from. But you’ve only gone back that one time.” More chips. “You don’t know anything about where you come from.”


  “My home is here.” Something burns deep in Ophelia’s body. “I’m from here.”


  “Remember when I showed you that place where Amelia Earhart took off?” Her mother wants to reminisce; her mother is sad. “And remember that hockey game?” It had ended with a player being carried from the ice, bright red smearing the white, and the crowd yelling, chanting like they were part of a blood cult. “And how the pirate Peter Easton lived there? Back in the time of the first Queen Elizabeth.”


  “Yes, I remember.” While Shakespeare had been writing plays in England, this pirate Easton ranged from Newfoundland to the Caribbean, robbing Spanish ships. He was in both places, too, maybe. Him and the White Witch. Harbour Grace and Montego Bay, and . . . no, not Antilia. She won’t think of it.


  “And the Kyle, remember?”


  Ophelia shudders. The Kyle was some ship they kept, still, in harbour. In the olden days it had been guided through a storm by a ghost. You were allowed to go on board and look around, but Ophelia had started crying (although she was too old to cry) and wouldn’t be dragged up there by any means. She’s sensitive, she remembers her mother saying to one of the aunties. She’s got some imagination, and the auntie clucked like a hen. Ophelia had sensed that the aunt felt sorry for her, and her mother was embarrassed. Having an imagination meant there was something wrong with you.


  “It wasn’t so bad, was it?” Her mother’s dragged the chip bowl into her lap and is steadily emptying it into herself. “They all loved you. Didn’t you feel at home there?”


  “Grandma Quinn didn’t love me.”


  Her mother stops eating, darts one scared glance at her. But then shakes her head, covering the one glimpse of fright. “That’s it, you see. You don’t have the sense of who you are.”


  Like I could go live in Harbour Grace, Ophelia thinks. She doesn’t belong there any more than she might belong in Montego Bay. . . . But then she wonders. Maybe Jamaica would feel like home.


  Will she ever get there? She remembers the house of her Harbour Grace grandmother—the army of loud, loving aunties, and the horrible janneys—and remembers being stared at. But also being loved. The kisses, the candies, the mountains of presents that still come every year. You’re family, one auntie had said before they left. You’re always welcome here. Take care of your mother now. Ophelia remembers wondering how she could take care of her mother. She was only a kid.


  But over in the corner, her tiny grandmother had sat in her chair and smoked. Hardly looked at Ophelia or the twins; she was angry, she hated them.


  No, maybe she was angry at Ophelia’s mother. Her mother had left home. Worse, she’d stayed away. Had strange kids with strange men.


  Suddenly the cold feeling that’s been coiling in Ophelia’s stomach rises up, wraps around her throat. “Mom, you aren’t thinking of taking us back there now, are you?”


  Her mother raises those sad eyes. “Would that be so bad?”


  “To live?”


  “Something needs to change, Ophelia. I need a change.”


  “You aren’t serious.” No, no, please no.


  “I can’t stay here forever.”


  This is horrible. “Why not?”


  “Hush, you’ll wake the baby.”


  There is no way her mother’s dragging her to some small town in Newfoundland. She’s meeting Rowan tomorrow afternoon. She can’t take off to Harbour Grace.


  The chip bowl’s empty; her mother shakes it regretfully. “It’s just that my mother’s not getting any younger. She needs someone to take care of her, and—”


  “Why can’t one of the aunties look after her?”


  “Look.” The steel is back in her mother’s voice. “I came here for myself. Long ago—you wouldn’t understand. But I did it, I got away. And here I’ve stayed. Why?” Mary points her finger in Ophelia’s face. “For you. And that’s fine. But maybe it’s time to do something for myself.” To Ophelia’s horror her mother’s face crumples up, and she’s crying again. “With this war, it’s too dangerous to stay in this city! And my mother wants me home.”


  Ophelia feels like there are two animals inside of her, tearing her apart.


  “And I’m so tired, Ophelia. I’m so tired of being alone.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  Swimming The Wrong Way


  That night Ophelia lies on her bed and burns. Thinking of Rowan, her mother, the war. It’s too much.


  She longs to take the thrilling slide in.


  She would have, even a few days ago. Not now, not anymore, now that she’s going insane.


  She remembers the look of terror on Pim’s face, crouched wet and sandy at the foot of this bed. Never seen that before: not Pim afraid, and definitely not Pim here, in this world.


  She feels the longing tugging at her, the thrilling through her body.


  No.


  She feels, then sees Pim. She’s alone in a wide, wide ocean. No sight of land. Swimming and swimming, but which way is land? Ophelia sees it all as if from far above, and as if through mist. She’s holding back with every ounce of strength; she will not go through.


  She can see a smudge on the horizon that is the island.


  Pim’s swimming the wrong way.


  Suddenly she stops, looks up. Sees Ophelia, somehow.


  You’re going the wrong way. But it’s like talking with a mouth full of molasses. She’ll have to go in all the way to truly speak.


  No. She can’t go in, not again. She might never come back.


  And besides, Pim’s not real.


  Why do I feel so guilty and scared, then?


  Ophelia gives herself a stern talking to.


  Someone like you, who—what is it Candace always says?—“you’re so serious, you feel guilty about everything. . . .” Well, someone like that is probably going to find it correspondingly difficult to finally cut loose from her childish fantasy world. From her imaginary friend. Someone who feels guilty about everything is going to torture herself with scenarios like this one. She won’t be able to just grow out of it, saying, “it was nice, so long.” She’s going to imagine her friend lost and alone and drowning and needing her.


  So it’s going to be tough, but unless you want to lose your ever-loving mind entirely . . .


  Pim’s not real. None of this is real.


  It’s. Not. Real.


  Ophelia’s eyes fly open. She’s in Toronto on her bed. And everything is wrong.


  She hangs on to the thought that she’ll see Rowan tomorrow like it will keep her from drowning.


  Chapter Twenty


  A Part Of Him That Believed


  Rowan wakes with a gasp.


  He’d been dreaming of Antilia, and he hadn’t been able to breathe. He and Ophelia were on a pale, sandy beach, a place he’s never been. She was burying him in sand. Maybe some got up his nose—is that why it’s blocked?


  Then he remembers.


  The slide in. The boat. The storm.


  He’s always been told he has an intense imagination. In school, as a kid, he’d gotten in trouble for getting lost there so often. At one point a teacher had tried to bully his parents into putting him on ADHD medication because of his tendency to go off into what she called “la-la land.” The teacher hadn’t reckoned on his mother; she didn’t believe in ADHD, she said. Rowan needed to experience just how annoying his inability to concentrate was for adults and his peers, and then he would develop self-control and maturity, his mother said. Behavioural medication was a North American fetish and she’d have no part of it, she said. So no meds for Rowan, and a year of a teacher hating him because his mother had humiliated her on parent-teacher night.


  He wonders if he’d have still been able to go to Antilia on meds.


  He wonders if he’d have had that wonderful, terrifying boat ride.


  Joy swells inside his chest. It feels real—maybe it is real.


  And today, he’s going to see that girl again.


  When he washes his face he confirms that the dark, bruised crescents under each of his eyes, and his red swollen nose, are still there. Beautiful, really beautiful. He’s going to look a treat when he meets Ophelia.


  He can’t believe he actually played music for her. Can’t remember the last time he did that. . . . He always hates the sound of his own voice, and the lack of confidence that comes through in his singing, and his playing falls so short of what it’s supposed to be. But he felt like she wouldn’t judge him. More than that, something in him wanted her to hear that song. Wanted it enough that insecurities and hopelessly high standards didn’t stop him.


  Where is she? Ari’s question comes to him. Is Ophelia she?


  When he runs down for breakfast, his father greets him. “How’s the nose?”


  “Still hurts.” Rowan’s managed to avoid his mother seeing it thus far—a good thing. She’ll be angry at Rowan for hurting himself. He and his father, without talking about it, have kept it between them.


  His dad hands him a sheaf of paper. “Had a chance to look these over, my boy.”


  It takes Rowan a moment to recognize the lyric sheets he’d given his dad, because they’re bristling with Post-it notes.


  When his father says he might have some feedback to give, he isn’t kidding.


  Rowan mumbles, “Thanks.” He has almost half an hour before he has to leave for school; he runs back up to his room, pages rustling in his hands.


  The pages are covered with his own terrible handwriting, lyrics written and crossed out, rewritten; familiar, like old friends.


  These pages now crackle with yellow squares. They curl and rustle under his fingers like dry leaves.


  First page: the song he’d sung to Ophelia, a song about longing. He’d been trying to capture the mysteriousness of his world. And, he realizes now—now that Ophelia’s heard it—the song is about something else, so deep in his heart he can barely put words to it. . . .


  This is my wishbone. Wish for me.


  Cliché, says his father’s first Post-it note. What are you getting at with this image? says another. Implausible, says a third.


  Rowan considers the notes. Well, maybe it is a cliché. A sort of pre-teenage boy fantasy, his fantasy, the other place he goes to. Wanting to be somewhere else, not here, anywhere but here. And that bit about love . . . it’s childish.


  The song diminishes, it falls away.


  Quickly he flips to the next lyric page, a song about trying for honour in a world where things get so complicated. Precious, says a Post-it note. Derivative, says another. He turns to the next song, reads with growing pain. Every page is stuck full of notes, a new layer covering over the rough directness of his lyric sheets.


  Rowan reads each and every one of the notes.


  He hears his father calling. “Don’t you have school?”


  “First two periods are a study break,” Rowan lies, yelling through his closed door. Please, please, please don’t come up here.


  He listens, hears his father’s study door click closed.


  Rowan reads through the notes again.


  Then he tears them off and throws them onto the floor. They stick and curl, skitter away, a yellow leaf-drift of paper.


  He gathers them into a poisonous rustling sticky ball and stuffs them under his bed.


  If there wasn’t a part of him that believed what the notes said, it would hurt less.


  Rowan lies on his bed, arm over his eyes. His nose throbs with every beat of his heart. Savage criticism, cold; it’s a wholly other side of his father, this critic. He’s always thought his father was a softie. Lately he’s become aware of a temptation to side with his mother when she picks on his dad—to be allied with her vivid sharpness, her strange, edgy charm. And he’s watched his father take it all with a vague smile, averting the worst of it with his mild English humour.


  But now there’s this. When Rowan was a kid, he remembers, his father had taught creative writing. Had he been this pointed in his comments? How many students had he helped? Or did they just stop writing, dry up after hearing that their poetry was actually shit?


  Rowan tries to see this newly revealed side of his father.


  He doesn’t like it. He prefers his father staring vaguely into the fridge, tapping the side of his nose. He prefers his father oblivious in the study.


  What kind of son is he, to prefer a passive ghost for a father?


  From under the bed he hears a rustling. He sits up. The Post-it notes and lyric sheets lie, drifted and crumpled on his floor; some peek out from under the bed. So many . . . Have they moved?


  No, that’s impossible.


  He should go to school. He stands, skirting the papers like they nest poisonous vipers.


  He gets halfway down the stairs before he hears his mother’s voice. It’s a surprise; he’d thought she was already at work. “Things can’t go on like this, Martin! I’m sick from it. It’s an anchor on my thigh.” Sometimes his mother translates an Icelandic saying directly, especially when she’s angry.


  Rowan hears his father’s voice, a murmur.


  “Don’t correct me in that patronizing way,” his mother answers.


  More murmurs.


  “We are setting a timeline. Some goals. I don’t want to stay in this . . . marriage like this.”


  She says the word marriage like it makes her want to spit.


  Rowan backs up the stairs, quiet as a mouse. They don’t fight very often, his parents. They hardly ever even see each other. But this sounds like an ultimatum. It sounds like something may be breaking.


  There’s nothing he can do about it.


  Rowan sits on his bed. He realizes he feels nothing more than a kind of dull relief.


  He hears the front door slam, a car start up. His mother is driving away.


  Rowan listens, hears the study door close again. He pictures his father, sitting with some book on his lap. Even though his wife just threatened to leave him? Yeah, even so. His father’s probably relieved.


  Or maybe those murmurs he couldn’t hear were like the Post-it notes: cold barbs, striking straight to his mother’s heart.


  Rowan lies down, closes his eyes, and reaches. Reaches. Feels the beginning of the pull, the slide.


  A flash of bright light.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Relief Like Sunshine


  The shock of the cold is quickly trumped by a slap from a freezing wave.


  Birds scream as they swoop through the air, and waves hiss, swelling and falling.


  “You’re back!”


  It’s like the last time, undeniably vivid. Rowan’s heart swells with joy.


  He and Ari grin at each other.


  “We’re going to be hard put to make land,” Ari says, “sailing against the wind like this.”


  Rowan laughs. “I’ll be late for school!”


  “That’s the least of our worries.”


  “Cheer up.” Rowan hangs off the side of the boat, teeth chattering. Now that he has a chance to get a good look at it, he realizes that the boat is made of leather. Rowan can see the stitching holding the thick hides together; the boat smells awful, like animal skin and rancid grease. It bellies in and out with the pressure of the sea, like it’s breathing.


  Ari’s patterned forearms work as he grips the tiller. The tattoos or whatever they are have changed, Rowan sees: the curves are gone and now they are all parallel lines, from elbow to wrist.


  “Ari, what’s happening?”


  “When the land—” Ari begins, then stops.


  There’s a word for someone like Ari. Ophelia would know it, Rowan thinks, and the feeling of wanting to see her runs through him like electricity. Taciturn. That’s the word. He wishes Ophelia was the one saying it to him.


  “The land?” prompts Rowan.


  “This land.” Ari gestures at a purple shadow in the distance, beautiful and ominous. “See for yourself,” he says and he nudges a cylindrical leather casing on the floor of the boat toward Rowan.


  Rowan fumbles with cold fingers at brass buckles. Inside is nestled a gorgeous brass telescope, figures engraved on it: boats on curly waves, sea birds, a whale, seals, mermaids. Rowan puts it to his eye and adjusts the instrument. He sees rolling clouds, changeable, pouring over invisible crests toward the boat. And under those, the huge mountain, capped in snow. Green runs down its sides, rivers and waterfalls streak the slopes. A large white cloud hovers over the top of the mountain . . . no, it’s smoke. The mountain has smoke and ash pouring out of it. As Rowan watches, it begins to shred, boiling in the wind from the approaching storm. He puts the telescope away.


  “You see it?”


  “The mountain.”


  “And the smoke. There was a big tremor. It is beginning.”


  “What is beginning?”


  “The split.” Ari narrows his eyes at the boiling clouds. “And see that?”


  He gestures at the water. It takes Rowan a moment to see what Ari’s referring to: debris. Bits of wood, feathers . . . no, those are broken bodies of sea birds and trees, torn out by the roots.


  “Ari, those are palm trees.”


  “Yes. Something bad has happened on the southern coast. But then, down there, they are insane.”


  “What could have happened?”


  “I think a wave. I have heard of this happening. The ground has been shaking, and if the ocean floor split in the southern ocean . . .”


  “Tsunami,” Rowan says.


  “What is this word?”


  “A big wave.”


  “Yes. More than one, I think, from what I’ve seen.”


  There’s a big gust of wind, and the boat leans hard.


  “Weather is worsening. Take this.” Ari jerks his head toward the tiller.


  Rowan scrambles back to grab the tiller. He doesn’t really know what he’s doing, but holds it at more or less the same angle as Ari had been. “What’s the split?”


  Ari adjusts the two square sails, made of something like rough red silk. “Usually Antilia is peaceful. The land is still. But once in a long while, in a long cycle, the mountain erupts. And near that time, the borders between our world and yours become . . .” He secures his rope and turns to Rowan, knitting the fingers of both hands together and then pulling them apart a little.


  “Leaky?”


  “Yes. Ha. Leaky. There’s a relationship . . . When the land is in danger of splitting, the Chosen ones—lovers—come from your world, and . . .”


  “The Chosen ones?” Rowan’s heart beats fast. Lovers?


  Ari’s face darkens. He clamps his mouth shut and drops his eyes. “Get closer to the wind, Rowan.”


  Rowan twitches the tiller in what he hopes is the right direction. “I’m confused.”


  “I have said too much.”


  “Too much? You’ve hardly said anything, as usual.”


  Ari looks miserable. “I’m sorry about your nose.”


  “What?” Rowan stares.


  “Your nose. I’m sorry.”


  Ari never looks miserable; he’s the kind of keen bastard who gets more cheerful the worse things get. “It wasn’t your fault.” Rowan feels with numb fingers at his face. “I fell off my bicycle. No big deal.”


  “No, you fell because I came through a . . . hole.” Ari knits his fingers again, and again, pulls them apart.


  “You came to where I live?” Rowan’s head spins. At the same time, he wants to laugh. It’s so strange to see quicksilver, cocksure Ari shuffling his feet around the bottom of this soggy, stinking boat.


  “I was impatient. A problem that I have. You weren’t seeming to come through. The Render said to leave it alone, but he is always telling me to leave things. . . .”


  “The Render?” Ari is a veritable fountain of mindboggling information today.


  “Yes, yes,” Ari snaps. “He is always telling me to leave things and I didn’t want to wait. I took advantage of a hole, a small one. I wanted to see . . .” He mumbles the next word but Rowan is almost sure he says hell. Then Ari lifts his head and looks directly at Rowan. “But it’s not like you coming here. I can barely make it through to your world, and can’t stay for more than a moment before Antilia pulls me back. And then your machine tripped in the hole, and you fell. There was a lot of blood. I am sorry.” He sits looking mournful. He seems to be waiting, but for what?


  “What is the Render?” Rowan asks again.


  Ari looks even more uncomfortable. “Who. The Render is a man.”


  “Who is he, then?”


  “I should not have said anything.”


  A thought strikes Rowan. “I forgive you.” Is that what he wants?


  “You do?”


  “Yes. I forgive you for breaking my nose.”


  Relief spreads across Ari’s face like sunshine. But he clams up. No matter how much Rowan bugs him, he says no more about the split or the Chosen ones or the Render. “I have said too much already,” is all Rowan can get out of him.


  They pitch and mow. Ari takes over the tiller, black eyes fixed on the horizon. He asks Rowan to adjust the sail at the front of the boat and Rowan does his best; his sailing experience is limited to borrowed time on friends’ boats at cottages up north. On lakes. Not this ocean. He gets slapped around by the wet, heavy sail and struggles with the recalcitrance of soaked rope. Rowan’s stomach quivers inside his body, shuddering like an empty bag. “How far is it before we land?”


  Ari points to the island. “We need to get around that headland there. Then I will take you to the Render and he will explain everything.”


  “Will we make it?”


  Ari shrugs. “I say nothing.”


  Soon the misery of seasickness overcomes Rowan entirely. He can see the island coming closer. Grey cliffs topped with green: no safe harbour, no city. Behind Ari, the ocean seems to be rising up. Rowan has the distinct impression that they are below the water level. Surely that’s not possible?


  He points. “Ari?”


  Ari twists around. He stares behind at the swelling water for a long time. Then looks back at Rowan.


  Rowan is scared then, because the look on Ari’s face is fear.


  “Hang on,” is all he says.


  The swell is a wave, Rowan sees now. High, and getting higher.


  The debris . . . “Have there been others like this?” Rowan asks.


  “Not that I have seen.”


  “But you’ve been out at sea, right? A tsunami wouldn’t seem like much, where the water’s deep.”


  “Do you know what this is, Rowan?”


  “Sometimes tsunamis come in several waves,” Rowan remembers. “Sometimes the first waves aren’t the biggest.” Since it feels so real now, Rowan wonders if perhaps it is possible that he could die here in Antilia. “And they don’t get tall until they hit shallow water.”


  “We are close to shore.” The wave is looming over the boat now, green and purple and black. White water at its crest trickles down its face like a waterfall. Wooden sticks toss within it. No, trees, those are trees, tiny in the water’s fist. “Hang on, Rowan.”


  The wave will drown them. Rowan wishes he knew how to pray. Ari hangs on to the tiller with all his strength. He looks not back at the wave, but forward.


  The wave noses under the boat. It is picking them up. Up and up. Up they go, twenty feet high, maybe more. They are on top of the wave, it carries them forward. Fast, it’s like riding a terrible rollercoaster.


  Rowan feels the world beginning to shift. He’s being pulled away.


  “Rowan!”


  “I . . . can’t . . .” Rowan doesn’t want to die here, but doesn’t want to leave Ari either. “I can’t!” He sees Ari reaching for him, feels the boat sliding down the back of the wave, feels himself being pulled out. “No!”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Whispering Voices


  Rowan lands on his bed.


  Heart pounding, soaked and freezing, he sits up. Something crackles on his face.


  Four Post-it notes nestle in his hair, and a couple are stuck to his cheek.


  With a strangled yell Rowan crumples them tight in his fist and throws them across his room.


  Has he left Ari to die?


  And what has Ari told him?


  That Antilia, once in a long while, threatens to split. The mountain erupts and the island shakes, is in danger of splitting in half and . . . What would happen then? It’s not a big island. An eruption from that vast mountain would be cataclysmic.


  But somehow the Chosen ones come from Rowan’s world and . . . What? Rowan doesn’t know. This Render person is supposed to tell him.


  Rowan isn’t sure he wants to meet anybody called the Render.


  But . . . is he, Rowan, a Chosen one?


  He remembers his shy, fumbling conversation with Ophelia at The Spill. That’s some kind of childish fantasy, isn’t it? To be a chosen saviour? Rowan shakes his head like the idea is a fly, buzzing around his brain.


  Ari had also said that the Chosen . . . he’d said that the Chosen are lovers.


  Rowan knows, then—he is sure—that somehow Ophelia is bound up in this. He can’t explain it. But it’s her. Certainty blooms in his chest like a flame.


  He jumps to his feet. Crumpled papers lie in a drift across his floor, white and yellow. Some peek out from under his bed. So much paper. He kicks the papers back under his bed. They mound up, sliding and crackling, whispering malevolent voices.


  Have they propagated?


  Impossible.


  Everything is impossible.


  He looks at his phone and sees it’s not even eleven. He has time to make third period, if he hurries.


  He wants to laugh. If he starts laughing he won’t be able to stop.


  Rowan strips out of his wet, salty clothes, takes a quick shower and dresses, and runs down the stairs.


  Mail shoots through the front-door slot just as his feet hit the bottom step.


  Something makes him pick it up off the floor. A yellow envelope, his name on it.


  From the NAU Department of Homeland Security and Defense.


  Rowan opens the envelope. His body begins to shake.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Somewhere We’ve Never Been


  All day, all through school, Ophelia swings between despair and ecstasy.


  Pim. Alone at sea, abandoned, swimming the wrong way.


  Her mother. The new plan to forcibly move the entire family to Newfoundland.


  Rowan. She’s going to see him.


  “What’s up with you?” Candace asks at lunch.


  “What do you mean?” Ophelia keeps her eyes down. Candace has an uncanny ability to make people tell her everything.


  “You’re acting like a cat in a box. Like you’re going to claw your way out of something.”


  “Oh.”


  “Well?”


  The brass in Candace’s voice compels Ophelia.


  “I’m meeting . . . that guy, you know. Like, later.”


  Candace looks amused. “No, I don’t know. What guy?”


  “The guy from the protest.”


  “The tall blond guy?”


  Ophelia nods.


  “That’s great! He’s so cute! Lucky you!”


  Is it Ophelia’s imagination or is Candace’s voice just a little too bright?


  “Well, it’s just for coffee.”


  “Good for you, girl. You haven’t dated in so long.”


  No, it’s not Ophelia’s imagination. Candace drums her nails on the table, looks around the school cafeteria.


  “So,” she says, “you got his number. Good for you.”


  Uh-oh.


  “Candace . . .”


  “Look, it’s fine. Just because I spotted him . . . But you know, he obviously liked you. That’s great!”


  “You really think so?”


  “Yeah. I . . . Yeah.”


  “Candace, what?” Is this just Candace’s pride at work? Ophelia has never, never, scooped a guy that Candace had her eye on.


  “It’s just that . . . Do you know him at all?”


  “Well, we just met . . .”


  “Because I heard some stuff from Julie. You know Julie.”


  Ophelia shakes her head.


  “Julie, from, you know . . . She goes to his school.”


  “Whose school?”


  “Rowan’s, silly!”


  “Oh. No, I don’t know Julie.”


  “And she said . . . Well, I’m sure it’s nothing.”


  Ophelia’s heart does a flippy-flop. “What?”


  “Well, just that . . . he’s a bit of a heartbreaker, that’s all. Julie said he left this chick Natalie high and dry. She was totally devastated.”


  Ophelia takes a breath. “Candace. Were you doing research on him?”


  Candace picks at her nails. “Well, yeah. I like to get my background checks all in a row.” She meets Ophelia’s eyes, smiles. “Look, it’s nothing. Just some bad feeling from an ex, right? And I’m happy for you. Really. You go have coffee and have a great time.”


  Great. Just great.


  But Ophelia can’t help it. She’s stoked.


  Just six hours to go. Then three. Then one. Then the final period, and the day’s over, she’s calling out goodbyes to friends and she’s out the damn door, and walking as fast as she can toward the coffee place, toward him.


  He’s already there when she arrives, drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. He’s so tall he sits hunched over, in the shape of a question mark. And he has two black eyes and his nose has a cut across the bridge.


  “Rowan!” She almost trips over her own feet getting to him. “What happened?”


  He folds up the paper. “Fell off my bike.”


  “Really?” She wants to reach out and touch his face, kiss his eyes. She forces herself to sit down. “Does it hurt?”


  “Not really. Here.” He pushes a cup across the counter. “I got you a coffee.”


  “Oh! Thanks.” She sips it. Double cream and sugar; he remembers how she takes her coffee, from that night at The Spill. Her heart jumps a beat.


  One of his legs keeps jittering under the counter. He sees her noticing it and puts both hands around his own thigh as if to stop the movement. “I’m thoroughly caffeinated.”


  “You been waiting long?”


  “Most of the day. I skipped school.”


  “Oh.” She sips again. He looks sad, or angry, she can’t tell. She wants to ask if he’s okay, but then wonders: is she just putting her own feelings on him?


  She killed Pim.


  Her life is tearing apart.


  Sitting next to Rowan makes her feel like the sun is shining from inside her skull. She feels a fire burning inside her, wants to scream or cry or laugh until she pukes—it’s too much, there’re too many feelings.


  “Are you okay?” she bursts out.


  At the same time he says, “Is everything all right, Ophelia?”


  They pause, then laugh. He winces, holds his nose.


  “Oh, does that hurt?”


  “Yeah. Laughing hurts.”


  She puts on a sober face. “I’ll try to keep things serious then.”


  They both gulp at their coffees.


  She pulls his paper toward herself. “What horror grips the world today?”


  “Horror.”


  The front-page story is about the first return of NAU soldiers. In body bags. “Your mother have a piece in here?”


  “Not today. Um, wanna hear our horoscope?”


  She loves that he says that. Our horoscope.


  He reads it aloud, hunching even closer to the counter. “‘A time like this happens once a century, if that. The stars are aligned, and your destiny is clear. Will you hide from it, Aquarius, or face it head on?’”


  “Face it head on,” Ophelia says immediately.


  “Ah.”


  Ah? What does that mean? Is she being too aggressive? He’s so hard to read.


  “You sit like a question mark,” she hears herself saying.


  “What?”


  “Like this.” She imitates his posture.


  He looks startled, then laughs. “You’re right. I do. That’s perfect.”


  A pause.


  “Rowan. Are you okay?” she asks again.


  “What’s your word of the day?”


  She casts her mind back to this morning; it seems an age ago. “Rend.”


  “Rend?” He seems excited. “As in . . .” He tears a phantom piece of paper.


  “Yes. It’s a really old word. Old English and . . . Sanskrit.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. To split or tear apart by violence. And the dictionary also brought up the whole . . . you know, the rending of hair and clothes, in grief or anger.” She loves the word. It evokes an old time, an ancient time, when you could signal cataclysmic feelings with this: a gesture, a transformation. There’s a directness to it she loves.


  “So one who rends would be a render.”


  His voice brings her back. She laughs. “I suppose. Well, not really. Render is really about melting something down, right? To extract. Or to deliver, give up, yield.”


  “Hm.” He seems lost in thought. “What about yesterday?”


  “My word? Pusillanimous.”


  “Pu-sill-what? I don’t know that one.”


  “Cowardly. But I didn’t get a chance to use it much, so I’ll probably forget it.”


  “Rend. And cowardly! Perfect, perfect,” he mutters. He drains his cup. “Let’s get out of here.”


  “Sure.” She glugs her coffee, burning her mouth a little.


  He really is jittery. Doubt burns through her. Is it her? Is he disappointed? She took a long time to pick out her outfit this morning, straightened her hair, put shimmer on her eyes, and gloss on her lips. But he doesn’t seem to notice. She hops off her stool, following his long strides out the door and into the sunshine.


  “Let’s walk around. Let’s find somewhere we’ve never been before.”


  They head off south, then east. They walk through a cemetery. Cherubs smirk on stony clouds, plastic flowers perch on newer graves.


  “A community of corpses. Goths would like it.”


  He doesn’t say anything for so long that she thinks he hasn’t heard her. Then he shakes his head and puts on a smile. “Ack! Don’t talk to me about Goths. My ex is a Goth.”


  “Really?” She thinks of what Candace said. Heartbreaker. More doubt, tinged now by jealousy, rises up. “Did she like cemeteries?”


  “She liked drama.”


  “What was her name?”


  “It doesn’t matter. Come on.” He takes off and she scurries after him. “Um, Natalie.”


  Good, that’s the name Candace fed her at lunch. So he’s honest. One ex, that’s not so bad, is it? So why does she feel suddenly cold?


  They weave between gravestones. “There’s a gate out,” he points, and they head for the sunshine. “It was a long time ago.”


  “What was?”


  “Our breakup.”


  Hard, bright gladness fills her chest. “Good.”


  He glances down at her, a smile quirking the corner of his mouth. “Good?”


  “Yeah.” She tilts her chin. “Good.”


  “How about you?”


  “Oh . . .” She hesitates. “Nobody serious for a long time.”


  It’s a lie. There’s been no one serious ever. Candace teases her about this constantly. She’s been on a few dates but it’s never come to much. She’s just never met anyone who made her feel like . . . well, like this.


  Like Rowan does.


  They emerge onto a busy street lined with a motley collection of businesses: fabric outlets, restaurants, seedy bars, the kind of dusty coffee house patronized exclusively by old men from Europe. A sudden artificial grotto with a statue of the Virgin Mary, plastic flowers littering the ground at her feet. Hair salons (All Types of Hair!!!) and manicurists. A newspaper box with a screaming headline: President Issues Final Ultimatum.


  She sees him reading it. “Scary, huh?”


  “I, uh . . . yeah.”


  He takes off so fast she has to practically run to keep up with him. “Dude, slow down!”


  He swings around, grabs her hand. “Sorry, I’m sorry! Come on, let’s go over there.”


  She loves the feeling of his hand around hers.


  He drags her across the road toward a store with pots and pans in the window, and a great green plant that takes up half the space, pink flowers pressing themselves thin against the glass like paper kisses. The sign above reads Kitchen and Spiritual Supplies. “I will not rest until I know what Spiritual Supplies are.”


  She giggles and lets herself be dragged.


  The store has a bell on the door that jingles when they walk in. It’s quiet inside, and dark, like being underwater. Sunlight filters dappled green through the leaves, and the smell hits hard: cheap incense, wood polish, perfume, plastic. Shelves line the back wall, floor to ceiling, displaying big, unlabeled glass jars filled with herbs and roots. The cash register is the old-fashioned kind: no electricity, beautiful.


  There isn’t anyone behind the counter.


  They walk slowly forward. One side of the store is taken up with racks of cheap, brightly coloured little sundresses and crocheted shawls, a shelf of plastic flip-flops. On a table is a display of tall, narrow glass jars holding votive candles, religious pictures on the outside. Rowan picks one up. Christ on the cross, a spear, a ladder, a bag with silver coins spilling out, a skull, a snake, an apple, the sponge on a stick. Rowan indicates it. “When I was a kid I always thought that was a baked potato.”


  Ophelia smothers a laugh. She grabs a package of incense from the display and waggles it at Rowan, raising her eyebrows.


  “‘Black Love,’” he reads, then actually blushes. “Oh, God.” They fall against each other, laughing.


  “Can I help you?”


  An old woman has materialized behind the counter.


  “You want to buy incense? A dress?” She looks Ophelia up and down.


  “Sorry, we’re just looking.”


  “Sure, sure, dears. Look all you like.” But the woman won’t stop staring. She gestures at Ophelia. “Come here, dear.”


  “Me?”


  The woman nods. Ophelia takes a few reluctant steps to the counter.


  The woman leans in. Her skin is the colour of mahogany, shiny, her breath smells like smoke. “You want to keep that one?” she says in a hoarse whisper.


  “Um . . .”


  “That one? You want to keep him? He’s a handsome one.” She leans in closer. “Love mixtures.”


  With a thrill Ophelia realizes the woman is offering some kind of potion. If Rowan wasn’t standing right there and probably totally able to hear everything, Ophelia thinks she’d want to know more. Is this some kind of magic? Something that could guarantee Rowan would stick around? She thinks of the White Witch, the bad magic she supposedly used to work her will. And Ophelia has no one to guide her through that kind of thing since her father is gone. A shiver goes through her. “Thanks, but that’s okay.”


  The woman sighs, shakes her head. She picks up a paperback novel. “I’ll just be reading here. You look around.”


  Ophelia backs away, pretends to be looking at the dresses.


  It’s very quiet—even the sound of traffic out on the street can barely be heard. The woman snorts from behind her book, and lights up a cigarette. The smoke rises lazily, twisting in a sunbeam. The air is close, the sunshine gets caught in the dust. Gradually, without being aware of it, Ophelia shifts closer to Rowan. Their hands meet. They clasp. The feeling of his hand touching hers runs through her like electricity.


  Paper flaps. The woman is staring right at them.


  Rowan lets go of her hand. He moves to a shelf, examining some lividly coloured crystals with studied concentration.


  She watches him, hungry. It’s the first time she’s been able to look at him without him looking back. His bright hair, the way his shoulders push at the fabric of his shirt, his strong forearms, even the bruises under his eyes—all of it, it slays her. She feels literally weak at the knees.


  Is this what love feels like?


  And then she feels something else. A tug at the corner of her mind, her heart. A sound of waves, the call of sea birds.


  Pim.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Going Under


  The thing Ophelia has been pushing to the back of her mind since last night comes crashing in so hard it takes her breath away.


  This has never happened before. She’s never felt called by Pim. Pim is calling her now. Ophelia takes a deep, trembling breath. Push it down, away. It’s not real.


  The pull increases.


  She tries to speak. Her mouth opens and no sound comes out. Salt on her lips, and pain, so tired . . . No, that’s not her, it’s Pim.


  “Hey,” she manages.


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m just going to . . .” What is she going to do? She has to get somewhere alone now. Ophelia turns to the old lady. “Are there some facilities I could use?”


  The woman gestures at a silk sari hung over a doorframe.


  “I’ll be right back.” She can’t look at Rowan, doesn’t want him to see the insanity that must read in her eyes; she gulps, turns, and walks through the whisper of fabric.


  The washroom is tiny, lit only by a single electric bulb hanging from a wire in the ceiling. Ophelia leans over the sink and splashes water on her face. The room spins. Again, the sound of seabirds. It’s crazy. She’s crazy.


  The water runs and runs. The tugging, it hurts. Pim has never called her before; it’s always been her that decides to go to the other place. Ophelia feels her mind going out of focus, the familiar slide.


  When she was a kid, she had a toy rabbit that she’d named Pim. It looked nothing like Pim, being small, grey, and made of plush, but it had served as a sort of go-between. She’d hug the rabbit, close her eyes, and slowly find herself in the other place. She’d grown up with Pim; they’d been little ones together, then Pim had gone all tall and leggy. Ophelia had never caught up. Pim’s so tall. . . .


  Ophelia can’t remember what happened to the Pim rabbit. Did her mother take it?


  The pulling, the thrilling, terrible feeling. A flash of bright light. An ocean, waves tiny like wrinkles in silk, coming closer, closer. A smudge on the horizon that is land.


  Pim’s in deep water, and now, so is Ophelia.


  She thrashes her arms and legs. A wave—probably not much if you’re above it, in a boat—swells, terrifying, over her head. She kicks to meet it, crests it. It’s hard to swim in clothes and shoes.


  And there she is, within arm’s length. “Pim!” The sun beats down. Pim’s lips are cracked, her eyes are dull.


  Another wave. Pim nearly goes under.


  Ophelia swims to her friend, gets an arm under Pim’s neck.


  Pim croaks. “Finally.”


  Ophelia’s crying. “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.” How could she have done this? Stayed away. Who cares if this is insane? Pim needed her, Pim’s almost dead. “You’re going the wrong way.”


  Pim tries to lick her lips. Her tongue is swollen and dark, dry; her face is horribly burnt.


  Ophelia tries to sound reassuring. “It’s just over . . .” Christ, she’s lost it, lost sight of land, and she has no idea which way they are facing. She claws frantically to the crest of a swell. Nothing. Salt water gets in her eyes; it stings.


  Something brushes up against Ophelia’s leg. A little involuntary scream; she tries to look down through the water and a wave hits her in the face. Water in Ophelia’s mouth, bitter, bitter salt. She coughs. Pim has been enduring this for how long?


  Another brush. It’s not Pim, it’s something else.


  A harder shove, then the sensation of rough skin sliding over Ophelia.


  She meets Pim’s eyes.


  “Sharks,” croaks Pim.


  She can see them now, brown shapes the size of large dogs. A lot of them.


  She and Pim are amidst a shiver of sharks.


  “But you are here. Now I can . . .”


  Pim leans in, nestles her head against Ophelia’s neck, runs her hands down Ophelia’s spine. Her body convulses. Ophelia feels Pim’s skin moving under her palms.


  Another shark circles them, just under the surface.


  Pim gasps and arches backward. Has she been bitten?


  No, something else is happening.


  Pim’s body softens under Ophelia’s palms. She’s arching back and back, impossibly flexible.


  And now Pim’s head is too big.


  Her eyes open and open, change shape, get darker. Her burnt skin is turning grey, then green, then red and mottled. Her wet hair is streaming close to her neck . . . her neck disappears, her hair is gone—it’s become part of her strange, patterned skin. Her face spreads, nose retracting, and her eyes slide around. Her mouth goes round, pushes out, hardening like a parrot’s beak. Her arms stretch out, her wrists and elbows bend backward. Her legs writhe, twisting . . .


  Ophelia sees pale, round circles on her friend’s forearms. They push out; Pim has suction cups on her arms and legs. Her hands are gone, her feet. Her limbs taper into points. She writhes, arms and legs swirling in a strange boneless dance.


  Pim’s body has shrunk into her head. She’s all head now, and arms. Legs. Too many.


  Eight, to be exact.


  Pim is an octopus.


  It’s too horrible to even scream.


  Ophelia closes her eyes. She feels the octopus wrap its arms around her, clasping her body, twisting and turning her. Tentacles creep under her shirt, snaking up her spine. She feels a teasing touch inside one of her shoes, feels the shoe come off her foot and imagines it falling, falling through the water, into the depths.


  And then Ophelia feels the bones of her body turning under her skin. Her face is spreading, lips hardening. It hurts. She gasps. It comes out like a hiss. Her teeth are gone, and her lips push forward into a hard beak. Her bones are jelly, nothing, gone. She can feel her heart inside her body dividing . . . then there are three muscles beating within her. Her lungs dissolve. Her hands and feet fuse, elongate. She can feel the water, taste the water, with her arms and legs. She gasps. Her ears pop. No, they open, water and air hissing out of the sides of her body-head: gills. Her strange handless arms, her footless legs corkscrew, flexible and long. She supposes she has eight now, but it doesn’t matter. She can’t feel where they are in the water, not the way she could before; they seem to move roughly the way she wants them to, and partly of their own accord, like they have their own brains.


  Pim entwines her arms in Ophelia’s. They make a knot together, softness to softness.


  Strong. She could do anything with these arms. Pim whirls her around under the water. They tumble, wrestling. No matter how Ophelia swirls, she always knows which way is up. Her eyes swivel in her head, keeping her perspective upright.


  Sound is muffled.


  But Ophelia can see everything. Including the sharks.


  Pim springs away, white with fear. Ophelia feels water-wake jetting against her octopus skin.


  Ophelia shoots through the water, feeling it cool on her face, her skin. Feels herself eject something from her body—a liquid. It’s ink! Ophelia has never seen a live octopus before, but she knows they can do this. Thank God for Mary and her nature programs.


  She jets down, down, following Pim. Down, and fast!


  The sharks pursue.


  The ink seems to confuse them a little; most of them go off in the wrong direction. But a few follow, stabbing through the ink. Pim has reached the ocean floor now. She seems to be trying to lift a rock; what is she doing?


  No, she’s squeezing under it. Impossible—the crack is so tiny.


  Pim disappears—body first, then leg after leg. A final gesture, a flourish, and then that still-pale arm disappears under the rock, too.


  Ophelia knows there’s a shark close behind. She reaches a rock, sees a crack. Can she do this? She must.


  It’s easy, when you have no bones.


  She feels the snap of the shark’s terrible teeth as her last leg pulls itself under the rock.


  She waits.


  Overhead, a shadow hovers with predator’s eyes.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  SpiralLing Down


  Ophelia will never forget the feeling of that hard, rubbery nose bashing at the crack in the rock, a hair’s breadth away.


  Those perfect, rending teeth.


  But the crack is too small. The sharks cannot get in.


  It takes a long time, but finally the sharks swim away to more profitable hunting.


  Finally, Ophelia senses Pim emerging from under her rock, and squeezes herself out, too.


  A prawn marches across the sand in front of her. Without thinking, Ophelia lifts herself up and engulfs the prawn with her beaky mouth. Then another. Easy.


  Pim swirls toward her on her several legs, twining patterns in the water. Patterns run across her skin, and colours. Her head has a shape that reminds Ophelia just a little bit of a moose: the knowing eyes, a bulbous shape that could be a nose. Tenderness fills Ophelia.


  The two octopuses come together and entwine. Ophelia wants to tell Pim how sorry she is for waiting so long to come to this place. They caress each other, dancing. Ophelia senses colour not through her eyes, she realizes, but through her skin. Colour and light are everywhere. It’s very beautiful, down here, the light filtering down from the fractured water’s surface.


  Finally Pim pulls away. She fills her body with water—Ophelia can see it happening—and jets away, toward the land. Somehow, now, it’s easy to know which way the land is. And it’s fun, filling her boneless body with water and then sending it gushing out through a muscular siphon. Ophelia is surprised by how fast they can go.


  The water gets warmer. New sounds begin to drum inside her body: rocks rolling under waves, and the sound of debris on the water’s surface. She can see it, and taste it, too: logs and leaves and dead seabirds, and a swollen cow, long drowned, floating on its side.


  Something bad has happened here.


  Her hearts beat. She and Pim shoot through the water together.


  They have reached sand.


  They crawl slowly up the incline. As they come out into the air, Ophelia feels the hot, sunny air hit her skin. Pim seems very pretty to her now with her green and red hide, a beautiful batik. They drag themselves forward and forward, arm-legs working across the sand.


  There’s more debris: tree trunks, twisted palm fronds, dead birds.


  The two octopuses stop dragging themselves. Ophelia puts what could be described as her forehead to an analogous place on Pim’s face, and closes her eyes.


  The move back to being human is almost as painful as it was to become an invertebrate. The pushing hardness of bones under skin is maybe the worst part, and the feeling of her eyes sliding around on her skull is almost enough to make Ophelia toss her prawns onto the sand.


  Pim is lying on her back, perfectly still, her eyes open and gazing at the sky above. “I thought I was gone.”


  “I’m sorry.” Tears in Ophelia’s eyes again. “I am so sorry.”


  Pim rolls over. “It’s all right. You came in time.”


  Ophelia’s body is shaking. “Man. Octopuses?”


  “Perhaps it would have been better to become birds. But I couldn’t think outside the water.”


  “Is this going to keep happening?”


  “What?”


  “These . . . transformations.”


  “They have been necessary.”


  “I don’t know if I can handle this kind of necessary.” Ophelia wants to stand up, feel her feet and bones again, know she’s human, but she doesn’t trust her legs to hold her.


  “You would have drowned before, if we had not become seals. And the sharks . . .”


  Ophelia holds up her hand. “I know. We had to do something. But really. Couldn’t you have warned me?”


  “How?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Years ago you could have said something like, ‘Ophelia, some day we will be octopuses.’ That kind of warning.”


  Pim doesn’t answer. Almost, infuriatingly, she looks like she is going to laugh.


  Ophelia gazes up and down the beach. As far as she can see, the sand is covered in broken trees, twisted feathers, debris . . . and then there was that cow . . .


  “Was there a storm?”


  Pim shakes her head. “Waves. From far out.”


  Ophelia sits up. “The tremor, and the volcano. It was a tsunami!”


  “The first one was all right. And the second. But the third . . .” She trails off, staring out at the horizon. “It was quite big. I couldn’t make it to the city in time.”


  “It swept you out?”


  Pim nods.


  “It’s amazing you survived.”


  “Yes.”


  “Are the waves done, do you think?”


  “I think so. We must go to Calabar now, Ophelia.”


  “I can’t!” She has to get back. She can’t leave Rowan like that: suddenly, with no explanation.


  “Why not?”


  Ophelia shakes her head. It would sound so trivial, I’m on a date with a boy. How can she explain the urgency she feels? The longing?


  But of course, she never gets to pick when she leaves Antilia. She only chooses when to come in.


  Except this time. “You called me here, didn’t you?”


  “Is that what it felt like?” Pim feels her burnt face with careful fingers. “Ah. I was in so much pain. So tired. And then when the sharks found me . . .”


  “You need me to be with you, in order for you to transform into another creature. You can’t do it alone. Is that how it works?”


  Pim nods. Then, wearily, she stands. “Our worlds have lined up, come closer. The Mender will explain everything.”


  “Mender? You said that before. Who’s the Mender?”


  “We must go to Calabar, Ophelia.”


  She’s visited the city with Pim before, but infrequently. Mostly they played by the ocean, or explored the tropical forests, full of flowers like those Ophelia imagines might grow in the land of her father. But the city is beautiful. Ancient, made of grey stone and full of towers, terraced up and down seven hills. Red roofs. Spiralling streets.


  Calabar seems to be run by a group of women called The Virgos, a sort of ruling council. They remind Ophelia of nothing so much as a bevy of nuns, and maybe that’s what they are.


  But until recently, Pim’s never mentioned this Mender person.


  A flash of the White Witch with her black dress—the story she told the twins—comes into Ophelia’s mind.


  “They have called a council. The volcano is erupting. It is time.”


  Ophelia huddles, closes her eyes. From Rowan’s point of view, she’s disappeared behind that silken curtain. He will have given up on her, gone home. Left her in that tiny bathroom with the single electric bulb hanging from the ceiling on its black wire, its sink with the chipped enamel . . .


   . . . sink with the chipped enamel . . .


   . . . sink with the water spiralling down the black hole of drain . . .


  Ophelia feels herself spiralling, twisting, pouring through. It’s coming, the real world is coming closer! She can feel it.


  Pim’s face opens with dismay. “You cannot leave Antilia, not now!”


  “I always leave.”


  “Not this time. . . .” Pim yearns, reaching out. The blue sky, the pale beach, the sea, it all tumbles and shakes together and becomes small and bright and far away.


  —


  


  Ophelia is naked, covered in sand, and shaking.


  Her body convulses. She makes it to the toilet, pukes up a broken prawn body. The feeling of it sliding up her throat is horrible.


  “Ophelia? Are you okay in there?”


  Antilia. Pim had called the other place Antilia. She’s never done that before. Ophelia’s never named the island, not until Rowan showed her that map. How did Pim know?


  Ophelia retches again.


  “Can I . . . Are you okay?”


  It’s Rowan outside the bathroom curtain-door. Oh, Christ.


  “I’m okay,” she manages. “Just need a minute . . .”


  She hears a creaking sound, realizes it’s the old woman, talking to Rowan.


  Hears the word pregnant.


  “No!” she gasps. “No, I’m just . . .”


  “I am coming in,” creaks the old lady. There’s an authority to her voice that will not be denied. The silk curtain twitches and she hobbles in. Ophelia huddles in her nakedness.


  “Oh, dear, dear.” The woman clucks like a chicken. “What have we here?”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  A Secret Place


  First Ophelia disappears behind that flimsy curtain into the bathroom.


  Then she’s dead quiet in there. Two, three, five minutes.


  Longer.


  She’d looked like she was going to faint; was she okay? Rowan goes to the curtain, calls her name. He hears her retching; she’s being sick.


  And the old lady pushes past him into the bathroom, then emerges with a horrified look. “Your girlfriend,” she says, like it’s all Rowan’s fault, “has disposed of her clothes.”


  “Disposed of her clothes?”


  “She has no clothes, boy.”


  In the end Rowan buys a cheap little cotton sundress for Ophelia, a green one. That will look nice with her eyes, he thinks. And a pair of plastic flip-flops.


  She comes out. She won’t look at him. But yeah, she looks cute in the dress.


  And the two of them leave the store as fast as they can, getting out from under the old lady’s hard, suspicious glances.


  “Really, I’m okay.”


  “But what happened to your clothes?”


  “Thanks for the dress, and the flip-flops. . . . I can pay you back. . . .”


  Rowan waves his hand. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “How long was I in there?”


  “Five, ten minutes.” What happened? Did she pass out? Is she sick? She looks fine—he peers at her. Yes, she looks totally fine.


  “Really. That’s interesting.”


  “Interesting how?”


  She glances up at him, then away. Mumbles something he can’t hear.


  Her hair. It smells of salt water.


  He remembers the look on her face when she saw the world map with Antilia on it.


  He remembers that certainty in his chest when Ari said, “The Chosen ones—lovers—come from your world.”


  Could she . . . Is it possible?


  His heart starts racing. It would explain . . . what? The instant feeling of connection between them, the feeling he’s had ever since they met.


  “Ophelia, what happened?”


  She has the same imaginary world as he does. No, not imaginary. It’s real. And she goes there, too . . . Is that what he’s thinking? It’s preposterous.


  But . . . Wasn’t her hair sort of straight when they met at the coffee shop? It’s wavy now, curling around her face in adorable corkscrews.


  Almost like her hair has somehow gotten wet. And that scent of the salt . . .


  She stops walking. “You will think I am entirely insane. I should just go home.”


  “Please. Don’t.”


  “Rowan, I . . . I’m . . .” She looks like she’s going to cry. “There’s something wrong with me.”


  Rowan looks around, desperate. “There’s a park near here. Let’s get off this street.”


  The day is warm and the park is full, people really beginning to believe that summer is coming. Rowan leads Ophelia away from the crowded centre of the park to the place where the land falls away, overlooking a gully lined with trees. The ground is dry; they sit, looking out over the trees, the sky, the city. It feels good here, like a secret place.


  All day he’s been trying to imagine telling her about the yellow letter. It’s been burning a hole in his pocket ever since he fled his house that morning. But now, there’s this.


  Rowan feels with all his heart that Ophelia goes to Antilia, too.


  If he’s right, how can he get her to tell him? There’s something wrong with me. . . . You will think I am entirely insane. . . . Funny, it’s never occurred to him to wonder about his own sanity. His time with Ari always feels infinitely more sane than his life here, with his parents and the crazy war and everything else. But this one—she’s different.


  What was her word of the day yesterday? Pusillanimous—meaning cowardly. The opposite of that is courage, right?


  Rowan takes a deep breath. “I got a letter today. It’s . . . here.” He pulls it out of his jeans pocket and hands it to her. “I’ve been called up.”


  She gasps.


  He sees himself, his deliberate creation of a dramatic scene, handing the letter over like a theatrical prop, hates himself for it. But he can’t stop now. It all seems unreal, like a dream, like he’s watching himself do this from far away. “So I’ll have to go. . . . They say the training starts in three months. But there’s something . . . Ophelia, there’s a place I can go. In my mind, I guess.” Maybe she’s right; this does sound insane. He sees her looking at the letter out of the corner of his eye; he still can’t look directly at her either. “But lately it’s been . . . more real. This happened—” he gestures at his face “—because I sort of tripped out of what felt like a . . .” His voice cracks. He keeps talking, can’t stop. “It felt real. A bloody real ocean voyage. I’ve come back soaking with salt water. I’ve been almost drowned by a big wave.”


  She whispers something. He thinks she’s saying, “You could go there.”


  “I could what?”


  “You could go there. You could stay there.” Her voice gains in strength. “Then you wouldn’t have to go fight in this war, this ugly, pointless . . .”


  They’re both shaking. “You do, Ophelia, you do go there, too. . . .”


  “But it’s dangerous, Rowan, there’s a volcano—like on that map, right?—and it’s—”


  “—it’s going to erupt,” he finishes.


  He meets her eyes.


  They are huge, round, and her lips are trembling.


  “Antilia.”


  She nods. “Yes. Antilia.”


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Very Far Away From Anywhere Else


  The island, the place on the other side.


  The strength of the emotion Rowan feels on telling someone, someone who understands, makes him almost weak with relief.


  Their islands are subtly different, however. Or maybe they have different parts of it they visit.


  “Is there a city?”


  “Yes,” she says, “on the south coast, on a tidal river. Calabar.”


  “Calabar?”


  “Yes.” She spells it for him.


  “Mine sounds almost like that, but with a K: Kalmar. In the north.”


  “What’s it like?”


  “Well—” he brings it to his mind “—I’ve never been into it. I’ve only seen it from the outside.” Ari has always skirted it, taking care that they stay hidden. He seems to have a lot of enemies, does Ari. “It’s very old, older than any city I’ve been to here. Built near the water. The stone is grey, but the roofs are all red tile, and when the sun comes out it’s beautiful, nestled in the fjord like that.” He sees it in his mind, the ruddy peaks of many round towers, some of them limned with gold, against the steep, gorgeous grey and emerald cliffs.


  “My city doesn’t have fjords!”


  “What’s yours like, then?”


  “Just like you described, only near a sandy beach. On Doctor Bay.”


  “Doctor Bay?” He doesn’t know that place.


  “It’s hot there.”


  “Hot? That’s different. You don’t get northern lights, then?”


  She stares. “Sure we do.”


  “How’s that possible, if you’re on some tropical beach?”


  Her eyes sparkle. “Okay, how about the standing stones? Do you have those?”


  “Yes!”


  He’s only found those recently; they were a surprise. He’d arrived in the other place and found, as always, Ari, but on a barren, beautiful green plain he’d never seen before. The ocean lapped at the cliff edge. It had felt very far away from anywhere else. This is an important place, Ari’d said to Rowan, and indeed, the beautiful rough white stones, pointing at the sky like sentinels, had felt holy. Sacred? Rowan had asked. Ari wrinkled his forehead. I do not know this word. Important. To you.


  “They’re on a flat green place—”


  “A sacred place,” she finishes.


  She knows.


  “Guess we both incorporated a rip-off of Stonehenge,” Ophelia says.


  “What do you mean, incorporated?”


  “We both grew up here. With the same legends, I mean, more or less. So when we started inventing our fantasy worlds—”


  “But it’s . . . Don’t you think it’s a place?”


  “It can’t be one place. Fjords and tropical beaches on one small island?”


  “But . . .” He’s bewildered. Why is this so hard for her?


  A look of pain on her face.


  Rowan almost laughs. “You’ve really convinced yourself that it’s some kind of insane fantasy, haven’t you?”


  “You’re sure that it isn’t? Swords and sorcery? Come on.” Her eyes flash; ah, she’s got a temper, this one.


  “You ever try to stop?”


  “Stop?”


  “Stop going.”


  He sees something in her face, a shadow of dread behind her eyes, swiftly hooded.


  “Yes. Yes, because . . . what’s the use of fantasizing—” she emphasizes the word “—fantasizing about being a sorcerer, really? Here and now?” She shrugs, looks down. “It doesn’t help me.”


  “Well—and I’m not saying I think you’re right about this—isn’t it okay to do something because it makes you feel better?” He feels bewildered. “I mean, most kids invent a place to go, don’t they?”


  She’s still looking down. “Narnia, Pandora, Hogwarts, or the Shire.”


  “Yes, yes!”


  “I don’t know if most kids do that. Most?”


  “And besides, it isn’t a fantasy, Ophelia. I can’t believe that, not anymore.”


  “All right then. Why us?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why do we get a real fantasy?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe we just haven’t found out the reasons yet.”


  “So, you’re saying we’ve been chosen.” Her tone is sarcastic. “That we’re special.”


  “Yes, chosen.” There is so much pain behind her logic. “Maybe we’re sensitive. Or just weird.” He shakes his head then; he wants to be honest, she makes him want to brave it all. “No, not weird. Lonely.” He says it, hopes and hopes she won’t laugh at him. “Maybe we’re just lonely enough to get there. Maybe a high loneliness factor is some kind of requirement.” He’s just met her, and already he finds he doesn’t want to do without her. He needs her; he needs to get to know this serious, goofy, complicated, beautiful girl.


  “Rowan, you know why I can’t believe it’s real?”


  “Why?”


  She sits, twisting her hands together. “It’s too nice. We go there and we’re imagining things—imagining them, right? It’s so beautiful. But real places are like this place.” She stares out across the gully. “Out of control.”


  Her face when she says this makes him want to wrap his arms around her. He wants to taste her lips, her eyelids, kiss her perfect little ears, the nape of her neck, the place where her collarbones meet and there’s that little hollow under her throat. She’s perfect, perfect.


  To his surprise, it’s her who flings herself into his chest, holding him with all her strength. “I don’t want you to go! I don’t want you in this war, I can’t, I don’t . . .”


  Shit. She’s crying.


  She reaches up and puts her hand to his face. He can feel her fingers trembling.


  “Let’s go somewhere,” she says. “Somewhere we can be alone.”


  She wants him. He sees it, burning in her eyes.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Nice


  Sometimes the desire to go back in time and change things is so strong it almost makes you sick.


  “He’s like me, of course,” Rowan’s mother is saying. “Really, at heart, a predator.”


  This isn’t where he’d wanted things to go.


  He’d led Ophelia through the streets, back to his house. All he wanted to do was get her somewhere private, somewhere he could kiss her . . . they’d burst through the front door of his house, Dad was in the study but he didn’t come out, as usual . . . Rowan had put a finger to his lips . . . they began to creep up the stairs.


  Then his mother had come home.


  “Oh. Who are you.” Flat, no interrogative upward flick at the end. “Rowan, what happened to your face?”


  Then his father emerged.


  Offers of coffee in the kitchen.


  Reluctantly, so reluctantly, he’d led Ophelia down the hall behind his poisonous, inconvenient parents. His mother, performing bitterness. It’s like she hates when things are happy, Rowan thought, watching her slowly dissect his father’s bumbling attempts at politeness.


  She asked again about the accident, mocking his bruised face.


  Ophelia tensed up and became quiet, her face closed.


  Then his mother started coming on to his father, using her brittle charm, finding excuses to touch him. It was something she did, Rowan realized, almost every time his parents had a fight.


  It had been a mistake to bring Ophelia here; his parents had sharply honed radar, there was no way to avoid them.


  And then his mother brought up Natalie. The Goth ex.


  “Mom, that was almost a year ago,” he says, quickly, firmly, giving his mother a look—shut the hell up. Natalie was nothing, a girlfriend of three months. They never got close, didn’t even really do much together besides make out; then Natalie would pick a fight and go off with some other guy. Make drama, cry, come back to him. It hadn’t taken therapy for Rowan to see that he was dangerously close to replicating the dynamic between his parents.


  His parents traded glances, amused. “Almost a whole year ago,” his mother echoed.


  “Such a very long time,” his father had said and actually stifled a laugh.


  “Well, Ophelia,” she went on, “I hope you last longer than the last one. You seem like a nice girl.”


  The way she said nice brought all sorts of other words to mind, and Rowan didn’t doubt that Ophelia, with her love of words, heard them all chiming in her head.


  Boring. Unexceptional. Average. Negligible.


  “The thing you should know,” his mother had gone on, “is that he takes after his mother’s side. You can see the physical resemblance. The genes of Hildur Jónsdóttir totally overwhelmed those of David Simpson.” And she gestured at Rowan’s father.


  “As overwhelmed as the medieval English against the incursions of Vikings,” Dad said.


  That’s when she came out with that marvellous phrase: “He’s like me, of course. Really, at heart, a predator.”


  “Me? A predator?” Rowan says. He’s about as predatory as a mouse. Those martial arts classes his mother had made him take—he’d loved the forms, but every time he had to spar, he’d heard the wind of death whistle around his ears.


  And then he sees the look on Ophelia’s face.


  “Mom’s kidding,” he bursts out. “And it’s not very funny.”


  The hurt in Ophelia’s eyes pierces him.


  He glares at his parents. “You two are like . . . what’s that play we saw at Stratford?”


  “Claudius and Gertrude?” his father suggests, amused.


  “The Macbeths,” his mother laughs.


  “George and Martha,” he corrects them. “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf. You’re performing.”


  “Oh, we’re performing,” his mother says. She laughs. “We’re performing, darling. What do you think of that?” She takes his dad’s arm and runs her hand up it, squeezing his bicep.


  “It’s nothing to worry about, my dear girl,” Dad says to Ophelia. “But if it’s too arch, we can bring the level down.”


  “It’s okay,” Ophelia says before Rowan can speak. “I’d never ask anyone to bring the level down for me.” She’s hopping down from her stool. “I’d better go.”


  He wastes precious seconds glaring at his parents with all the hate he can muster, wishing he could incinerate them with a look.


  They’re smiling into each other’s eyes, hot for each other after their fight.


  They don’t care about him, and certainly not about Ophelia.


  Rowan reaches into his back pocket and takes out the yellow letter.


  He places it on the counter.


  It’s cruel of him, he knows. He can remember very few times he’s felt rage like this: cold, bright, unstable.


  “Here’s something you might want to read. Perform about that.”


  Ophelia’s down the hall and out the front door before he catches her. Seeing the hurt on her face sends his rage sliding down, replaced by a sorrow so powerful it makes it hard to breathe.


  “I’m so sorry.”


  She cuts him off. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have met you today.” Her face is agitated, her hands twist together.


  The sweet sunlight from earlier in the day is gone. Dark clouds roil overhead and wind tears along between the houses. Inside the clouds he can see bright lightning, flickering ruddy through the darkness like a flashlight held between your palms.


  “What do you mean, you shouldn’t have met me?”


  “It wouldn’t work out between us,” she says.


  He can’t believe he’s hearing this, can’t speak.


  She mistakes his silence, says, “Oh, was I making assumptions? I thought this was going someplace. Forgive my naïveté.”


  She turns away. She’s walking away through a maelstrom of new leaves torn from trees by the wind.


  He makes himself speak through a dry throat.


  “No! You weren’t making assumptions. I—I really like you, Ophelia.” Wholly inadequate words, but she’s stopping. Is she turning back? “I . . . don’t let my horrifying parents . . . Look, they’re practically psychotic, all right?” Surely she isn’t going to let his mother’s barbs scare her away?


  “I can’t see how it would ever work out. We’re too different.” Her head is hanging, the words jerk out of her like she’s about to cry.


  “But I like that you’re different. We can . . . get to know each other, and . . .” He’s almost stuttering. “We don’t have much time . . . I’ll have to go soon, and I want—”


  Her eyes blaze. “That’s it, isn’t it? You want to get laid before you go off to war?”


  “What?” She changes so fast, he can’t keep up.


  And she’s running. She’s turned and is running away, up the sidewalk.


  “Ophelia, wait!”


  “Please.” She stops, but keeps her back to him. “Just leave me alone.”


  He covers the space between them in about three strides. The wind pushes at them, strong and cold. He puts his hand on her shoulder and to his relief she turns to face him. Not giving himself time to think himself out of it, he reaches out gently and cradles her cheek in his palm, bends down and . . .


   . . . and he’s kissing her.


  Soft. Her lips are soft, and she leans into him, little questioning noises of pleasure coming from her throat.


  I’ve never kissed anyone before, Rowan thinks. Not like this.


  Everything around them—the roaring wind, street noises, a siren, a distant dog barking—falls away.


  Rowan feels the familiar slide.


  He’s being pulled in. He tries to resist, for a moment, then the wild, hopeful thought hits him: Maybe she’ll come with me, we can go there together!


  Cold hits his body like a truck.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Wanting To Believe


  Ophelia runs.


  Pim holds her hand, and they run along the beach through a storm, toward the city.


  This time, the slide in was very fast. That kiss . . . and then she was gone.


  It seems to Ophelia that she can hardly remember a time when it rained in Antilia. But it’s raining now, and windy; the rain whips them in the face. The clouds are so low they almost touch the land.


  When Rowan kissed her, it was hard to remember the way he left her hanging as his parents dissected her. It was hard to remember feeling so horribly out of place in the kitchen. How impossible it was—be logical, Ophelia!—that someone like him would fall for someone like her.


  She stumbles, almost falls. Pim catches her. “I am not letting you go this time!”


  “It doesn’t work like that,” Ophelia gasps. They start off again. It’s a long way to the city, to Calabar, the volcano is rumbling again, and Pim has said they must hurry. “You know that. I never know when I’ll go home.”


  “This time, you are home. Antilia is home now.”


  Ophelia snatches her hand out of Pim’s. “Why do you call it that?”


  It wasn’t until Ophelia met Rowan that Pim started calling her other place Antilia.


  “Because this place is Antilia.”


  “No, it isn’t. . . . It’s never been. . . .” Ophelia’s mind whirls. Could the fact that she started calling it Antilia herself somehow communicate itself to Pim? Is everything here just a product of her own imagination? How then, does it feel so real?


  How does Rowan know about it if it’s all in Ophelia’s head?


  Or is she just that crazy?


  Pim and Ophelia face each other, panting. Pim rubs her face with her long, beautiful hands. She’s frustrated, Ophelia can tell. “The Mender, she can answer your questions.”


  “Then I’d better talk to the Mender.”


  They alternate walking and running. They stop at a stream to slake their thirst. Ophelia flings herself down under a coconut palm to shelter from the worst of the rain, panting. The tree bends and lashes under the wind.


  Rowan’s father had moved around the kitchen like he was frightened in his own home. And the mother. She’d looked so very much like Rowan. It was as if the production of Rowan had occurred by mitosis, like the man had had nothing to do with it, this woman dividing cells in a science lab to make her son.


  But where Rowan was quick to smile, quick to worry, and the light in his blue eyes was warm, she was cold. Cold and brilliant. She changed the feeling in the room. Both men—Rowan and his father—they wanted to impress her.


  Ophelia had never seen parents flirting with each other like those two had. It didn’t feel like love, it felt like manipulation.


  A memory, clear, from long ago: Her mother and the man she knew to be her father. He is sitting in the easy chair. Her mother comes from behind and wraps her arms around him. He reaches up and back to embrace her and they hold each other, rocking together. She kisses him. “I don’t deserve you.”


  He was tall, and had big hands and feet with beautiful, square nails. Ophelia’s inherited his hands, she thinks. Yes, those belong to the Miller side. And he’d kept his hair short, square across the back of his neck. His voice was deep; how she’d loved the sound of his voice.


  “Don’t deserve me? Don’t be so foolish, woman,” he’d said. They’d both laughed. But Ophelia, little girl, could see something sad in her mother’s face.


  Is that how two people love each other?


  Most painful of all was how Rowan had changed. He’d moved away from Ophelia, physically. He hadn’t defended her. Surely if he really cared about her, he’d have defended her?


  Nor had he stood up for himself.


  And gradually, Ophelia had felt the magic of the afternoon, that golden sunlit day, she’d felt it all drain away under the cold kitchen light.


  She saw herself clearly through the eyes of these adults.


  A small girl in cheap clothes, the latest in a string of Rowan’s girlfriends.


  And she didn’t even have any underwear on—that had disappeared, of course, with her slide into the Antilian ocean. She’d be so self-conscious about this, her face perpetually hot with shame.


  But they hadn’t noticed. They’d barely bothered to acknowledge her.


  She’d been stupid to think there was something magic in her connection with Rowan. Someone as good looking as him, he had to have girls hanging off him. Candace had said as much. She kept her ear to the ground; she’d know about that kind of thing. Unlike Ophelia, Candace has had tons of boyfriends. Besides, the signs were there. Ophelia just hadn’t wanted to see them.


  His own mother had said it.


  She remembers how he’d been surrounded by people after that Romulus gig. If she’d left just a little faster he would have missed her. And would he have cared?


  She’d fallen for it. She’d totally fallen for it, kissed him on what was really their first date, like an idiot, so he could think he could use her.


  It wasn’t all his fault. She’d acted like a fool. And that letter, the conscription . . .


  Sure, there was that. But he, being so much like his mother, would know he could use that to get her. Predator.


  The ground trembles. Pim gets to her feet, holds out her hand to Ophelia. They run.


  Rain trickles down her back, her legs; the dress Rowan bought her is soaked. Her feet keep time to her thoughts. What a fool. What a loser. What an idiot. Of course it’s not real, the so-called connection. Only someone like her, who spent thousands and thousands of precious hours making up a dreamland, would think you could fall in love that fast. Someone insane.


  He’d probably made up that island stuff, too. Seen her longing, her penchant for fantasy, and used that to reel her in. Pretended to have an island, another place, just like her. Probably laughed inside as he did it.


  She thinks back, thoughts jumbled as her feet hit the wet sand, remembers leading him on with her longing, asking, How about the standing stones? It wouldn’t take a genius to play that image out, pretend to know all about it.


  Yet she thinks she remembers that it was him who first confessed to a childhood fantasy of being a knight.


  But she’s probably making that up, wanting to believe the best. She’d been the one to spill about recognizing the island on the map—this, she does remember clearly. Fed him everything he’d need in order to lead her on.


  But then how does Pim know this new name? Antilia?


  The ground trembles again and Ophelia stumbles.


  “It started again last night,” Pim says.


  “The volcano?”


  “Yes.”


  The beach curves abruptly to the right—north, Ophelia knows. She sees the red map, burning on the wall in Rowan’s house.


  The question of how he had that map—the island that she knows so well sitting on his wall—is one her mind jitters away from, like a frightened animal.


  In the distance, far off, the red roofs of Calabar show through green trees; tower upon tower, climbing up and up the steep wet green slope into the grey clouds.


  “There they are,” says Pim. “At last.”


  Ophelia thinks she’s talking about the city. But then she sees, far off up the beach, a group of figures.


  “Welcoming committee,” says Pim.


  Chapter Thirty


  So Horribly Real


  There is something just a little bit frightening in the way Pim says welcoming committee.


  A group of people emerge from a line of trees. Everyone is dressed in black and white and red. As they get closer Ophelia decides they look like a grotesque wedding party. The group is led by seven women in black robes edged in crimson, whipping against their bodies and streaming out behind in the wind: the Virgos. They look like a flock of wet black birds.


  Whenever Ophelia thinks of their name she feels an impulse to ask sarcastically, What, were they all born in September? but she curbs herself; Pim is serious, almost reverent, about the Virgos.


  Directly behind them is someone with a pointed white beard, one hand holding onto his top hat for dear life, the other carrying an old-fashioned doctor’s bag.


  A shudder, a memory. Two knights, one lying motionless on green grass. The knight is bleeding, he’s been stabbed in the chest. A Doctor, someone get a Doctor!


  Ophelia whispers, “Yes, there’s a doctor here at hand, who can cure your brother, champion. I can cure all things: itch, stitch, the ’pox, the palsy, and the gout! And if the devil is in him, I can root him out.”


  Pim gazes at her with excitement. “Is this a poem from your land?”


  “You might call it that.” The horse’s head, the head full of terrible teeth; it’s not here, is it?


  Behind the Virgos and the bearded man, a motley collection of people walk, hop, and crawl. Ophelia makes out a woman in an old-fashioned white cap, apron, and dress, with a large wooden spoon stuck in the waistband of her apron; she carries two naked babies, yelling at the top of their lungs, skins white as lilies.


  A bare-chested woman with a cow’s head has a broadsword in a scabbard, buckled around her hips.


  A lion. Yes, a lion. Its face is intelligent.


  Seriously? Aslan?


  A tall black man with a white face has hair growing stiffly over his head like a horse’s mane, a Mohawk, right down his back.


  And behind them all is a man with ram’s horns growing out of his head.


  Ophelia has seen people like this before in this place—from afar. Pim is the only person in Antilia she’s really talked to. She’s accepted the anatomically irregular denizens of her imaginary land; sure, half-animal people, people with tails, and everything else. It’s something quite, quite different, now that it feels so horribly real. Now that it looks like she is going to meet these people, and talk to them.


  These people are monstrosities. Freaks. A circus.


  The welcoming committee is close now. Murmuring, and the occasional bleat.


  They all stop and face Ophelia and Pim. They all reach up and grasp their own elbows then, in a curious gesture, drag their hands down their forearms and off the ends of their opposite hands, then shake their hands like they are disposing of something. All but the lion, who nevertheless pulls his forefeet through the sand, and the woman with the babies, who curtsies.


  The man with ram’s horns is very tall. He is wearing a tux jacket, and he is close enough now that Ophelia can see his legs, and they are the legs of a goat. The man is a faun. But he is not a sweet little panpipe-playing faun, he is not the familiar one of children’s books and dreams. He is hairy and muscular and seven feet tall, horns curling around in a spiral like a mountain goat’s, and between his legs, uncovered, is . . . Ophelia whips her gaze away, but not before seeing him smile: a dangerous smile, a beautiful smile.


  “Pim, who is that man?” she asks, turning her face away.


  “The doctor? Oh . . . you mean Gordon.”


  “Gordon?” How could such a creature have this mundane name?


  “Yes.” Pim giggles. “Most people call him The Gor.”


  “Do you think he could put some pants on?” Ophelia suddenly needs to sit down. She begins to giggle.


  “He doesn’t like pants,” Pim says doubtfully. “He is the Lord of Misrule.”


  “What about the lion?”


  “That is Leo.”


  “Leo? What an original name for a lion.” Not Aslan then.


  The wind swirls up, soaking the welcoming committee with rain. There are some other creatures there, behind The Gor—a troupe, six or seven, or maybe twelve or thirteen, it’s hard to tell. Horses, heads, jaws opening and closing, the glint and rust of nails, their mouthful of teeth.


  They are coming for her. The welcoming committee.


  Ophelia can’t stop laughing, weakly, helplessly. What is wrong with her? She feels the rain and the wind, the thump of approaching feet, the tremors that continually make the ground beneath them all shudder. All of it begins to spin in great, slow, concentric circles. Faster now. She slides over onto her side, onto the pale sodden sand. She’ll close her eyes, just until the spinning stops. Red of her eyelids, thump and swish of feet, the sea, so far away. The sea. It fills her ears, she is back in the water; she’ll have to be a seal again.


  She falls, down into the deep, deep blue.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  It Is Her Memento


  Birds call. Gentle shadows flicker across her eyes. Is there a bird in the bedroom?


  She’s lying on something smooth and cool, and a scent hangs in the air, rich and strange. She can’t open her eyes. She is so comfortable.


  Something lands on the back of her hand—little claws. She opens her eyes, heavy, slow. A dark bird with yellow eyes, feathers black but they shimmer with peacock iridescence, indigo and blue and poison green. A grackle? Its tail is so long. It fixes her with a round sulphurous eye then launches itself into the blue air. Its tail flips around vertically like a splendid feathery rudder.


  Grackles can’t do that.


  Birdsong fills the air. Strange, strange songs.


  Ophelia sits up.


  Her stomach drops and her forehead beads with sweat.


  She’s not in the bedroom at home. The twins are not behind the little curtain, there is not a mean little apartment window overlooking other identical brick apartments.


  Ophelia is still in Antilia.


  She’s sitting on a big stone slab, cushioned by a silvery seal skin. The slab is in the centre of a kind of outdoor room roofed with a network of vines, leaves shifting in the faint breeze. Tall grey stone columns stand along the sides of the room. Between these she can see green upon green, marching down, penetrated by red roofs, conical towers and square ones, warm stone walls. Below that, the blue sea and blue sky. She is in a tower on a hill, high above Calabar.


  The storm is over.


  The columns are carved with pictures. Women, men, beasts—bears, goats, birds, seals, whales. Others are strange. The bodies are twisted together, dancing, screwing—a lot of the images are sexual. And The Gor is there, or creatures like him. Horns curl around his head like a crown of bone and he consorts, laughing, with men, women, animals. Ophelia turns her face away.


  She swings her feet off the stone slab, and is rewarded by a sick, dizzy feeling.


  “Pim?” Her voice sounds strange, faint and high and girly.


  A figure emerges from behind one of the carved columns. It’s the doctor man, top hat askew, white beard pointed, mouth anxious. He walks quickly toward her, feet clicking on the stone. He has his big black doctor bag, he crouches.


  “You have returned.”


  His legs work backward, like an animal’s. His eyes are yellow with horizontal pupils. Like a goat.


  Pim comes swaying in from the shadows.


  Ophelia gasps with relief.


  “Hello, Ophelia.”


  She plucks at the seal skin. “Is this me?”


  Pim rolls her eyes. “No, of course not. You are wearing your skin.”


  Ophelia had wondered if her earlier transformation fit into some selkie legend: women who live beneath the sea, seals, who can turn into humans and become lovers of men. . . . Silly. Maybe in Antilia, it’s goat doctors yes, selkie legends no. The dizziness sweeps over her again. Just accept this, she tells herself. It will all end soon and you’ll be home. Roll with it.


  She’s known Pim all her life.


  She doesn’t know Pim at all.


  “May I?” The doctor is opening his bag. A small green lizard scurries out. “Shoo!” says the doctor, waving his hand. “Shoo!”


  “Ophelia, this is Doctor Capricus,” says Pim.


  “Pleased to meeeeet you,” says the doctor.


  Yeah, he’s a goat, Ophelia thinks. Roll with it. “Pleased to meet you, too.”


  She eyes the contents of his yawning bag. Literally, it’s yawning. It gapes wide, and wider still, sucking air into itself and producing a groaning sound.


  “Stop that.” The doctor slaps the bag. It closes up a little, grumbling. Ophelia catches a glimpse of a rusty saw, pliers, wire, and something that looks like a big, wriggling tongue.


  But he reaches in and pulls out what looks like a perfectly ordinary stethoscope, excepting the way it curls itself around his neck and puts itself into his ears. Its bell reaches eagerly for Ophelia’s chest, like a metal and rubber flower growing toward the sun. Ophelia shrinks back.


  “It’s fine,” says Pim. She is evidently trying not to laugh at Ophelia.


  Ophelia grits her teeth and lets the stethoscope settle lightly on her chest.


  “Good, goooood,” says the doctor. He takes her wrist, feels for a pulse. “How do you feel?” He peers into her eyes.


  “Hungry.” She hadn’t realized how hungry she is until she says it.


  Doctor Capricus smiles up at Pim. The stethoscope coils itself up and drops into the bag, which closes around it with a gulp. “Then we must get you something to eaaaaat. And then, you will meeeeet her.”


  “Meet who?”


  “The Mender, of course.” Pim blinks. “You haven’t made her acquaintance yet.”


  “She’s dyiiiiing to meeeeet you,” says the doctor.


  He and Pim burst into laughter.


  “You’re so bad,” gasps Pim.


  “Must laaaaaugh to keep from cryyyyying,” answers the goat doctor.


  “Oh, yes!” They both stop laughing at once, and embrace each other.


  Ophelia is so bewildered she gets angry. “What’s so friggin’ funny?”


  But they don’t care. “Gooooo get her some food,” bleats the doctor.


  Pim slaps his arm with the back of her hand and they both go off, laughing and wiping their eyes.


  —


  They seem to think she’s a goat, too, because the meal Pim brings her is all green leafy stuff, and fruit. Not a bit of bread or cheese or meat in sight. She eats though, filling her mouth and chewing. The mango is so good it’s like—the word comes—ambrosia.


  She is so hungry she manages to drip mango juice off her chin and onto the green sundress. She feels again the judgmental eyes of those parents in the cold kitchen. She dabs at the spot until it is gone. Rowan bought this dress for her, and despite everything she wants to keep it for-friggin’-ever. It is her memento, the last trace of whatever she thought existed between them. Ophelia tries to drive the feeling down into her body so she doesn’t feel it so much.


  “So you are feeling fine? No more fainting?”


  “I think so.”


  Pim leads her to the edge of the stone-paved courtyard, out between the pillars. The sun is beginning to sink down toward the horizon. The warm stone feels good on the soles of her feet. She can see right down to the beach here. Debris litters the white sand.


  “Did the big waves come into the city?”


  “No.” Pim shakes her head. “They licked at the walls, I am told, but they didn’t come up far enough to do any damage. And in any case, many people live outside the city walls now, in the forests.”


  “Why?”


  “Because, for so many years, the ground has been shaking. Things are not so stable. It feels safer in the forest. No stone buildings to fall on you.” She puts her hand on Ophelia’s arm. “But today, they have all come back inside. Today, we will hold the games, to celebrate your arrival.”


  “Celebrate my arrival?” Ophelia asks, but Pim is striding back through the courtyard, disappearing through a swinging curtain of vines.


  Ophelia stands for a moment, looking out. She can hear the soft sound of the sea beating at the sand, and the air rings with bird calls and rustling trees and vines. There’s a soft murmuring roar: voices, a crowd. A muffled clattering of wheels on stone. The sounds of people in the city that falls before her feet.


  Behind all that is a great silence. It takes her a moment to realize that this impression of silence is the absence of cars, planes, streetcars, all the many things she is used to hearing. Calabar is a city, but compared to the great wild background of the island and the sea, it is nothing, a drop. The island, she knows, is mostly uninhabited. There are no motors. Forest presses up against the city.


  If she goes still and listens to that silent background, she becomes small. Ophelia feels afraid.


  She scurries after Pim.


  Her friend is standing at the top of a broad staircase made of pale marble, ghostly pink. It is very steep and curves down, down into the city. There are cracks in the steps.


  “Look,” Pim says.


  That’s when Ophelia sees the people.


  There are hundreds of them. Their faces are raised up to Ophelia and Pim like flowers to the sun: brown faces and black, white, red, every kind of person in the world. Children and men and women and beasts, too, impossible to make them all out from up here. And they see her, and a murmur runs through them, growing to a shout. They are calling something, a word, it surges and booms.


  “What are they saying?”


  Pim raises her arms, and the chant swells. The tattoos on Pim’s arms are red now.


  “Your name. They are calling your name, Ophelia.”


  “Your arms . . .”


  The tattoos, if that’s what they are, no longer shift and change under her eyes. They are fixed. Identical dragons curl and coil up Pim’s forearms.


  “Yes. It is time.”


  Ophelia closes her eyes. Just get through this, until the slide back home. This will pass. Get through this.


  The chant from the crowd builds, rhythmically booming, like being swept under the ocean.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Out Of The Wind


  Wind and rain, and the hard, chill, yielding frame of the leather boat.


  Rowan lands on his back, soaked. Through his feet he can see Ari at the stern. The boat pitches wildly.


  Ari abandons the tiller and scrambles forward, grabbing Rowan’s shoulders, shaking him. “What are you doing here? Go back! Go back!”


  Rowan opens his mouth and gets smacked with a wave. He chokes, splutters.


  Ari darts back to the stern, grabbing the tiller. He hauls on it with all his strength. “Ah, this is bad!”


  Rowan clutches at the side. It’s just him on the boat, and Ari. Ophelia isn’t here.


  He wants to smash something.


  They are tossed amidst a bank of rain, reducing the visible world to a small pocket of heaving grey, wet and cold. Ari peers forward like a hawk into the rain and wind. “There!”


  Rowan gets a brief glimpse of grey cliffs. Close, much closer than the last time he was here. And behind them, five other ships, bearing down on them. They look like Ari’s boat, only bigger.


  “Who are they?”


  “Enemies.”


  “But you can give them the slip, right?” Ari can do anything.


  The rigging makes strange singing noises; the sails strain under the cold, cold wind.


  “The great wave pushed me too close to land. Too close. We need every inch of headway. . . . You see how we are sliding across the water? We point west but are nearly going south.”


  “That’s bad, right?”


  “I was going to let myself dash upon the rocks. Now you are here.” Ari throws himself into the tiller with an anguished groan.


  Dash upon the rocks . . . and die?


  Who are these pursuers? Rowan feels his guts go cold.


  The ships are gaining on them. The cliffs come closer. A white line shudders where water breaks against rock. The clouds are so low that the narrow passage between sky and ocean is like slipping down a tunnel in a nightmare. The cloud cover presses from above, the wind pushes the boat toward the cliffs, the teeth of the rocks foam white. Rowan tries to imagine what happens to a leather boat when it hits rocks.


  Nothing good.


  “Where is she?” yells Ari over the waves and wind.


  So it’s true, then. Ophelia should be here with him. “How?”


  “How what?”


  Rowan raises his voice; it cracks, he doesn’t care. “How am I supposed to bring her, goddamn it?”


  Ari shrugs. “Not my expertise. You’re the lover. I’m the fighter.” The smile he gives Rowan is not entirely pleasant.


  The grey cliffs inch past, coming ever nearer.


  “I believe we will make it,” Ari says. “I can see the headland.”


  “Make it where?”


  Ari doesn’t answer.


  Rowan thinks that maybe he can see, inside the low clouds, a looming black shadow that ends, lightens. Suddenly the cloud base rises. He sees thousands upon thousands of seabirds, pouring out from the cliffs in waves, wheeling and turning, swooping and dipping. And with that, the boat comes around the headland.


  A wide bay opens out before them.


  Ari drags on the tiller like a madman, and finally the boat sails before the wind, the way she was built to do, surging like a racehorse when the gate opens up.


  The steep sides of the great fjord—in whose throat nestles the city of Kalmar—rise up toward the clouds, funnelling the wind into a full gale. The rigging screams, the sea swirls by. Ari struggles to keep the boat running straight.


  Rowan watches for the pursuers to come around the headland behind them. One, two. Sinister black boats with dirty white sails. They are close enough that he can make out figures on board.


  “Ease the sheets. Spill the wind,” Ari calls to Rowan.


  Rowan drags himself around the boat. The loosened ropes snap and crack like bullwhips. Ari weaves the boat from side to side, trying to spill wind from the bulging sails. But it is not enough. A fierce gust strikes. The mainsail screams, goes taut. It rips in an instant, with one continuous crackle of its breaking lashings—a dozen lengths of stout line bursting one after another as if they are threads of cotton. Rowan throws himself down to the bottom of the boat.


  The scarlet mainsail is rags within seconds.


  Simultaneously, the fjord turns slightly. They are out of the wind.


  It is almost quiet here.


  “Now they will have us.” Ari slides down to the bottom of the boat and lies like a rag doll, staring up at the grey sky.


  Rowan looks behind again. The first two boats are near enough that he can hear orders being called out. Another boat comes into sight around the headland.


  Three. That’s it. Only three boats seem to have made it into the bay.


  Ari sits up, loosening his sword in its leather scabbard. The clouds break and pale gold sunlight illumines his face. He looks so tired.


  “How much time has passed since I last left you?”


  “Two, maybe three hours.”


  Rowan knows time flows differently here. It’s not always proportionate, either. In his world he trances out for mere minutes, while days can go by here.


  “You survived that wave.”


  “Yes. But as I said, it took me out of my way.”


  The lead boat comes closer. “You will surrender!” calls a voice.


  “What’s the plan here, Ari?”


  “I will kill as many of them as I can.”


  “And then?”


  Ari looks up into the sky for a long time. He meets Rowan’s anxious gaze, smiling, but it’s like the rictus grin of a skull. “It would be good if you went home soon.”


  Rowan feels his head spinning. “I . . . can’t. Can’t make it happen. You know that.”


  Two of the pursuing boats surround them. The third makes its way past them, to the city at the head of the harbour.


  Despite his fear, Rowan gazes with wonder at the city. It never fails to fill him with joy. Tier after tier of old grey stone buildings rise up into the matching sky, houses and towers and walls. A sense of ancientness comes off this place with its steep red roofs swooping down and curving slightly at the ends like houses in Chinese paintings.


  There’s a stone quay. On it stands a crowd of people all wrapped in cloaks, like wet wraiths.


  The ship which sailed past them reaches the quay, and men spill off it, disturbed ants from a nest. Rowan hears shouts, sees men pushing through the crowd and into the gates of the city.


  Ari leans forward like a greyhound about to be released. His body coils with excitement. “It seems our arrival is being announced.” He puts his hands on Rowan’s shoulders, hard black eyes staring into him. “Listen, Rowan. These people suspect who I am. They want to kill us. But those people, there—” and he gestures to the huddled crowd on the quay “—some of them still remember the old ways. They will make it difficult for the Council to simply do away with us.”


  Council? Old ways?


  His confusion must show in his face, because Ari says, “I should have told you all this long ago! But the Render said no, to bring you to him, and he would take care of your education. And now I have failed, and it is too late.”


  Someone from one of the ships flanking them throws a tow rope; it hits their boat with a thud.


  “I will tell them who you are. You must look strong.”


  “But . . .”


  “No! No time. This is our only chance. Just . . . try and stand up straight.”


  “You sound like my mother.”


  But what he remembers is Ophelia at that coffee joint. Looking at him with those beautiful eyes. You sit like a question mark. Like this. Curving her body forward like she was protecting something.


  For that girl, Rowan would stand any way she told him to.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  We Live Outside Time


  As Ari and Rowan are towed in, the quay fills with more and more people.


  The rowers work silently, and there is no chatter from the other boats. The rowers lean and pull, lean and pull.


  Rowan trails his hand in the water. It feels warmer than out at sea. It tingles pleasantly as it rushes through his fingers, like a living thing.


  “They’re here for you.”


  “The people on the quay?”


  They are almost there now. The crowd is a collection of robes, cloaks, and hats pulled down against the weather. Rowan notes a few people with light skin and hair like himself, but also lots of people who look maybe Chinese, and black people, and people who look like Ari. They are oddly quiet. Some children’s voices, muted, and repressed murmuring are all he can hear. Most people stand still, watching as they come in.


  “Why is everyone so quiet?”


  “They are afraid.”


  “Of what?”


  “It’s not every day a new Chosen one drops out of the sky.”


  “I’m not a Chosen one. I’m a stupid kid from Toronto.”


  Ari looks ahead at the quay; they are swinging alongside. “I must get you to the Render,” he mutters, reaching out to take hold of a wooden bumper.


  “Ari, who is this Render? Sounds sinister.”


  “He will tell you all. Only—the man in charge of this city, Rowan, he is an imposter, pretending to be the Render. He lies.”


  “So, the real Render’s not in Kalmar?”


  “No, but I will take you to him. If we survive this.”


  They have arrived, and there is no time for more questions. Men pour off the lead boat, rattling weapons and looking threatening. People on the quay step back, silent.


  “I get the feeling we’re not too popular.”


  Ari doesn’t reply. He ties off the boat. The armed guards loom, hesitant. Ari springs up onto the quay and holds out his hand to help Rowan up.


  Rowan manages to get onto the quay fairly smoothly, to his relief, but the solid stone heaves beneath him. “I feel like I’m still moving.”


  “The ground is shaking,” Ari says into his ear.


  Rowan gazes up at the towers soaring into grey rain, and then looks at the faces of the people nearest. Eyes drop, a woman hisses, a man pushes back against those bodies pressing behind him.


  This isn’t how he’s ever imagined things. The beautiful city, thousands of years old, Ari’s told him—the people of Antilia—they are supposed to be friendly. That’s how things work in one’s imaginary world. Right?


  Ari turns to the crowd and flings his arms out.


  “He is here!” he shouts. “As foretold, when the mountain speaks: the Chosen one, from the other place!”


  “There are no Chosen,” a voice replies.


  The crowd contracts, knots, then opens. A slightly stout, middle-aged man in white robes pushes onto the quay. He is breathing fast, as if he had to run to get here. He doesn’t come too close, but gives Rowan a once-over with flat, grey eyes.


  “We need no other place.”


  He leans forward and carefully, contemptuously, spits on the stone.


  Ari speaks loud enough for the crowd to hear him. “We request an interview with your leader. The imposter who calls himself the Render.”


  There’s a hiss from a crowd.


  “The Render,” the man emphasizes, “has ordered that you be punished for your dissidence.”


  Ari puts his hand on his sword hilt. “Your leader is no Render. He has stolen that name. And he can come to us, if he wants to meet the Chosen.”


  “Take him to the stone!” someone calls out.


  “Yes! Take him to the stone!”


  Murmurs, mutterings from the crowd.


  They’re talking about Rowan.


  He tries to stand up straight.


  The robed man mops his brow. Rowan can see his fear of the crowd, palpable despite the armed guards.


  “The Render is a merciful man. He has already anticipated your request.” The man turns. “Follow me.”


  The crowd parts like the Red Sea, and the man walks up, into the city.


  A guard gestures at Ari and Rowan with a short sword, trying to herd them after the robed man. He seems afraid to come too close.


  “Come on,” Ari says. And, raising his voice, adds, “And all of you, come! Witness the new Chosen bring justice back to the land!”


  “Shut up now,” says the first guard. “Just go, you . . . renegade.”


  Ari gives a mocking bow.


  He and Rowan turn and walk into the crowd.


  Rowan hears people spitting on the ground behind him. He looks back and a woman, caught in the act, opens her eyes wide, sinks back into the crowd.


  But he also hears murmurs of wonder. Chosen, Chosen. And some people reach out and brush him with their hands. Many of them bow slightly in something like a greeting, while grasping their opposite elbows; then they drag down their arms with their hands like they are peeling off arm warmers. It’s obviously a formal gesture.


  He wishes he knew what the hell was going on.


  He and Ari keep moving, following the white robe as he leads them up into the city. The crowd is closing, following them at a distance. The rain has stopped, the sun is trying to come out. The tremors that were shaking the land when they docked seem to have subsided, so that’s one good thing.


  The music from Deliverance twangs in Rowan’s head. Hysterical laughter builds in his chest like a bubble.


  But then they come to the stone wall, and the gates are open. They walk into the city of Kalmar.


  “This is fortunate,” Ari says.


  “Being surrounded by a hostile crowd?”


  “Their leader is clever. He knows he cannot outright arrest you, now that the people know who you are.”


  “What if you’d been alone?”


  Ari almost smiles. “I say nothing.”


  There’s a winding street paved with cobblestones, stone buildings leaning close. The cobblestones are heaved and cracked in many places; footing is treacherous. Some of the buildings are in ruins. As they pass through the town, Rowan sees faces looking out of windows, hears footsteps on wet stone. A growing crowd follows them through the city.


  As they climb, the streets widen, and the buildings get bigger. They’re almost at the top of the hill now. Breath comes faster. They pass a huge domed building, magnificent, but some of its walls have fallen in, and one of the great studded wooden doors at its entrance hangs crooked on twisted hinges. Through the gap Rowan sees light; the ceiling, far above, must have holes in it.


  “It used to be the gathering place,” Ari says. “Before the imposter took over. Now there are no more gatherings. Everything is decided by the Council now.” His voice, again, is pitched to be heard.


  “Everyone used to decide things together?” Rowan asks.


  “Yes.”


  “When did this guy take over, as you say?”


  Ari’s eyebrow goes up. “Seventeen years ago, of course.”


  Seventeen years: Rowan’s age. Again he feels it, the terrible sense of responsibility, the way in which his life and this place are intertwined.


  “And who is he?”


  Ari laughs mirthlessly. “A former lover of someone from your world. Had a bad influence on him. Gave him too many ideas from hell.”


  Others have come here before? This is so astounding, Rowan’s feet stop moving. Others, from his own world. Are they still here?


  And again, the question rings in his heart like a bell: could Ophelia be here?


  They have come to the top of the winding street, and the land drops suddenly before their feet. Wind buffets their backs.


  At the base of the cliff, the land opens, flat and green. A river winds across it like a gleaming pewter serpent. And there, far off across the plain, is the great mountain. As Rowan watches, it spews ash, billowing up into the sky.


  “This is a special place,” Ari says. “Here, the land is being pulled apart, a handspan or so a year, they say. People who like to measure such things.”


  “We must be on a fault line. Like Iceland.”


  “I do not know that land.”


  There’s a rough stone staircase cut into the living rock. The white robed man is already halfway down it. He looks back, once. Ari begins the descent.


  As little as Rowan likes the idea of going down a stone staircase slick with rain and without a railing while the ground irregularly shakes, even less does he like the idea of remaining alone at the top of a dizzying cliff with a silent and hostile crowd at his back. With a glance behind him—the guards have their short swords drawn, and the street is packed with people, swaying, silent—he turns and follows Ari down the face of the cliff.


  The staircase is so old that the middle is worn by centuries of feet climbing and descending. Rainwater pools in the hollows. It does not help to look over the edge as they descend, turning on landings, descend some more. Rowan looks down once; after that, he keeps his eyes on Ari.


  The feeling of the guards following behind him, so close he can hear them breathing, is anything but reassuring. On a landing he looks back, and sees that the crowd follows, too.


  Some of those people want him here. Chosen. He wishes he knew why.


  At last, they reach the base of the cliff. The land is not the smooth green carpet it appeared to be from above. Cracks open in the land, covered with green moss and grass. Small waterfalls chatter down the cliff face, creeks wind toward the great river. They follow the path, twisting through fingers and pillars of rough stone that point at the sky.


  The cliff bellies out and the path skirts its very foot. The river makes a great loop here, coming almost to the cliff face, pulling out again, and curving back in. In this flat green place almost surrounded by water stands a mass, a boulder. It must have dropped from the sky, for it is an entirely different stone than the dark grey of the cliffs and the buildings. It is white, a great white stone, and running through it is a vein of glittering quartz.


  People are gathered here. Men, watching as he and Ari approach. The pale-robed man joins them. They stare.


  Ari strides forward. “I bring the Chosen.” His voice rings against the cliffs, across the plain.


  “You must be Ari.” A man steps forward. He has a pale robe and long, dark hair, grey at the temples. A small straight nose like Brad Pitt— he’s almost too pretty. “You have led my men a merry chase.”


  The staircase is full of people. More press in from behind.


  “It is time. The prophecies will be fulfilled.”


  “We live outside prophecies now.” Like Ari’s, the man’s voice is pitched to carry. His eyes keep sliding between Rowan and back to Ari. “We live outside time.”


  Ari laughs. “That is impossible, and you know it.”


  The man spreads his arms. “I am the Render.”


  “You are an imposter.”


  “What proof do you have? It is sad, Ari. You are a deluded criminal!”


  Rowan’s head moves back and forth between the two men like he’s at a tennis game. He has so many questions.


  “Everyone here knows what I am.” Ari raises his arms. Just at that moment, perfect, pale golden light pierces the clouds and shines across the plain. The tattoos on Ari’s arms are green now. Two identical green swords run the length of each forearm. “I speak for the true Render!”


  The ground trembles and the world shakes. Big one, this time. There are cries from the crowd. Rowan almost reaches out to hold onto Ari’s shoulder, stopping himself just in time.


  “You see?” The man still addresses the crowd. “Antilia shakes because of you and all the other rebels.”


  “The world shakes because it is time for the world to shake. It has always been so. You cannot lade the tremors with meaning simply to suit your politics.”


  “Never before has Antilia been repaired only to have the tremors continue. For seventeen years, the ground has shaken.”


  “Do you not know your history? The last Chosen healed Antilia, but they only partially succeeded. Antilia did not split, but neither are we at peace. And now a new Chosen is here. There is hope to heal Antilia again. As has happened from time immemorial!”


  Shit, Rowan thinks. I am Antilia’s hope?


  “You lie.” The man’s voice cuts through Rowan’s tumbling whirl of thought. “You renegades always lie to undermine our Council.”


  “Never before has someone broken all the laws of human decency. As you have.” Ari faces the crowd, his voice rings out. “With the slaughter of innocents and the iron hand of your regime.”


  “I tire of this. Seize them.” And the man turns his back.


  “You see?” Ari shouts. “He won’t put the Chosen to the test!”


  “What test?” Rowan asks.


  “The sword in the stone.”


  “Sword in the stone?” Rowan asks incredulously. Like Arthur? he thinks. That’s just silly. . . .


  But there’s no time for incredulity. An armed man comes at them, then two, three.


  “Defend yourself!” Ari draws his sword and tosses it through the air to Rowan.


  And then Ari charges, barehanded, to meet the first man running at them, and everything slows down.


  Ari’s sword arcs through the air toward him, but Rowan instinctively shrinks away from the blade. It hits the grass pommel first, bounces, and lands flat, gleaming in the weak sunlight. A man, face twisted, grabs at it and Rowan lunges, wraps his hands over the man’s on the hilt. They grapple. Rowan’s taller, but the man is burly, very strong. Rowan sticks his foot behind the man’s leg and pushes him backward so he tumbles. The sword is somehow in Rowan’s hands. Ari is beside him.


  “You take it!” Rowan thrusts the sword at his friend; he doesn’t know what the hell to do with a sword anyway.


  Ari takes it and Rowan watches as he stabs—he actually stabs—another man who is coming at them with a sword over his head, face distorted.


  The man doubles over the blade. Ari pulls it out. The man drops his sword and puts his hands over his belly. Blood comes from between his fingers and then his mouth opens. Blood comes out of that also.


  Ari’s already slashed the throat of another assailant, cut deeply into the arm of a third. Blood sweeps through the air, spattering Rowan’s cheek.


  Most of the people are hanging back, as if they are uncertain what to do. But not all. Another man comes at Rowan with a blade. Rowan tears off his jacket and sweeps it at the sword thrusting at him, entangling the man’s arm. He jerks with all his strength on the jacket, and the assailant falls forward. Yelling—Rowan realizes he’s yelling at the top of his lungs. He kicks at the man’s face, but the grass is slick and his foot goes out—he’s falling—he’s down. He lands on the man and feels him shudder and go still.


  Rowan pulls the sword from the unconscious man’s hand and rolls away, hearing a sickening thunk as a chopping blow from above just misses him. He jumps to his feet and swings wildly with the sword; he has no idea what to do. They did sword forms in his childhood kung fu classes: slow, graceful movements with wooden blades. This is all yelling and stomping noise. He can’t bear to stab, uses the flat of the sword instead like a bat, hitting around himself with all he’s got. But there must be twenty men on them, there’s no way they can take them all. They’re back-to-back, Ari and Rowan, being forced toward the white stone.


  The sun gleams out of the clouds and ash, the white rock is stained with its redness. There’s something sticking out of the white rock above Rowan’s head, something that shines like metal. It looks like a handle, a lever.


  A man stabs, Rowan jumps aside, brings his sword down on the man’s weapon and it makes a silly clinking noise, just like he expected. The man stumbles and Rowan’s arms go numb with the impact; he drops his weapon.


  Rowan and Ari have their backs to the rock now. Ari is fighting madly. A large warrior comes straight for Rowan, sword raised, ready to slash. Rowan sees how it will be. The sword will come down and split him from the top of his skull to his navel, the way it is described in so many of the pleasant tales his father read him from his mother’s homeland. He will be split like a fish on the rock.


  He gathers himself and jumps straight into the air, grabbing at the metal lever-thing sticking out of the rock. He grasps it with both hands; he’s hanging above the ground. The man is going to gut him. Rowan tucks his knees to his chest, striking out at the assailant’s face with his feet. The man falls back.


  Rowan swings from his arms. He sees the robed leader-man standing, watching the fight. He sees the onlookers from the city, ranged all the way up the stairs and along the top of the cliff. He sees the red sun.


  The metal thing is loose. It is coming out of the rock. There’s a grinding noise; it cuts through the yelling and the grunts and the groans of those Ari has wounded. And then Rowan is falling. He keeps hold of whatever it is in his hands, and comes down on his feet. He lands in a crouch, does not stumble. And stands, holding the thing from the rock.


  It is a sword.


  The men stop coming at them.


  Everything is quiet.


  Ari stares at him, black eyes glittering. “The sword,” he whispers. Then, turning out to the others, a great full-throated roar: “The sword in the stone!”


  Like Arthur, yes, Rowan thinks. It’s ridiculous, he wants to laugh, and then realizes he is—he’s laughing, and then he wants to cry. He feels dizzy, he feels like he’s going to be sick. The ground is moving. There’s a flash in the distance, dull and red. He hears people crying out: Chosen! Chosen! But some are also saying, The mountain! The ground is moving. The mountain is on fire. The last thing he sees as he slides sideways is Ari’s face, teeth bared in triumph.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Going Under


  “Today, we will hold the games.”


  That’s what Pim had said. Games, to celebrate Ophelia’s arrival. The words conjure images in Ophelia’s imagination: playing cards, children skipping rope, an impression of a Monopoly board. But she knows that Pim means something very different.


  As they make their way down the stairs, the crowd—rather than waiting for them as Ophelia expects—turns and drains away through the streets. Voices swell and roar, echoing between tall buildings like crashing waves. She and Pim follow, stately at first. Then, when the streets echo with distant voices and there is no one left to see, Pim grabs her hand and leads her, laughing, at a flat run.


  They come to a vast curving wall pierced with arched windows, like a coliseum. This is where the people are, dashed up against the wall and pressing to get inside, like the edge of a high tide. In places she can see where the wall has crumbled and been repaired.


  “Come this way.” Pim leads Ophelia, still at a run, to an entrance with no lineup. Gold leaf crowns the stone of the arched entrance, soaring above their heads ten or fifteen metres. Sound contracts and the air goes cold in the shadow of the archway. Then they are through, inside the great bowl of a building. It is open to the sky, with rows upon rows of stone seats. It’s an arena, a great medieval arena in the centre of the city, paved with stone.


  Pim takes her high up, to a box-shaped enclosure with stone seats. It could hold maybe ten people, but they have it to themselves. They sit at the front and Ophelia watches the crowd.


  The place is almost full. People jostle and wave to each other, voices filling the great stone bowl. Those sitting higher up are beautifully dressed, mostly in robes; some affect the half-dressed look of The Gor. Lower down the people are more ragged, many of them nearly naked. Some move through the crowd, hands outstretched, begging. Squeezing through everyone, trays around their necks, salespeople hawk everything from roasted meat to ribbons. And some of the people aren’t people. Some of them are half-goat, or centaurs. There’s a woman with a cow’s head. . . .


  Ophelia can’t help noticing the faces turned toward her and Pim, pointing, scrutinizing. Over and over she sees a gesture repeated, one that the welcoming committee used, too: people bending their arms in front of their chest, wrapping their hands over their opposite elbows, then dragging their palms over their forearms, and shaking their hands. It looks like pulling off a half-sleeve or long glove, and throwing it to the ground.


  “They’re afraid.” Pim raises her dragon-marked forearms, shakes them at the crowd. She bares her teeth.


  Is that what the gesture means? “They’re afraid of your . . . tattoos?”


  “No, my dearest. Of you. And a little of me, but only because of what I represent.”


  “Which is . . . ?”


  “The connection with you. You and your world.”


  The smells, the noise, the strangeness . . . she feels herself making it all small and far away. She will pretend that it is a movie, or a fantasy.


  “Are we going to meet the . . .” Ophelia swallows. “The Mender?”


  “Afterwards.”


  People dressed in short red tunics are harrying the crowd, getting them into their seats. These people carry sticks that they use freely, striking around themselves. Slowly the people settle like a vast flock of birds.


  There’s a sudden stir, a place where the crowd knots, yelling. Out of the knot wriggles a small ragged boy with curly brown hair. He vaults over the seats, knocking a fat man to the ground. People shout, pointing: Thief, thief! A red tunic moves to intercept the boy. The boy is running, he’s little but fast. He will make it; he’s almost to an archway.


  The red robe gets to the boy. It’s hard to see in the shadow of the arch, but Ophelia is sure the red robe raises his stick and brings it down on the boy’s head. The boy falls, shudders. Ophelia feels sick; she imagines she can almost hear the thunk of the stick coming down on the skull.


  The red robe pulls the boy up by his shirt, shakes him. The boy jerks around like a monkey on a stick. The red robe drags him out of sight.


  She won’t ask Pim what happened. It’s a movie, she tells herself.


  Another surge buoys up the crowd. The black-robed women from the welcoming committee, the Virgos, are filing in. The red veils on their heads stand out against the stone walls like blood.


  The people lift their voices in a cheer.


  There are seven Virgos, and one holds something between her hands. She raises the thing for the crowd to see. It’s a metal thing, copper perhaps, shaped like Aladdin’s lamp, a picture Ophelia remembers from a fairy-tale book. The whole building feels it will shake apart from the cries and shouts.


  “They are the chaste ones,” Pim says, a wild grin on her face. “The keepers of the Night Light.”


  “Night Light?” What is this, a child’s nursery?


  “They tend the flame.”


  “What happens if they let it go out?”


  “It has never gone out.”


  Another person enters, stooped, supported by the doctor in his ridiculously tall black hat. The person wears a pale robe, blinding white in the sun.


  And with the entrance of this person, the crowd goes silent. Doctor Capricus helps the person to sit. The crowd watches. The figure seems to go still. Then it stands, raising itself up straight as an arrow. One of the Virgos, the one who holds the lamp, stands, too, and holds the figure’s arm with her free hand.


  “That is the Mender,” Pim says.


  They lean their heads together, the white robed person and the Virgo.


  And Ophelia hears a beautiful voice, cold and deep like the sea. The voice fills the arena with muttering. You can’t hear the words exactly. It’s a poem, maybe. But gradually it takes on a rhythm, a driving beat. Something about Johnny, Johnny wanted to run.


  It makes her feel like she’s under water again, drowning, before Pim turned her into a seal or an octopus. Cold and lost, and also excited. Somewhere in her brain, she thinks she knows this poem.


  The packed coliseum sways to the muttering, entranced. Voices join in. They start saying the name over and over: Johnny, Johnny, Johnny.


  The Mender’s recitation rises from the driving monotone, gets louder, higher. Something about a locker? A beating? Everyone raises their arms and reaches up into the sky, a reach toward nothing. Even Pim is humming, swaying, they are all like seaweed on the ocean floor. And then the Mender changes the chant: Horses! Horses! Horses!


  A person below cries out, flings their arms asunder, falls back in ecstasy. Another, and another. People falling like they are mowed. Horses! the crowd shouts. Ophelia does know this song, yes—it’s that punk or new wave or whatever, Patti Smith, magnificent in her white shirt and black pants in that famous photo, brave as a warrior.


  How did that song get here?


  The people chant, the Mender sings in a deep vibrato almost like Elvis, Gotta lose control, gotta lose control.


  Ophelia grips the edge of her stone seat with her fingers. Hard, above water.


  Finally the singing builds, becomes something about the sea, crashes against two notes over and over. You can’t even tell what they’re saying. Everyone is crying out, howling, and somewhere behind, high, tight singing threads like ice under her skin. The crowd roars, sways. The white figure, the Mender, abruptly sags back. The Virgo catches her and lowers her to sit. Doctor Capricus ducks his head and backs out of the box, disappearing from sight.


  And that’s when everything takes off.


  There’s a rattling sound, squeaky wheels, filling the bowl of the arena. Out from a huge set of wooden doors, flung open by red-robed figures, comes a tall wooden framework on wheels. It is taken to the centre of the arena. From it swing things: ropes, ropes with nooses. It is a gibbet.


  “Is this a hanging?” Ophelia’s mouth is dry.


  Pim nods. “Criminals who for the past year have been awaiting their sentence.”


  “What kind of criminals? Murderers?”


  “People who have tried to betray us to the Northerners. Murderers. Thieves.”


  “You hang people for stealing?”


  Ophelia hates capital punishment. She joined a group at school to protest attempts by the NAU to impose capital punishment on what had been Canada. But it’s happening here, in the land of her dreams. Already a line of people with hoods over their heads are being led toward the gibbet. The hoods are black, their hands are bound behind their backs, like the terrible pictures from detention centres, wars in the Middle East, kidnappings in Mexico.


  And behind them—no hood—is the boy, the boy who almost got away.


  Suddenly it’s not a movie. The boy is crying. A red robe drags him along, his hands bound like the others. Ophelia has no idea what he allegedly stole. Food maybe, or someone’s necklace. She doesn’t care. She stands up, she shouts, “NO!”


  It’s strange, what happens next. The crowd stops yelling, the guards leading the hooded figures stop. Even the boy, dragged along, even he stops. All faces are turned to Ophelia.


  “No,” she says again. Her mouth is dry.


  “Ophelia,” says Pim, her words dropping soft as water into Ophelia’s ear, “do you want to free a prisoner? You can. You can pardon one of them.”


  Ophelia looks wildly at Pim. “I can?”


  Pim shrugs. “You are our Chosen one.”


  Chosen one? What does that mean? But there’s no time for questions. “Then I do. Pardon him. That boy.” Ophelia says this as loudly as she can. By some magic of acoustics her voice echoes through the coliseum.


  The crowd quiets. A sigh rustles through the people. And then the red robe takes the boy and drags him toward an entrance, away from the gibbet.


  Ophelia’s knees give out. She sits down hard. “Can I pardon only one?”


  Pim nods.


  “I can’t save the others?”


  “No.”


  Pim’s face is unreadable.


  Ophelia watches the boy for as long as he remains within eyesight. His shoulder blades are visible through his thin shirt; his head is too large on a thin neck. He looks like he is starving, that boy. The red robe takes him out an archway. They are gone.


  Meanwhile the other condemned are led up onto a platform. Some cry out; piss streams from between another’s legs. The crowd jeers. Nooses are fitted around the prisoners’ necks; two of them are women, somehow that’s worse. Less like a movie. It is all chaos, there is no pause, no ceremony. As each red robe gets a noose over a hooded prisoner’s neck, he simply pushes the person off. The bodies jerk, they jerk around for a long time, some of them.


  It’s a movie. It is just like a movie.


  Ophelia looks down. She will not watch.


  When the slide comes, when she gets back home, she will never come to Antilia again.


  Finally the bodies all stop moving. Doctor Capricus lopes into the arena. He checks the bodies, nods as if satisfied, makes a slashing motion across his throat.


  The crowd cheers.


  The bodies are cut down and loaded into a cart, and the gibbet is wheeled away. The crowd doesn’t pay much attention to this part; Ophelia notices this because she is looking at them, not at the dead prisoners. The Virgos and the other figure in white—the Mender—they sit perfectly still in the box above her and Pim. She can’t tell if they watched the slaughter, can’t tell if they care.


  The arena is cleared, and there is a long pause.


  Faces turn up to the Virgos. Something is supposed to be happening. The silence fills the space, it becomes uncomfortable.


  And then The Gor joins the Virgos. He still wears his tuxedo jacket, is still pantless. He grins, teeth bared in the sun. He raises his right arm, and then slashes it down.


  This seems to be the signal everyone has been waiting for. The crowd roars. Red robes knock their spears against the huge wooden doors from which the gibbet issued. The doors swing wide.


  From the vast, dark, yawning mouth comes a centaur.


  His horse part is huge, like a Clydesdale maybe, or bigger, the muscles in his flanks swelling under his shiny brown hide, black tail braided with red ribbons. His human body seems wrong against that, too small, blunt, muscular. He wears a metal breastplate and carries a short spear and a shield. He doesn’t look like pictures. He’s real, less beautiful. He canters toward the bank of stone seats where Ophelia, Pim, and all the Virgos sit, where the Mender sits. He rises up on his hind legs, golden in the sunlight. Then he lands and bends his human body deep in a bow.


  “He does this for the South. He does this for you, and for her.”


  Ophelia doesn’t have to ask who “her” is: the Mender.


  But then the crowd roars, it’s like a baseball game. Even above the yelling people, Ophelia can hear clanking metal.


  Slowly, slowly something comes into the light. A warrior. He is covered in metal armour, the whole thing painted the colour of spring leaves. He is so burdened by this green armour that he can barely move. He has a sword in his hand. Knight! scream the people. Knight, Knight, the Green Knight! And Render! Render! They boo, violent.


  “A traitor, a collaborator with the North,” breathes Pim.


  Ophelia wants to turn away. It’s going to be some kind of awful game like she’s read about in Roman history. The centaur and the knight will fight.


  The centaur shakes his spear around his head, working up the crowd. He turns circles, performs dressage, pumps his shield into the air. He gallops toward the knight, wheels away just in time. Again and again he charges the lumbering metal thing and dashes out of reach. The knight turns and turns in place, seemingly blind, swinging his sword. He is tiring.


  “Why are you doing this? Stop it, make it stop.”


  “The Mender orders it,” Pim says. “It is a story we tell ourselves.”


  The charging grows monotonous, the crowd yells and boos. The centaur taunts the knight more closely, tarries within reach of that sword.


  The knight, quick as lightning, stabs into the centaur’s flank.


  The creature crashes to the ground. Blood flows from one of his hind legs. It is terrible to see: the horse-like rolling, the uncomprehending body; the human torso twisting to see; the human face knowing what has happened. The knight’s sword has slashed a tendon in the centaur’s back leg.


  Ophelia doesn’t want to watch. But the centaur calls her back with a scream of pain, lurching up onto his hooves. The hind foot that has been slashed hangs horribly, a wrong angle, dripping blood onto the dust and stone that pave the arena.


  The green knight lumbers around him, looking for an opening, looking to kill.


  Kill Render! Kill Render! the crowd chants at the centaur.


  The centaur drops his shield and limps in.


  The people yell, no one is cheering. The centaur swings, misses, leaves himself open. In one sudden movement the knight grips the centaur around the waist with a metal-clad arm. The centaur freezes. The knight stabs up into the centaur’s throat.


  Ophelia will be sick, she will be sick.


  Her face is in her hands. It is dark. This is a movie. She hears the voices in the crowd swell, hysterical. Pim beside her vibrates with excitement, she grips Ophelia’s arm.


  “Look, look!”


  Ophelia looks.


  The centaur writhes on the pavement. He is dying, choking on his own blood.


  The knight turns to face Ophelia, to face the white-robed woman and the Virgos. He raises his sword.


  The white-robed woman lifts a weary hand.


  From out of the dark yawning doors, a sound rolls. High, piercing singing, an operatic travesty. And another figure emerges. It’s a woman, or someone dressed as a woman, in a huge, frothy pink dress.


  The crowd leaps to its feet, everyone grabbing their elbows and doing the forearm dragging gesture. The singing Barbie doll of a woman rushes out, waving her arms. Chosen! she sings, and Chosen! chants the crowd. Chosen! Chosen!


  “What is it?”


  “It’s you, Ophelia.”


  Ophelia goes cold.


  The knight lumbers toward the woman, sword held out like a phallus. She screams, campy and hilarious. She runs, deliberately falls. Her frothy skirt tips up over her head, revealing bright red underpants. She kicks her legs. More screams. The crowd howls with laughter.


  “Pim, that isn’t me.”


  The knight lumbers closer, sword held lewdly at crotch level, ready to stab. The crowd shrieks with laughter.


  “Jesus, Pim, what is this?”


  “It is a story we tell ourselves.” Pim’s voice is strained.


  “It’s sick! It’s . . .”


  But Ophelia never has time to elaborate, for at that moment there is an explosion from the dark maw of a door.


  Smoke and sparks gush out, delighting the crowd. A high-pitched scream heralds several coloured balls of fire. Fireworks shoot out of the dark. There’s a grinding sound, a rumbling that shakes the very stone of the arena.


  Out from the door comes a mechanical serpent, a trumped-up dragon thing.


  The frothy pink woman takes her comic time getting to her feet, and turns to face the dragon.


  The knight turns as well, and backs away.


  It takes Ophelia a moment to see how it is formed. A series of small wheeled chariots are chained together, and riding each is a human woman wielding two swords. The swords bristle up to form something like a dragon’s crest. The head is made of metal, it is a giant helmet being worn by a horse or perhaps—yes, it must be—another centaur, who is drawing the whole train behind him. The centaur’s armour, and that of every woman warrior riding behind, is painted to look like the scales of a dragon, red and gold; on the centaur’s chest are painted two large black and white eyes.


  The mechanical dragon grinds into the arena, and stops in front of the frothy pink creature.


  She climbs up onto its back.


  A mighty cheer from the crowd.


  And the dragon and woman begin to ride around the coliseum. Faster they go, and faster still.


  They pass by the dead centaur. The pink woman shrieks and sings. The dragon train moves in long, sweeping arcs toward the so-called Green Knight. The Green Knight stands still, waiting. He stands in the very centre of the arena. It will be impossible for this lone knight to stop the creature, won’t it?


  The Green Knight doesn’t even try.


  The dragon winds around and around him. He stands there in his armour and staggers slightly as the twenty swords come at him. They stab into him, finding chinks and joins in his armour. Slowly he begins to crumble. The armour won’t let him fall. Blood begins to run out over the bright metal. He is on his knees. He has fallen sideways. Still the dragon warriors stab, the woman sings. The screaming of the crowd hurts, it all hurts, the sun beats down and blood runs over the stones.


  “Fuck, Pim, they were never going to survive, were they? The centaur, the knight. They were always meant to die.” Ophelia thinks she is crazy, she must be going crazy. This isn’t her other place. This isn’t the green and happy land, her refuge.


  Pim’s beautiful face is distorted with something, excitement or pain, Ophelia can’t tell which. “It is an enactment,” she says. Her tongue comes out between her lips, and slowly licks; Ophelia thinks her lips are too pale. Pim looks like she is ill. “It is a dream,” her friend says then. “It is a story.”


  “Of a knight killing a centaur, then being slaughtered by a dragon?”


  “Of the Render’s Green Knight fighting against us, and of you, our Chosen, riding the Dragon to save us. But this story is incomplete. There is another . . .”


  “Another what?”


  “Sometimes in dreams I see how it is meant to be. You . . . apply the cure. To the crackbone of his heart.” Pim is panting. “The Dragon and Knight . . . join . . .”


  The crowd roars. The dragon winds around the arena, people cheer. The knight’s body is dismembered, there in the centre. An arm has been flung metres from the body; the two legs lie twisted, hacked from the trunk. The head is nowhere—no, Ophelia sees it, the dragon is kicking it like a ball, in front of it as it circles the arena.


  “Do you understand?” Pim stares at Ophelia, eyes blank. “The crackbone of his heart!” Her eyes are unfocussed, she is pale.


  “Fuck, Pim, let’s go.” Ophelia stands, pulling on her friend’s arm. She must get Pim out of here.


  “This is a nightmare,” Pim’s voice is low. “You are right. The fantasy is wrong, sick. The Dragon can’t triumph. Things will not become better. My mother is wrong, it would . . .” she can’t get her breath “. . . destroy everything. . . .”


  It’s insane, what happens next.


  The sky to the north turns red, red as blood. Some in the crowd notice. The Mountain! they cry. The Mountain!


  The coliseum begins to shudder. Something is pushing, rushing through the archways. Water. The coliseum is flooding.


  The dragon train rears up and breaks apart. The blood, the poor centaur, hacked-up pieces of knight, and the pink dress disappear, washed under. The armour-clad dragon warriors struggle, weighted down; they founder. People scream and scramble from the lower levels. It rises fast, dirty water, coming through the archways in a solid gush.


  “The Dragon cannot win. You cannot let the Dragon win!” Pim grips Ophelia’s arms, eyes wide. “Please, my dearest friend.”


  The earthquake has caused the ocean to hurl itself at the land, and the arena is filling, filling with the sea.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  Indeterminate Broken Things


  The great wave floods the coliseum in a matter of minutes. The sounds of panic, terror, the roar of the water, fill Ophelia’s whole body. Another tsunami, Ophelia thinks; it must be another, even bigger tsunami.


  “Pim, listen. Is there some way to the top?”


  Water swirls and eddies, people scream. The lower part of the arena is completely submerged. Some of those on the higher levels try to help, flinging scarves and robes out across the water, dragging people up to safety.


  But Pim sags against Ophelia, her eyes rolling back into her head. Ugly, dun-coloured water floats and swirls in the rising eddies.


  Pim is so tall, a dead weight, all arms and legs, sliding away no matter how hard Ophelia tries to hold her. Ophelia looks up at the black-robed women; they are huddled in a knot. The Gor stands, holding the white-robed woman in his arms.


  “Help us!” Ophelia calls.


  The Gor turns his face toward her; he’s heard her. He pushes through the black-robed women, springing up onto the stone balustrade of their balcony, holding the white-robed woman as if she is a bundle of feathers. The Virgos cry out in dismay; some pluck at him. But he leaps again, down to Ophelia and Pim. He jumps the two or three metres that separate the boxes like it is nothing. He lands next to Ophelia, so close that the air of his jump brushes her hair. His hooves make a clopping noise on the stone. The woman in his arms barely stirs.


  “Something is wrong with Pim.” A smell comes off him: musky, maybe a bit animal, but something else, too, not unpleasant. He is standing so close. He smells like a man, Ophelia thinks. Whatever that means. Why is she thinking like this while the ocean rises, her only friend lies unconscious, and she’s in a horrible nightmare version of her beloved Antilia? What is this feeling passing through her stomach and thighs?


  Cold sucks at her toes. Ophelia suppresses a scream; the water has reached their level.


  “Can you get us out of here?” She makes her voice hard and business-like.


  The Gor looks up at the top of the wall. “We should go up there.” His voice is deep and resonant. “First I must take care of the Mender. Then I will come back for you.”


  He turns and flexes his thighs to leap, then pauses.


  He shoots Ophelia a look. It is a merry look, full of suggestion, and she feels heat rising in her cheeks.


  Then, like the goat he partly is, he turns and leaps lightly from balcony to balcony, to the top of the coliseum wall. He places the Mender on the floor of the topmost balcony the way you would lay a baby in a cradle.


  The Virgos wail.


  Again the cold sucks at Ophelia, halfway up to her knees now. She won’t, won’t scream like a girl. But the water is rising and she can’t hold Pim up for much longer. . . .


  And then he’s there. He picks Pim’s lanky body up like she’s nothing and leaps again to the top.


  He returns for Ophelia fast as a thought. He doesn’t ask; he simply picks her up, and for a moment he buries his face in the hollow of her neck. She feels his breath underneath her ear, his lips flutter, as he whispers, “Soft.” A thrill goes through Ophelia. She is sorry when he takes his face from her skin.


  They leap. His muscles gather and release; his hooves land so surely. Her stomach swoops, she has to suppress a giggle. One of his hands has slid up her thigh, her green dress has bunched up between her legs. He gets her to the top balcony.


  Pim and the Mender are lying side by side, seemingly unconscious. He puts Ophelia down; her dress swings back down to her knees.


  “I must get the others,” he says, palm resting on her back. He slides his hand up her spine to the nape of her neck. His palm radiates heat.


  Does she like it?


  And then he is gone.


  Ophelia goes to Pim and kneels at her side. She takes her friend’s hands; cold, they are cold.


  The Gor brings up each of the Virgos, indistinguishable under their red veils.


  Two or three of the Virgos take off their veils, talking quietly among themselves. They fold their veils and place them under the Mender’s head. One comes toward Ophelia and Pim, kneels down. She is the one who held the copper lamp, the Night Light.


  “She is breathing?”


  “Yes,” says Ophelia.


  The woman takes off her veil. She’s maybe forty years old, muscular and blonde. She feels for Pim’s pulse, seems satisfied.


  “Nothing to do now but wait.”


  The way the Virgo says this puts a chill in Ophelia’s heart.


  Time passes. The Gor has gone down to the lower levels, helping in the rescue efforts. The Virgos murmur among themselves, grouped around the still-unconscious Mender, whose face remains covered under her gossamer veil. Ophelia rubs Pim’s hands. She can’t think what else to do.


  The sun beats down.


  Finally, the water seems to stop rising. Things float in it. Whole trees and bits of indeterminate broken things, dead creatures. A drowned goat, a dog. People. Don’t look.


  More time passes.


  The water starts to drain away.


  “Do you think Pim will be okay?” Ophelia asks the blonde Virgo. The woman’s clear, grey eyes pierce Ophelia.


  “She will wake up, if that’s what you mean.” Her voice is almost as deep as a man’s.


  “Has she been like this before?”


  The Virgo shakes her head. “It has begun.”


  “What? What has begun?” The earthquake, the tsunami, the volcano?


  But the Virgo doesn’t answer.


  Ophelia looks over at the motionless figure in white. The flimsy fabric of the veil flutters with each exhale of her breath, rising and falling, a delicate rhythm. Ophelia cannot make out her features. Her hands look old, blue veins raised up under white skin. “What about the Mender?”


  “What about her?” The Virgo’s voice sharpens and Ophelia feels her cheeks flushing.


  “What is wrong with her?” she pushes.


  The blonde Virgo looks over at the white-robed woman with an expression that reminds Ophelia of how her mother looks at Darryl when he’s sleeping.


  “She’s dying.”


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  I Walk The Line


  It takes a long time for the water to drain out of the coliseum, and even longer for it to leave the city. Ophelia can see almost everything by standing on tiptoe, peering over the high wall of the arena. The wave leaves in its wake mud, mangled trees, rocks, death. The wave leaves in its wake moaning, crying, keening grief.


  Ophelia follows the Virgos and The Gor. They pick their way down and out of the arena, through the city.


  The Gor carries the Mender, the Virgos carry Pim. Ophelia scurries along behind. She doesn’t know where they are going. Maybe back to that courtyard high above the city where she woke up.


  They file into a gaping dark archway that punches through the wall surrounding the city, and they climb. The street is slimy with refuse, everything vomited by the terrible surge, horrible beneath Ophelia’s bare feet. Up and up, a tight spiralling street paved with cobblestones that hurt underfoot. Soon they are high enough to have left the predations of the wave behind them.


  The Gor leads them through another dark tunnel. A great stone building looms over them. The outside is carved, so ornately decorated that Ophelia thinks it must be a church or a temple. “The Palace,” the blonde Virgo says. The Gor leads them all up the steps and he gives a vast wooden door, studded with iron, a mighty kick with his hoof. It flies open. They walk wearily inside.


  The way Pim’s neck lolls between the Virgos’ hands puts Ophelia’s heart in her mouth.


  The sumptuous entrance hall is hung with rose and gold cloth. Nothing has a right angle. Countless doors open off to either side, and staircases carved from pink-white stone, like lacy froth, surge upward in curves. They pass through a great ballroom, curling and swooping like the interior of a giant pink marble conch shell. Passages twist and turn.


  I’ll never get out of here, Ophelia thinks. If I get lost, I’ll starve to death.


  The Gor turns into a large room with big windows looking out onto green. Couches and daybeds are scattered across a rich blue and green carpet, all upholstered in silvery hues. The Virgos place Pim on a daybed.


  Ophelia kneels by her friend. Her breathing is shallow, her lips are pale. When Ophelia takes her hand, it is cold.


  The entourage is leaving, filing out. “Where are you going?” Ophelia yelps. “Can’t someone get the doctor?” She hasn’t seen him, she realizes, since the hangings.


  The blonde Virgo looks over her shoulder. “You must take care of Pim.”


  The murmuring women, footsteps quiet on the carpet, flutter out the door. The white robes of the Mender trail through the air behind The Gor like a dragonfly’s wings, brushed backward with the speed of his passage. Then they are gone.


  “Wonderful.” Ophelia looks around the lavish room. She needs a blanket, she thinks—Pim is cold, perhaps she’s in shock. Then something warm to drink would be good, for when Pim wakes up. Because she will wake up. The thought of being here alone, without Pim—of never hearing Pim’s voice again—is intolerable.


  There are no blankets in the whole goddamn room.


  There are, however, tapestries hanging on the walls. They have obviously been made for this room. They hang from ceiling to floor, long and narrow, all in the same style. They look like Chinese pictures, bright and rhythmically patterned.


  Ophelia goes to one and gives it a tentative shake. It’s woven of some light, dense fabric—silk?—and depicts a fantastical battle. A dragon, and two knights.


  But the tapestry isn’t dusty. They must have an army of housekeepers here, when they’re not being inundated with earthquakes and tsunamis. She rips it down; underneath, the wall is cool grey stone.


  Ophelia tucks the tapestry gently around Pim. “Can you hear me? Wake up, okay?”


  It has begun, said the Virgo. What the hell did that mean?


  Pim doesn’t stir.


  Ophelia studies the tapestry. It’s very beautiful. A distant mountain spews lava, gold and red pouring down its sides. It’s Antilia’s mountain, that much is clear. The knights are close up, bright against a green field. One, wearing a white plume-crested helmet, has been stabbed through the heart with a sword. The other knight is huge, dressed in green armour. It’s some beautiful version of the travesty of the so-called games. Blood from the white knight fountains onto the green knight, staining the bright grass. A person in a pale robe stands by, mouth open, hands clasped. There’s a tower in the background, white against the green. The dragon, red and gold, twists around its summit.


  When Pim spoke of “another,” did she mean this? A white knight?


  Someone Ophelia is supposed to cure? The crackbone of his heart.


  Ophelia hates the picture.


  She chafes Pim’s hands. Still cold.


  Looking around the vast room, she thinks that the tapestries tell some kind of story. Or is it fragments of many different stories? The same story, unfolding in multiple ways? In every one, the fiery mountain looms in the background.


  There’s the same pale-robed figure, straight black hair in a braid down their back, riding the red dragon.


  Then she sees the green knight and the white-plumed knight facing off. The white knight has a sword; the green knight is unarmed.


  There’s something about the white knight that catches Ophelia’s attention. For a knight he is very slight, and his hair is long, black, streaming out from under his helm.


  Then there’s the gap Ophelia has made by tearing down a tapestry for Pim.


  Next to that, a tapestry depicts the green knight and the vast dragon facing off. Still the green knight has no weapon.


  Then the dragon looms over the white-robed figure with the black braid, mouth open, like it is going to eat him or her.


  Beside that, there’s a gap, the stone wall bare.


  But then the pictures continue. The white-robed person, apparently unharmed, again with mouth open—singing?—lays hands on the white knight’s chest as he lies on the blood-soaked ground. The crackbone of his heart.


  No. Not “he.” The helm is off now and it’s clear as day: the white knight is a woman. Ophelia feels a sort of thrill go through her. A woman faced off against that giant green knight!


  In the next tapestry the green knight’s body is within the dragon’s jaws.


  And finally, a tapestry made up of red and gold threads in a swirling pattern of fire. A green dragon with a human face is engulfed in the flames. The creature’s eyes are filled with joy.


  There is another gap where the stone wall is bare, beside the door. That would be where the story—if it is a story—begins.


  This is the true story, Ophelia senses. This is what should have been represented back there in the coliseum, like Pim was trying to tell her. The white-robed person is a singer. The pink creature during the so-called games was a singer, supposedly representing Ophelia herself. Clearly, these tapestries depict something that happened, and is happening again: the mountain erupting, and maybe Ophelia herself is supposed to . . . What?


  But someone has taken part of the story away. You can see that tapestries should be hanging in the gaps on the walls; there are even some loose threads dangling, high up . . .


  She thinks she feels Pim stir. “Pim?”


  Nothing.


  The face at the window is so unexpected that Ophelia gives a little scream.


  A small face, on a small person, presses against the glass. It looks so much like the little boy, the one who stole and was almost hung. It is—it is him. He must have been able to climb above the wave. He must have followed her.


  When he sees she’s spotted him, he holds up his hand in greeting, opening and closing his fist like a toddler would. This reminds her again of her brother, Darryl. This child is older, perhaps six or seven, but a little on the small side. He looks half-starved.


  Ophelia goes to the window. It is a sort of door, this window—a French door, is that what it’s called?—there’s a handle and hinges, opening out onto the green lawn of a little walled garden.


  Ophelia opens the window.


  The boy stares up at her with wide brown eyes. He is filthy, pale and grimed with muck.


  “Did the water catch you?”


  But the boy doesn’t answer. He keeps gazing at her, mouth hanging open. He must be terrified . . . but Ophelia catches herself thinking uncharitably that his expression is just this side of idiotic. Maybe he’s sort of delayed? Or, simply, traumatized?


  “Are you okay? Come in.” She stands aside from the window-door.


  As if he’s been waiting for the formal invitation, the boy hops over the lintel quick as a cricket.


  “My name is Ophelia.”


  “I know.”


  Good, the boy can talk.


  “Everyone knows who you are.”


  “Do they?”


  The boy nods vigorously.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Pest,” the boy says promptly.


  “No way. Your name is Pest?”


  Another nod.


  “You’re sure that’s not just a mean thing people call you?”


  A definitive head shake.


  “Okay. Well, Pest, maybe you can help me.” She’s about to ask him to go in search of a kitchen, or at least water, or maybe the doctor, when the floodgates open.


  “I will help you. I am here to help you. You saved me. I belong to you now. You are my saviour. You are responsible for me now. For my life, forever. I belong to you. You saved me. You are Ophelia, you are the Chosen. I love you.” It all comes out jerkily, like the words are pulled in a string from his stomach. Ophelia can’t tell what his feelings are; he speaks like he is describing the night sky, or the properties of electricity.


  “Whoa, slow down, little guy.”


  “I will stay with you always. I will help you.”


  “You don’t have to do anything like that. I just wondered if . . .”


  Pest hops agitatedly from one foot to the other. “I want to. I must. I belong to you.”


  “Pest, no one person belongs to another person.”


  “You saved me.” Pest tilts his head to one side and gives Ophelia a considering look from his brown eyes. “Maybe you are stupid? You are not from here.”


  The word stupid, Ophelia notes with amusement, brings out an answering flinch of offence in herself; if there’s one thing she can’t stand to be accused of, it’s stupidity, even from a ragged urchin in a strange land. “It’s true, I am not from here.”


  “You are from the other place. The hell. You are here to fix things, but people don’t want them fixed, not like they used to, not anymore.”


  Ophelia’s head whirls; is he prescient, or just freaky?


  Pest’s eyes fall on Pim. “That is Pim!” he shrieks.


  “Yes.” How does he know Pim? “She’s what I want your help with.”


  “Yes.” The kid nods once, sharply. He stands, his mouth hanging open. Ophelia realizes he’s waiting for her to tell him what to do.


  “Pest, can you try and find someone to help? A nurse or a doctor?”


  “Yes.” Pest takes off at a flat run, out the door.


  —


  Waiting is not something that Ophelia has ever been much good at.


  She tries rubbing Pim’s hands again, tries calling her name, softly at first. She slaps her cheek, gently. Calls, “Pim!” Calls again, louder.


  Pim is a dead weight.


  “For God’s sake, wake the fuck up!” yells Ophelia at last, and she takes her friend by the shoulders and shakes her.


  Pim wakes then.


  Her eyes fly open and they are green, green like the sea. Her mouth opens and Ophelia thinks she never noticed before how long and pointed Pim’s eyeteeth are. Her mouth opens and Pim, she roars.


  Ophelia remembers reading that if you are on the plains of Africa and you hear a lion roar—really hear it, out there in the savannah—your hair literally stands up. The sound is so deep, so primal, you can’t help but respond. You are, you realize in that moment, prey.


  The sound that comes out of Pim is loud, and deep, and impossible. It makes the hair stand up all over Ophelia’s body. She feels her scalp prickle, her skin crawl. She backs away from Pim and is surprised to find something hard behind her—the wall. She’s backed in a trice across the whole expanse of the room to get away from that shaking, roaring girl. Pim’s body convulses. Her eyes have rolled back in her head again, but she doesn’t pass out—she springs up onto her hands and knees. Her back arches and her muscles ripple like something is moving under her skin. She puts her hands out blindly before her and they shake, make fists and claws. The next roar is desperate. Pim falls off the couch, arching and trembling.


  She’s having a fit, Ophelia thinks. Epilepsy or something. I shouldn’t be afraid. I need to help her.


  Ophelia remembers something from first aid classes; not to worry about swallowing tongues and all that, but try and protect the person from their own flailing, from hitting things like furniture. This goddamn parlour or whatever, it’s packed with furniture. Pim is on her back on the floor now, flailing, arms bent up like a praying mantis. The rhythm of her movements gets faster and faster, her limbs are a blur. She is moving faster than a person should be able to move. Ophelia unglues herself from the wall and darts forward. She takes the tapestry, tossed aside by Pim’s convulsions, and flings it over her friend. Pim’s legs knock into her, hard—it hurts, but she kneels on the floor and does her best to tuck the tapestry around the flailing body, to contain it.


  “Hush, hush now.”


  Pim screams like an animal.


  Ophelia does the only thing she can think of. She begins to sing.


  She wants to sing something epic. A medieval ballad would be good, but the first song that comes into her head is silly. She sings it to Darryl when she’s putting him to bed. She last sang it to him in the car with her mother: Johnny Cash’s “I Walk the Line.” Darryl loves it when Ophelia sings to him. Ophelia remembers his soft little face, his eyes closing, the cute way he tries to keep himself awake because he doesn’t want to miss anything; he never wants to go to bed.


  It’s a song with a drive like a train. She hums the simple guitar line, two notes, up and down. A song about loyalty, and love.


  She’s not singing very well. Pim is rigid now, on her side, thrumming from head to toe. Ophelia takes a shuddering deep breath and keeps going. She wishes she had a deep voice, a man’s voice. The song wants a deep voice, she thinks. The key keeps changing. Is it her imagination, or is Pim’s body relaxing? Her lips are closing over her bared teeth now, at least. She is looking more human. What’s the next verse? Ophelia can’t remember the next goddamn verse—uh, okay, skip to another one.


  It’s a love song. Funny, she’s never realized that before.


  Pim has stopped convulsing. Her breathing is deepening, there is colour again in her lips. That’s when Ophelia lets herself remember that her father used to sing this song. He used to sing it to her.


  Tears come into Ophelia’s eyes, her throat has that ache in it.


  Pim’s eyes open, they look like her own again. Her eyelids flutter. “Ophelia . . .”


  “Pim, are you okay?” The two friends reach out simultaneously, Pim tugging her arm out from beneath the tapestry, and they clasp hands.


  “You sang me back. . . .” Pim turns her head toward the doorway and her eyes widen. “Look there.”


  There, in the doorway, is the little boy Pest, holding the hand of Doctor Capricus, and behind them stands the Virgo with the blonde hair, and The Gor. All of them, even The Gor, have tears sparkling on their cheeks. The Virgo puts her hand over her heart and then to her mouth; she blows a kiss at Ophelia, lips trembling.


  “Didn’t know everyone here was such a Johnny Cash fan,” Ophelia manages to say.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  Gathers His Courage


  Rowan hurtles toward the sea.


  A terrible wind. Waves. The cliff.


  A hissing from the crowd, a woman spitting, the awful tumble of the fight. Ari’s face, the light in his eyes when he sees the sword. The volcano, staining the whole sky red. The ground, shaking like a giant black dog that has them all in its jaws.


  Coming back to consciousness hurts. Burning across top of skull—parched throat—tongue sticking in mouth. And when he tries to sit up, his body is so sore he almost groans aloud.


  Opening his eyes doesn’t do much good. They feel like they’re full of sand, and besides, wherever he is, it is almost entirely dark.


  The place smells musty, a bit sweet, damp. Wood, rock, maybe grass?


  He should be home. But somehow he knows with every fibre of his being that he is not.


  He reaches into his pocket for his phone. He can use it for light, and find out where he is . . .


  Oh. His phone is dead. . . . Rowan forces down an hysterical laugh.


  “Ari?” Speaking makes him cough. It hurts, puts a taste of metallic salt in his throat. Rowan manages to roll over onto his side. Whatever he’s lying on rustles, feels maybe like straw or rushes under a blanket.


  It’s tempting to just close his eyes again, drift back into sleep, pretend none of this has happened. Hope to wake up in his own bed at home, where the problems are of the magnitude of self-absorbed parents, homework to avoid, and, oh yes, conscription.


  Runaway girls to find.


  The thought of Ophelia cuts into him. The shy way she has of lowering her eyes; that little dimple on one cheek—only one—he’s never told her how cute that was. The flush of pride he feels when he says something that makes her laugh. The one time they kissed—the sweetness of that. Touching her feels like coming home.


  How can you fall for someone so, so fast?


  Nothing to do about it. Not now, not here.


  “Ari.” He doesn’t cough this time.


  Muffled voices come from overhead, and creaking footsteps, the hollow sound of wood.


  Is he in a cellar, then?


  Has he been imprisoned by the people who tried to kill him?


  His heart begins to pound, making every gash on his skin throb, every bruise. Rowan forces himself to sit up. The mattress or whatever he’s lying on is right on the floor, on bare, packed earth, cool to the touch. He feels the top of his head: a bandage there, a bit stiff with blood, covering what feels like a long, shallow gash. That might be a good sign: they wouldn’t have bandaged him if they meant to kill him, would they?


  He sweeps his arms around, trying to find walls: nothing but dark, damp air. But he finds, out in front of him on the floor, a long, thin bundle of cloth, running parallel to the mattress.


  He feels carefully along it. Something hard to the touch, wrapped up, and one end feels weighted. His suspicion hardens: yes, it’s the sword, the sword he pulled from the stone.


  Rowan sits cross-legged, picking at the rags, unwrapping them, until the weapon comes clear. He sucks his breath in; the blade is sharp. It’s not like the model swords he did kung fu forms with. This one is like a claymore, and somehow, despite being lodged in a rock, the edges are sharp as a good kitchen knife. The hilt has some kind of pattern on it, a spiral perhaps, and a guard runs perpendicular to the hilt and blade. The flat of the blade also appears to have a pattern, too complicated to make out with fingertips. The pommel is a round, heavy ball. He wraps his hands around the hilt and picks the sword up.


  It feels good in his hands. It fits.


  He thrusts it forward into the dark. He describes an arc, left to right and back again. Nothing.


  The sword is surprisingly light, maybe three pounds, he thinks. The balance of the weight is beautiful. It makes him want to stand up and swing. The soreness in his shoulders, his whole body, doesn’t matter as much when he has this beautiful thing in his hands.


  He could defend himself with this. But dear God, he hopes he doesn’t have to.


  He remembers again the faces coming at him, distorted, ready to kill. Blows falling on him, not even feeling them. Ari, defending his worthless hide. The sensation of this hilt in Rowan’s hands when he was hanging from his arms, the tearing sensation as the sword tore free from the huge slab of white rock.


  And now here he is, alone in a cellar with a dirty bandage around his head and no idea what is going on. If this is some version of Arthur, it’s a pretty shabby one. Monty Python jabbers in his head: You can't expect to wield supreme executive power just because some watery tart threw a sword at you. . . .


  He has to find out if Ari is all right.


  And in the meantime, he would step over his own mother for a cup of water.


  Again, voices. Yes, definitely overhead; and is there faint light coming around a door at the top of a staircase? Alright, he’s in a cellar then.


  Rowan gathers his courage, grips the sword, and stands in one fluid movement.


  Something strikes him, hard.


  “Goddamn!” He drops to a crouch, the bandaged cut on his head burning like fire. He’s bashed his head on an overhead beam.


  The voices above stop. Rustling, creaking, a rush of air and light from above. The door has been opened.


  He will seize the day: carpe diem, as his almost wholly ineffectual father likes to say. He fills his lungs, points the sword at the light, and runs in a crouch toward the dimly lit staircase. “Carpe dieeeee!” he yells. Might as well go out saying something epic.


  He charges up the staircase and bursts into a warm, bright light. “Iiiiieeeeeeeeee!” Rowan stops, blinking in the light. A fireplace, a long wooden table with benches on either side. A shuttered window.


  Two men.


  Big men.


  “What have you done with Ari?”


  One of the men leaps up, opens a door, and looks outside; cool night air blasts inside. The other holds his palms out in a gesture of supplication.


  “Now, my beauty, quiet now.”


  “Who are you? Where is my friend?” Rowan keeps the sword up. But he lowers his voice.


  The first man, after a swift look up and down outside, barricades the door. “No sign of anyone.”


  “Good,” says the second.


  And they both gaze upon Rowan. They are powerfully built, shorter than Rowan, but broad. Both have long, straight black hair in several braids. Red-brown skin, thin moustaches. They look enough alike to be brothers. The firelight gleams dully on the chain mail they are wearing, and one has an axe hanging from his belt.


  Rowan seriously doubts he could do anything effectual, should they decide to attack him.


  “Well, he looks well enough,” says the first after a pause.


  “Tall,” says the second.


  “But a bit weedy, don’t you think?”


  “Nice long reach on him.”


  “How’s that cut healing?”


  It takes Rowan a second to realize that this last is addressed to him. “Did you . . . bandage it?”


  The men both nod.


  Rowan lowers his sword.


  The first man says, “I’m Yonah, by the way. Yonah Whetung.”


  “And Yishay.”


  “At your service,” they say simultaneously.


  At your service? That sounds friendly. “Um, I’m Rowan.”


  “Rowan? That’s your name, is it?”


  “Of course it’s his name. He’d hardly say ‘I’m Rowan’ unless it was his name, would he?”


  “Sorry about the cellar, my beauty,” says the man called Yonah. “We had to get you out of the way, and quickly.”


  “Too many council supporters,” adds Yishay.


  “Where is Ari?”


  The men look at each other. “Ari? That fighty fellow who brought you in?”


  Rowan nods.


  “Well, I’m afraid he was seized.”


  “Seized?” Rowan goes cold.


  “Brought to the Council farm. Which is really a prison.”


  “Sorry,” says Yishay.


  “There wasn’t much we could do.”


  “Why the hell would he be put in prison?” Rowan’s voice breaks; he doesn’t care.


  “The Council.”


  “New laws for new times.” Both men spit over their shoulders.


  “He didn’t do anything! They all just attacked us!”


  “Shhhhh . . .” implores Yishay.


  “Sit down, my beauty.” Yonah’s voice is hushed. “We will tell you what we can.”


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Anything Is Possible


  The first thing that becomes clear is that there has been another tsunami.


  “Much worse than the last one,” the men say. That one—the wave that sent Ari so disastrously off course—was mainly diverted by the fact that Kalmar is nestled in a deep fjord running southeast to northeast; the water took out some flimsier wooden constructions near the coast, but most of the city is steeply uphill and was spared.


  This time, when the mountain erupted and the land shook, another, bigger wave hit the city. Stone quays were pulverized, some of the outer walls were sucked out to sea, and a few people died.


  “The wave didn’t reach anywhere near where we all were when you pulled that amazing stunt.” Yishay jerks his chin at Rowan’s sword.


  It lies on the table in front of him, alongside a large copper cup of water, and the crumbs from some very hard bread and sour cheese which they offered him, and Rowan unceremoniously devoured. Rowan’s eyes keep straying to the beautiful thing. The flat of the blade does have pictures engraved on it: on one side, there is a long, snaking dragon, flames coming out of its maw—classic; the other side shows a knight stabbing another, smaller knight through the heart with a long sword—it comes out the smaller knight’s back—and the blade in the engraving has the same picture engraved on it. Rowan thinks that if he could look at the sword under a microscope, he’d see the picture repeated over and over, fractal geometry expressing itself in a pure descending loop.


  “It was a good thing so many gawkers followed you up there, or more people would have gone to a watery grave.”


  “And between the earth tremor and the wave, we had a bit of distraction to work with,” adds Yonah.


  They look so alike and finish each other’s thoughts so seamlessly that Rowan has to ask. “Are you brothers?”


  The men look at each other. “Of sorts.”


  “We’re half-brothers,” says Yishay. “His father, a randy sort of gentleman, got my mother knocked up, you see.”


  “As I could say of your father.”


  “The same. Only he had the decency to be married to your mother first.”


  “Dear old Pa. Couldn’t keep his pants buttoned.”


  The two of them collapse forward, wheezing, onto the table; are they having an asthmatic fit? No, they’re laughing.


  “Anyway,” Yishay says as he recovers, “what with everyone yelling and swearing and the Council guards trying to drag everyone off, we just picked you up like the sack of potatoes you were, and took you back over the stairs and into the bowel of Kalmar. To our place.” He sweeps his hand around the kitchen like it’s the grandest palace in all Antilia.


  “But we weren’t able to get your companion, Ari. He went down under a pile of soldiers.”


  “The man can fight!”


  “But he’s alive?” Anxiety is a stone in Rowan’s throat.


  The brothers nod. “We were able to ascertain that much.”


  “What is this Council farm, then? Is it a jail or a farm or what?”


  “Both.”


  “Both, it’s both . . .” Yishay tries. “Almost fifteen years ago, the imposter—the man who calls himself the Render—took over the Council. And he put all the rich of Kalmar in charge of what had been family farms. They took over the farms along the richest length of coastline on the island, just southeast of here, and built walls around them. Did it for the good of the North, he says. Competition breeds quality, he says. But soon it all just became one vast conglomerate. And there’s precious little food these days. And of course the Council—” and they both spit over their shoulders “—have prohibited fishing. Want to keep all the food for themselves, and the farms are just a simple way to control how much food gets out. And people . . . disappear in there.”


  “They get taken for so-called insurgency, and sent to work there, and mostly, we never see them again.”


  “But I have to get to Ari!” Rowan stands. “How big is the Council? Do they have an army?” Rowan remembers the way one brother checked outside the door, how they ask him to be quiet. “Spies?”


  “Both.”


  He should be suspicious, find some way to see if the men are telling the truth. They could have been the ones to hit him over the head during the fight, just to get him away from Ari. His mind spins, but his gut tells him the men are genuine. He sits down again. “Why are you helping me?”


  “Because, my beauty, you are Chosen.”


  “You proved it when you pulled that thing out of the rock.”


  “Anyone could have done that,” Rowan mutters.


  The brothers shake their heads. “Don’t you think people have tried? You are the next Render.”


  Rowan’s head whirls. “Isn’t Render what this leader guy calls himself?”


  “Ah. There you have it. Calls himself.” Yishay touches the side of his nose.


  “But he’s not the Render. The Render has to be someone from your world.”


  “Other people from my world, here?” The implications are staggering.


  But Yishay shakes his head. “No, my beauty. There is no living Render, not that we know of. The imposter would have had him killed long ago.”


  “So we believe,” his half-brother says.


  “But Ari was going to take me to him. Ari said he’d explain. . . .” Rowan trails off at the look on the men’s faces.


  “Well. Anything’s possible.” And they look at each other. It’s obvious that they don’t hold out much hope for this Render person Ari spoke of being alive.


  “But you see, if the imposter was the real Render, he’d be able to touch that.” Yishay nods at Rowan’s weapon. “I bet you he can’t. If he could, he’d have taken it out of the rock long ago.”


  “Can’t touch it?”


  “No. It burns any Antilian who tries.”


  Recklessness grips Rowan. “It’s right there. Be my guest.”


  Yishay shakes his head. “Not me. I already got burned trying to wrap the damn thing up.” He holds up his hand. It takes Rowan a moment to recognize the spiral pattern of the sword’s hilt, burnt, as Yishay says, into his palm.


  “It was hot somehow?” His own hands are unscathed. He touches the hilt; yes, cool as metal should be.


  “It’s for you,” Yonah says. “Only you, a Chosen one.”


  “As the legends say. It will burn anyone else.”


  This sounds insane.


  Rowan spins the sword on the table, and the brothers lean back, out of the way. “Go ahead. Show me.” What’s gotten into him? He feels mean, mean and reckless.


  “Ah, what the hell. I’ve always been curious.” Yonah eyes the spinning sword, and claps his hand down on the hilt. “Argh!” He whips his hand to his mouth. Then looks at it, shows his brother. “See?” A fresh, livid mark brands the man’s palm. “It stings.”


  Rowan feels sorry. “I didn’t . . . I don’t understand. I’m sorry. I wish I did. All I know is that Ari is my friend. He . . . he has always been with me. I come from a different . . . a different place.”


  “Well, we can see that. You stand out like a peacock in a chicken coop.”


  Rowan searches his memory, through the jumbled images that accompany his arrival in the city and the terrible fight, the volcano’s eruption. “I know that Kalmar’s leader . . . knew someone from my world, once. And Ari says he is an imposter, and so do you. There is someone else called the Render, the real Render, who is supposed to help me. And something is wrong about the eruptions, the earthquakes. They’ve started too soon, or have been going on too long, or something.”


  “Too long? They haven’t stopped, my darling.”


  “The Chosen came from your world, the Dragon and Green Knight fought, the Chosen diverted them. Just like in the old stories. But something went wrong. We don’t know exactly what. The tremors continued. It’s not supposed to happen that way. After a healing, so it is said, the land stops speaking for . . . Well, at least . . .”


  “For a very long time,” Yishay finishes.


  “The Chosen came, you say?” Rowan grasps at straws. “More than one?”


  “Two.” They nod.


  “How long ago was that?”


  “Why, seventeen years ago.”


  Ari said that. Didn’t Ari say something like that? And he’d seemed to believe that Ophelia was supposed to have come in with Rowan. Two, two Chosen. Rowan wants to yell with frustration, he wants to overturn the trestle table in some comical caricature of masculine rage. “Ari knows what I’m doing here. He’s the reason I am here!”


  “We’re trying to help you, my duckling.”


  “We’re part of the resistance, you see.”


  “Against that man, and the Council?”


  Again, the simultaneous nod.


  “Why?”


  “Why are we part of the resistance? Well, anyone with a heart and a mind would resist that arse-first, head-sucking, blood-thinning, tongue-twisting . . .”


  “No, beauty, I think he wonders why we help him.”


  “Oh.” Yishay contains himself. “You are Chosen.”


  Rowan sees newspaper headlines unscrolling before his eyes. Chosen One Drops from Sky! Imposter Pulls Sword from Stone! Stranger ‘Has No Idea’ What He’s Doing! “I don’t think . . .”


  “You don’t need to think,” says Yishay. “You just are.”


  Is it Rowan’s imagination, or are the man’s black eyes full of pity?


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Political Symbol


  The next day the brothers leave him alone in the house and go off to their work, down on the quay. Lots to repair since the wave. They leave Rowan with strict instructions: no going out, and be quiet.


  “There’s people about, know what I mean? No answering the door.”


  “Like Snow White,” Rowan attempts to joke, but they don’t get the reference, and in any case, he thinks better of comparing the Whetung brothers to the seven dwarves. “Sure, I’ll be quiet.”


  “Just keep it down, my beauty.”


  “I think he understands you, Yishay. Stop being an old fuss pot.”


  “But it’s important—”


  “—that he’s quiet, yes, I think we all understood that part. Do you know you’re supposed to be quiet, though?” Yonah addresses Rowan.


  “I’m not sure. Am I supposed to be, oh, say, quiet?”


  “Both of you go soak your heads.” Yishay stomps out of the house, followed by his brother, wheezing with laughter.


  Rowan, after they leave, carefully barricades the house, just as they instruct him, too. And then, he waits.


  Sun leaks through the shutters, moving up and along the wall.


  Around mid-morning there’s a small tremor, sending small objects dancing and the shutters rattling. Rowan, nervous, gets under the table. It passes.


  The sun moves, no longer sending small fingers through the shutters. It feels dark.


  He’s never realized quite so clearly how often he reaches for his phone or his laptop, how often he opens up a book. And even more than all those things, he misses his guitar. Without it, he feels lost, hollow and alone. It’s as if the songs he plays—covers or his own—give shape to the shapeless, lend structure to the chaos of his feelings and the endlessness of time.


  There is no clock. When Rowan gets hungry, he gnaws on some hard bread and chokes down two small sour apples that the brothers left for him. At this rate, he’ll starve to death.


  He takes out the sword and studies it, the pictures, the beauty and heft of it. There’s no room to really practice, but he tries to go through some of the forms Ari taught him. He can hear Ari’s voice in his head. Not that way, I’ll slice you in half! No, keep your stance strong! Low! Forward! Again. Again. Ah, that’s the way!


  Ari’s dark eyes glittering.


  We will make a swordsman out of you yet.


  A thousand times he begins to wonder why he is trusting these brothers, and a thousand times realizes he has no choice.


  His head feels woolly, his eyes heavy. He tries to rest. He wishes again he had something to play, something to read, that his phone worked. He tries not to think about Ari. He tries not to think about Ophelia.


  It gets darker.


  He hears footsteps coming along the street outside, and voices. The brothers. His heart leaps in gladness.


  After a simple meal, Yonah tells him that tonight there is a meeting of some members of the resistance.


  “We’re going to show you off, my beauty.”


  They give him a cloak and tell him to keep his face in shadow.


  It feels so good to get outside that Rowan barely cares whether this is some kind of trick or betrayal. Besides, his gut tells him it is not. He trusts the brothers, logical or not.


  The night air is full of smells: wood smoke and ocean breeze, food, garbage, and something else, sour and complicated. The street on which the brothers live is sharply inclined. “Just down that way,” Yishay indicates, “the wave got them. We’re lucky to not live in the lowest part of the city. They got swamped.”


  The street is narrow and paved with cobblestones, and grey stone buildings lean closely overhead. But Rowan’s eyes are on the fires. Small bowls, metal and stone, sit outside almost every doorstep, tiny flames licking within every one. They curve up the street, flicker down side streets, and he can see them higher up the hilly city, too, suspended in the darkness like little glittering eyes. “What are the fires for?”


  “It’s the Year’s End.”


  “A ritual. To propitiate,” says Yonah.


  “The volcano,” Yishay clarifies. “People started all that after the last healing, when the tremors didn’t stop as they should have.”


  “You don’t light one?” Their doorstep is empty.


  The brothers shrug. “We’re doing what we can, aren’t we?” Yonah says.


  “Yes. We’ve got you,” says Yishay. “That’s worth more than some fire on a doorstep.”


  But his eyes stray to the southern sky. Rowan sees it, too: a dull, red glow. It’s the volcano, bleeding into the sky, bathing Antilia with its inchoate message. “Am I supposed to know how to fix that?”


  “It’s all right, my duckling. We’ll figure it out.”


  Rowan feels certain that the brothers’ faith in him is entirely misplaced.


  He tries, though. He remembers Ari, draws himself up to his full height, and follows them down the silent streets, through the flickering firelight.


  —


  Husband and brother and three sons.”


  “My wife. Ten years ago now.”


  “Father and mother.”


  People sit in a circle, and one after another they talk about who they’ve lost to the Council jail-farm. Old people and young, children and babes in arms. One woman so old she looks like a carven tree, bent and twisted with years. Rowan notes with interest that no one wears robes, like those worn by the Councilmen at the quay and at the sword stone. Most of the men wear loose trousers, knit sweaters, vests, and most of the women wear full skirts, although there are men in skirts and women in trousers, too. All patched, worn; people have an air of poverty.


  “I had to move to the city from down the coast, leaving my daughter and her husband to work the fields.” The woman jogs a baby on her hip, her voice rises. “Accused of working magic. It wasn’t nothing, what they did.” She’s talked a lot, this one; Rowan catches himself thinking she’s the kind of person who traps you on a bus and tells you her life story. His eyes stray again to the girl in the far corner. She looks to be his age or maybe a bit older, and pretty: auburn curling hair and slanted eyes. “Just the old spells for growing. You plant something in the field, you can’t just leave it there like a dead thing. It’s only showing respect to speak the words. That’s all it was.”


  “Sure, sure,” people murmur.


  There’s maybe a hundred of them, packed together in a basement hall still damp from the great wave.


  “They say it was for that, but I know different. My brother, he’s active with the resistance. ‘New laws for new times,’ the Council’s always saying. Meaning, ‘in with us and to jail with the rest of them.’”


  “Half of them inside are there for so-called dissidence,” says a man so dark that the light on his skin gleams blue. “My son, for certain, and my wife.”


  “And they’re not convicted. Just accused,” adds the garrulous woman with the baby.


  “The Council,” someone says, and some let fly with a gob over their shoulder; most just mime spitting, but there’s no mistaking the disgust.


  The jail, the Council Farm—when Rowan hears about them he thinks of concentration camps, or Pol Pot, or his mother’s story of the vast state farms in Ethiopia where so many starving were sent in the eighties under the ruse of receiving aid. The images are terrible: people falling aside, curling like burning paper under the sun.


  “And I’ve heard that sometimes, they get sent down South.”


  “South?” The woman with the baby shudders. “I hope not.”


  South, where Ophelia’s Cinnamon Lake is, and her city—what had she called it?—almost like Kalmar. Calabar?


  “What’s wrong with the South?” It’s his first question. For most of the gathering, he’s just been sitting mute, next to the brothers.


  “They’ve all gone cracked down South.”


  “I hear they’ve gone to sacrifice. Animals, and . . . the halves, and humans.”


  “They’ve all gone nuts down there.” The woman clucks to the baby, who is beginning to fuss. “Haven’t they, my sweet? Right cracked they are, my love.”


  “What are the halves?” Rowan murmurs to Yishay.


  “Why, the half-humans. Centaurs and fauns and mermaids and so on.”


  Centaurs? Fauns? Mermaids?


  But more voices join in, and more. The South is insane, criminal, in a state of permanent hedonism under the influence of mass delusions. However much they despise and fear the Council, the South and its demented decadence is a topic they really warm to.


  “What can I do?” Rowan says this for Yishay and Yonah’s ears only, but the dark man overhears.


  “What can you do?”


  The crowd gradually falls silent.


  The dark man stands. “What can you do? You’re a political symbol. The Council is afraid of you. Don’t you understand? You’re the first thing they’ve been afraid of in . . . well, in years! Ask yourself, why haven’t they executed you or put you into the Council Farm? It’s not because you two—” and here he looks at the Whetung brothers “—managed to spirit him away so effectively. Don’t flatter yourselves. They know where he is. Some of these people—” and he looks out over the crowd “—are informers, mark my words. No, they’re afraid.”


  Murmurs of protest and agreement bubble up around the circle.


  The baby woman raises her voice. “They’re waiting for him to do something, to justify putting him away.”


  “The Council doesn’t know where he is,” Yonah says firmly, standing up.


  “He is safe, for now,” Yishay adds, standing next to his brother. They are massive as trees, and the rest of the group fall silent.


  “But it’s only a matter of time,” the dark man insists, his voice dropping into the silence like cold water. “And when the time comes . . .”


  “I’ll be a sitting duck,” Rowan mutters. His words skitter around the stone space like a bird on the wing. Everyone hears. With a flush, he notices the pretty red-haired girl looking straight at him, then down at her hands clasped in her lap.


  “So you must scare them,” the dark man says. “Scare them enough that you stay free.”


  Chapter Forty


  Everything Will Change


  The meeting disperses. The blue-black man, whose name is Bob, walks some way with Rowan. It has begun to rain, a misting drizzle. The Whetungs walk up ahead, talking together in low voices.


  “Bob?” Rowan has to ask. Everyone else he’s met here has a more exotic name than Bob.


  “Yes.” The man seems proud. “My family name is very common: Song Tao. So my parents gave me something extraordinary on my name day.”


  Bob is an agitator. He is fighting to get his son from the Council farm, and fighting to find out where the Council sent his wife, who disappeared almost a year ago.


  “How old is your son?”


  “Younger than you. Thirteen years.”


  “And he’s in the jail?”


  Bob looks at him strangely. “Age is no factor. They put people inside. All your family, so you can do nothing. Like me.”


  They walk in silence.


  “You could do something,” Bob says to Rowan.


  “Me?”


  “You are a symbol.”


  Rowan looks at Bob. In the light of the small fires, hissing in the fine rain, his eyes are hard, his mouth is set.


  “Bob, I’m not a symbol. I’m a . . . I’m a kid. I don’t know anything about this place!”


  “You carry the sword! You could visit the Council. Make a demand.”


  “Hasn’t someone already tried that? You?”


  “I am not allowed into the chamber. Only officials are allowed. Not like the old days, when it was public. Someone tried to assassinate the imposter Render; that was their excuse. They used to meet in the great meeting place, made for all to enter!” Bob flings his arms out like the chamber spans all the great outdoors, horizon to horizon.


  At that moment the ground trembles. The four of them stop, wait. It passes.


  “Soon.” Bob looks up into the night. “It’s coming. A split. The world splits, and it is the Year’s End!” Bob’s voice vibrates with excitement. He grips Rowan’s arm. “And everything will change!” He pauses. “Or the entire world will crack in two and fall into the ocean.”


  Rowan takes a deep breath. “Ari told me that last time, there was a . . . some kind of failure. That someone came from my world, and usually that would fix things somehow. But this time, it didn’t work.”


  Bob shakes his head. “That is arcane knowledge. I do not know about that. No one does. Maybe the real Render, if he exists. Maybe that Mender down south, she might know.”


  “Mender? There’s someone called Mender?”


  “So it is said.”


  “Along with mermaids and centaurs?” Rowan feels an exhausted, hysterical desire to start laughing and never stop. He steadies himself, and is proud when the next sentence comes out with barely a tremor in his voice. “Could the Render—the real Render—help me get Ari out of the Council farm-jail?”


  Bob laughs, a short, sharp bark. “No one’s seen him for years and years. Most people believe that the imposter is the Render, as he claims to be. The Render is gone, boy. That’s what I believe. You must do this on your own.”


  “The Whetungs say—”


  “The Whetungs,” hisses Bob, “mean only good. But if they have it their way, you will live in their cellar forever. Safe, and ineffective. Until the tremors get so bad that Antilia splits in two and we all drown. There’s no one to tell you what to do, boy. You must decide.”


  “Ari says the Render is alive and can tell me what I’m doing here. What I’m supposed to do . . .”


  Rowan trails off at the look on Bob’s face. There are tears in his eyes—yes, its tears and not rain—they spill down his cheeks. “Then we must liberate your friend.”


  “We?”


  “I will help you. Anything to get you to act. You are my only hope.” He grips Rowan’s hand. “I’ve got nothing to lose.”


  That’s what I’m afraid of, Rowan thinks.


  Chapter Forty-One


  Play Something From Hell


  The next morning Rowan is awoken early by the scent of baking. He emerges from his basement lair to find Yishay covered in flour, and the table covered in little brown cakes.


  “For Great Night,” he says, rapping Rowan’s knuckles with a knife hilt when he reaches for one. “Do you not have this where you come from?”


  “Great Night? No. Please, I’m starving.”


  “It’s bad luck to eat one before sundown. Here,” he says, and he spears some dubious-looking meat on the end of the knife. Rowan accepts it gratefully.


  “What’s Great Night?” he asks, mouth full of something that is a bit like beef jerky but probably isn’t.


  “The whole city celebrates. It marks the year’s ending and the beginning of spring.”


  “So everyone wanders around eating cake?”


  “Everyone dresses in disguise and comes calling.”


  “Like Hallowe’en,” Rowan mutters.


  “Hallow—what?”


  “A sort of thing we do where I come from, but in the fall.” Rowan searches his memory. “It’s supposed to be a night that the dead walk.”


  “Ah! We, too, remember our dead from the past year on this night. With the Blot.”


  “Blot?”


  “Offering, I suppose. You put out food they would have liked. Remember them and hope for good things in the year to come.” Yishay hesitates. “Too many, these years. So many dead.”


  Yonah sticks his head out of the side room that serves as his bedroom, breaking into his half-brother’s despond. “There are many celebrations: stilt dancing, and grab-the-god-by-the-beard. And there’s the Hobby Horse, and the Bloated Calf.” He rubs his hands. “And Fang the Fiend. That’s Yishay’s favourite. You cover your face so no one knows who you are.”


  “Sounds terrifying.”


  “No, it is great fun. Great Night!”


  “But we will be staying here, my darling.”


  “Too dangerous,” Yishay agrees.


  Rowan paces around the little room. “Look, if everyone is in disguise, we could go out, couldn’t we? Put on some kind of appropriate mask or . . . well, whatever people wear?”


  “You’re too tall. You’ll be recognized.”


  “But if people are on stilts I won’t stand out, right? And if people wear masks . . . I can dance on stilts. I can!” Rowan wants so badly to get out of the house and explore the city. “Please?” He sounds like a little kid. “How can I help the people if I don’t even know who the people are?”


  —


  For some reason the brothers capitulate.


  They like danger too much, Rowan thinks, to pass on this calculated risk. “You will stay by our side,” they warn him.


  Rowan can hear the beat of drums and the clanging of bells, starting at sundown, and starting then, too, children come to the door for the cakes. “They will soon be home in bed, however,” Yonah says, visiting Rowan huddled in the basement. Hidden, safe, anxious, and bored. “Great Night is not for children.”


  The real celebrations begin at midnight. It’s called the Rush, they tell Rowan, and the Rush goes until the dawn. By the time midnight rolls around, they’ve let Rowan emerge from the basement and outfitted him in Yonah’s costume from last year, something they call Bush Man: green rags and bits of bush, fresh-cut, leaves attached. A scratchy beard made all of leafy twigs is tied around his chin, and he dons short, awkward stilts. “It’s the man gone to earth, man gone mad, lost his mind.”


  Something about donning the costume fills Rowan with dread, although he can’t say why.


  “The one who fights The Dragon.”


  “Like my sword?” The big knight stabbing the smaller one, the dragon.


  Yishay nods. “On Great Night we celebrate the ending of the year, chaos growing stronger, the borders between the worlds of the living and the dead coming thin. Yes, like your sword.”


  Rowan has no idea what he’s talking about, but at that moment his stilts get tangled and he crashes onto the remaining cakes, squashing them.


  Finally, it is midnight and they head out into the Rush. Yishay wears a red mask with horns, a top hat, and big boots, one with some animal’s hoof sewn over the toe. It’s so like the Devil that Rowan wonders if that’s indeed what it is.


  “Devil? What is that? No, no, Fang the Fiend,” Yishay corrects Rowan. The outfit gives Rowan the creeps.


  “He’s always Fang,” says Yonah, rolling his eyes. He, on the other hand, is nothing but funny, dressed as a woman with a large, swollen belly and a veil across his face. He gyrates. “Aren’t I a pretty one?”


  Yishay makes a show of averting his gaze. “If you want to turn me to stone, and not in a good way,” he says, “you’ll keep carrying on like that.”


  “Ah, my charms work their magic!” Yonah shakes his nonexistent breasts. Yishay makes ostentatious retching noises. “My brother,” says Yonah, “does not like the ladies so much.”


  “Even if I did,” Yishay retorts, “your costume would turn me queer. And as it is, you confirm me utterly in my convictions.”


  Yonah bursts out laughing.


  Yishay’s gay? Rowan hadn’t realized. Not that it matters.


  He takes a few practice steps up and down the street on the short stilts; he’s wobbly, but acceptable. He removes them, tucking them under his arm, and then they all head upwards to the centre of the city.


  A nearly full moon shines down, bathing everything in startlingly clear, bluish light. The small propitiatory fires still sparkle on many doorsteps.


  “The main gathering is in the city square,” Yonah explains. “There will be dancing there, and booths selling food, drink, gew-gaws. Music.”


  The music and clamour gets louder the higher up they go, until they turn a corner and the square spreads out below them. The sound, the Rush, crashes over them in a wave. Bells, drums, flutes, singing. Hands clapping, throats open and yelling. People swirl below in a chaos of dancing, talking, gesticulating. Yes, many people tower over others on stilts. Rowan sees also horses’ heads, dragon masks with undulating tails, tall bearded figures, people draped in ghostly white bearing small lights.


  Lit by many torches and lanterns, the city centre opens out beneath the sky. It is more or less a square, paved with cobblestones. Far off to one side rises the big building with the dome, semi-collapsed, dark and abandoned; he and Ari must have passed by it on the other side when they came up from the quay. Rowan can smell meat cooking, and smoke from wood fires. His mouth waters.


  “In summertime the city market is here,” Yishay’s voice comes muffled through his red, horned mask. “Although now the only food for sale comes from the Council. Better put those stilts on now, my lovely. You’re not the only tree-tall person in Kalmar, but we don’t want anyone noticing you in particular, now do we?”


  Rowan obediently sits on the street and buckles the stilts to his sneakers, his rags and twigs getting in the way.


  “What are the people in white? The ones with lights?”


  “The myling? Oh, they’re just spirits of dead children.”


  “Just the spirits of dead children?”


  “Yes. All the children who died this past year. Which, due to the Council, is a lot, a lot, a lot.”


  The list of costumes giving Rowan the creeps is growing.


  There are also many people dressed in robes, rather like a toga party. Rowan points one of them out, a man or woman—impossible to tell from afar—on the margins of the gathering, weaving back and forth, staggeringly drunk.


  “People dress in robes to mock the Council.”


  Rowan doubts any real Councilmen will be attending Great Night in the square.


  Stilts on, the brothers help him rise. “Ah, you tried to cop a feel!” shrieks Yonah, slapping his hand away.


  “As if.”


  “You wound my feelings, sir.” He gyrates.


  “Stop it!” his brother grunts. “I thought you were bad as Bush Man. And you, Bush Man. Rowan. You’re supposed to growl and strike around yourself like you’re trying to hurt people.”


  “Oh. I’d really rather not.”


  “Just pretend, lad.”


  “And by the way,” Yonah puts in, “in case you are talking to anyone, don’t let on about Yishay there.”


  “About . . . Yishay?”


  “The Council doesn’t look too kindly on queers. New laws for new times,” Yishay clarifies.


  “I understand.” This Council is looking more and more like a typical totalitarian regime—ultra-right or ultra-left, all the same in the end.


  The ungainly trio descends into the cacophony below.


  Rowan finds it curious that some of the costumes give him a shudder of horror, while others are merely amusing, or incomprehensible. He’s not the only Bush Man, he soon sees. The others do indeed strike out at everyone within reach, and some have extended their arms with sticks; he sees more than one connect full-on, knocking revellers over with a thwack. There are several creepy Devil-like creatures like Yishay, many with a single hoofed foot. And bellied women dancing among the crowd, some obviously men in drag like Yonah, many more convincingly female. Fine gentlemen and beautiful ladies, with cow tails trailing out from under their long skirts. Drunken fake Councilmen weaving between revellers. Dragons. Hobby horses rising between people’s legs like giant obscene phalluses, mouths opening and closing through a sort of string mechanism, with nails for teeth. And everywhere waft the white-clad ghosts of dead children, the myling.


  There are booths, hawkers selling jewelry and clothing, lanterns and knickknacks; braziers wafting the scent of roasting meat into the air, driving Rowan mad. But when he sees the booth with the bright awning, even thoughts of food are driven from his head.


  The girl from the meeting stands behind it, the redheaded girl.


  She is dressed as a very pretty Devil figure—what had the brothers called it?—Fang the Fiend, that’s it. Her mask is dangling around her neck, and her top hat sits askew on her curls. She is arguing with great animation, hands gesticulating, and a couple in front of the booth argue back.


  She appears to be selling musical instruments.


  Her table displays wooden flutes, small drums, metal bowls like those singing prayer bowls, a trumpet-looking thing. And there are stringed instruments. Several are fretless, rather like those Chinese instruments with one string and a bow—what are they called? Rowan can’t remember. And something like a large lute. And something else that makes his heart warm inside his chest.


  It looks quite a lot like a guitar.


  “Can we go over there?”


  “Sigrid’s booth? Are you a musician, lad?”


  “Sort of.” His stilts waver and dance toward the booth.


  “First we have to attend the Blot.”


  The Blot: the remembrance for this year’s dead. The brothers have brought sacks of food and drink for this purpose. Throwing a last longing look at the instrument booth, Rowan follows the brothers as they work their way through the crowd toward the far side of the square where stands the dark wall of the great domed abandoned building.


  Here, the mood is very different. It reminds Rowan of the memorial altar set up on a spot where a girl from his high school died falling from the roof, having climbed up there for a puff and a dare: a place where people went to weep, and wish they’d done things better or differently. Wished to have time back—someone dies and people wonder, what happened to all that time they were to have with them? Flowers and little candles and messages on paper.


  Only this is huge. The light from the candles turns the night golden. So many candles, so many people.


  Among the flowers sit small offerings of food and drink. People here are quiet, masks removed. Some weep. This is the Blot.


  Rowan watches as the brothers find a spot and spread out the things they have brought with them: several small candles; glasses into which they pour what smells like beer; dried meat, some pieces of fruit, bread. He hasn’t, he realizes, asked them who they’ve lost this year, or how. They speak to other mourners, voices low, embrace.


  From the looks of things here, everyone in Kalmar has lost people.


  “Many, many people have died this past year,” Yonah murmurs, as if he has spoken his questions aloud. “Yishay and I lost our father, and many friends have been executed by the Council. Our little sister.”


  Rowan is appalled. “I’m sorry,” he stammers. He had no idea.


  “And then there are the ones that one suspects are gone, but one just doesn’t know: the people who have been incarcerated. Those are the worst. We can’t recognize them here. We can’t let them go. They linger, between the worlds, and without a Blot their spirits cannot find rest.” He grasps Rowan’s hand, his grip strong. “We remember all we can here. We make the offerings. We celebrate Great Night, and we are alive.”


  They all spend a long time there, Rowan forced to shuffle back and forth on his stilts so he doesn’t fall over, the brothers speaking to people, or sitting with their heads bowed. Rowan wonders if they are praying. He hasn’t heard of much religiosity since he got here. They are simply remembering, he thinks, remembering the people they’ve lost this year. Father and sister. Friends. He can’t really imagine what it must be like.


  If all he’s heard is true, it’s been like this every year, for years and years. For everyone in the city, maybe all of Antilia. Too many people have been dying, and of those, too many are unknown or uncertain deaths.


  Many people come up to the brothers to talk. They are leaders, Rowan thinks. They are the kind of people that others look to. Rowan studies the faces, and thinks he recognizes some of the people from the meeting, although firelight and disguises make it hard to be sure. Something is brewing in the hearts of the people of this city. He is afraid of what they think he might be able to do. What had that man Bob said? You will scare them enough that you stay free.


  How the hell will he do that?


  Finally Yishay and Yonah are done with the Blot.


  “Beer.”


  The brothers push through crowds toward a series of booths selling food and drink, Rowan tottering in tow. They put down coins for three large tankards of ale. It’s sour and strong. When Rowan sees that they are draining their cups in one go, he does it, too. His twiggy beard pricks his chin and gets in the way. “Wow.”


  “Another.”


  Those, too, go down in one, long, grim draught. Rowan feels the alcohol hit him, making his head spin and his limbs feel a bit loose.


  “Another.”


  “Um, I’m okay.”


  “Oh-kay? What is this?”


  “All right. I’m all right.”


  “Of course you’re all right. We have eyes.” Another tankard is thrust into his hand.


  “I mean, I don’t want another beer just now, thanks.”


  The brothers drain their beer, and Yishay swipes Rowan’s away and drinks that, too. “No wasting. Another!”


  They are, Rowan sees then, quite close to the booth with the brightness, the instruments, the girl. Yonah had called her Sigrid.


  “Um, is it all right if I just go over there?”


  “I’m drinking beer, you budding troubadour,” Yonah squints.


  “Over where?” asks Yishay.


  “There.” Rowan points.


  “Oh, no. You stay with us.”


  “But you’ll still be able to see me. It’s just there.”


  The brothers give each other a look.


  “Never knew he had such an interest in music, did you?”


  “No, this is news.”


  “Sigrid’s instruments, too.”


  “He wouldn’t be the first boy to take an interest in Sigrid’s instruments.”


  “No, it’s just that . . .” Rowan’s cheeks go hot.


  “Old Man Toothless sells instruments. Why don’t you go to his booth?”


  “Old Man Toothless?”


  “His breath would knock over a dragon. Look, lad, just over there.”


  Rowan follows Yishay’s pointing finger to a man who looks like a ghoul, standing behind a rickety table displaying flutes.


  “I’m sort of interested in stringed instruments.”


  “Oh, that’s different, then. Stringed instruments. Indeed.”


  Rowan resists an impulse to say please like a child.


  “All right then,” Yishay relents. “Go look at your instruments.”


  The brothers snigger.


  “But keep your wits about you, and don’t draw attention, you hear?”


  “You bet.” Rowan wavers away, stilts difficult on cobblestones, his hands curling as if they already have the guitar-thing inside them. Behind him he hears the brothers shouting, “Cheers!” and the clank of two more flagons.


  Yes, it looks like a guitar.


  It has six strings, anyway, and there are frets. The body looks to be hollow, elongated. Rowan stilts toward it like a man entranced. He touches it.


  The girl doesn’t look at him; she’s busy polishing a flute. “You can try it out if you like, Bushy.”


  So he picks up the instrument and tests the strings. The bottom four are tuned like a mandolin, more or less, with the top two tuned to the corresponding fifths. That’s interesting; they must use something like a Western scale here—except for those Chinese-looking instruments—could it be that they use Western and pentatonic scales, both? Rowan plays with the tuning pegs, carefully testing; the strings are nylon . . . no, of course they’re not. He’s never touched anything like this. Probably gut. The wood is inlaid with darker and lighter woods, and some mother of pearl . . . What would it take to make something like this in a world with no electricity, no big machines? What is something like this worth? He plucks and retunes; it’s okay, the strings seem all right with the changing tension. He puts it into a guitar tuning.


  Rowan misses, so much, the solitude of music. Alone in his room, he lets the guitar tell him what to play. He hardly ever plays for anyone else. Ophelia, that one time, but that was special.


  He doesn’t want to draw attention, but surely one chord . . . Music is the one thing that helps him make sense of things. And here, nothing makes sense. Rowan strikes a chord; yes, the tuning is holding.


  The girl looks up then, and he senses her go still. Rowan meets her eyes, brushing some rags away from his forehead. Her face is pale—has she recognized him? For a moment it’s as if the carnival, the Rush, the entire Great Night has gone still, leaving him and the girl and the guitar in an oasis of silence.


  “It’s all right.” Rowan puts the instrument down. “I’ll . . . Don’t be scared.”


  She lifts her chin at that. “Not much scares me.” They stand there, eyeing one another, Rowan towering and shifting on his stilts. “Why, you’re just a lad.”


  “You’re hardly an old woman,” he points out.


  “I’m twenty last month, boy.” She’s about to say more when her eyes shift to look behind Rowan.


  He shakes his rags over his face, praying there isn’t anyone with hostile intention behind him. But when he looks, nobody’s paying any attention to him. The girl puts her hands on her hips. Slowly, she begins to smile.


  “Go ahead,” she whispers. “You’ve taken it all out of tune. So play it.”


  Rowan hesitates. Surely if he plays very quietly, just one song, it’ll be okay.


  “Play something from hell,” the girl whispers, all in one breath. She seems excited and frightened all at once.


  Rowan’s hand, as if of its own accord, is already picking the instrument up again. Something from hell? He doesn’t even know what their music’s like here; they might hate the music he plays. It’s hard to hold the thing while having to keep swaying back and forth on the stilts; he looks a question at the girl and sits on the edge of the table when she nods. That’s better.


  His fingers run over the strings. And then his hand begins to strum. Yeah, the guitar will tell him what to play, the way it always does.


  When it’s Radiohead, he wants to laugh. The saddest song from The Bends. His friend Joe says that’s the one girls always like. He lets it go around twice, thinking of Thom Yorke, channeling the sadness and delicacy and emotion of that voice. He closes his eyes, and Rowan sings. He sings of fake plastic earth, of a broken man and rubber plans and the end of love. Don’t speed up, wait for it. He feels his foot thrashing where the percussion is supposed to come in. He sings his heart out.


  When he stops, the rush of Great Night has faded into background noise. Around the booth, he could hear a pin drop.


  And Rowan hears applause.


  He opens his eyes. The girl, standing behind her stall, alternates between clapping and wiping tears from her cheeks. A whole crowd has gathered, and they are applauding, too. Someone says, “Another!” and then a voice joins in, then more. “Another! Another!”


  Where are the brothers? Surely this is exactly what they told him not to do. . . .


  “Go on,” says Sigrid. Her eyes are shining. “Please?”


  “What is this instrument?” asks Rowan.


  “A gamba.”


  That sounds familiar; a medieval instrument of some kind?


  “Another!” the crowd insists.


  What harm can it do? He’s covered in bits of bushes and rags; it’s not like anyone will know who he is. He plays “Help” by The Beatles. Because he really does feel older today, and he really does need to get his feet back on the ground.


  But people join in on the chorus, in perfect harmony: Please, please . . .


  It’s crazy. He falters, stops. “You know that one?” People nod eagerly. How could Antilians know The Beatles?


  It’s inexplicable.


  “Keep going!” shouts a woman, and again they all join in, swelling on the final notes: Me-ee-ee, oooooh!


  Rowan strums the last chord, picking up the instrument and letting the chord ring and shake, getting a general laugh.


  “Another new one!”


  New one? “Fake Plastic Trees” is hardly new.


  But Sigrid picks up one of the one-stringed instruments and asks Rowan if he minds her playing with him. “This one.”


  She draws the bow over the . . . erhu—that’s what it’s called—playing progressions that sound Chinese. She begins to sing, her voice high and clear.


  Since you, love, went away


  I have not returned to tend my fading garden


  For thinking of you I am like the moon at the full


  That nightly wanes and loses its bright splendour . . .


  Others are singing, but she stops. “You are not playing.”


  “I don’t know that one.”


  “But it is from your world!”


  He stares. “My world is very big,” he whispers so only she can hear. “And that one sounds old, and . . . not from my country. I am sorry.”


  She turns to put the erhu down. “Play another new one, then.” Her Fang the Fiend mask has worked its way around her neck, glaring at him from the back of her head like she is Janus, two-faced, Devil and beauty.


  Something old by Björk, then, for his mother’s homeland.


  He plays “Unravel.” They go friggin’ crazy for that slow unravelling song about sad love’s unravelling heart, and the Devil collecting it. Rowan feels his throat swelling. Our love, in a ball of yarn. He thinks of Ophelia, her dimpled cheek, her lowered eyelids. Indeed, when he sees her again, they will have to make new love.


  He feels it with all his heart. Ophelia can come here. Ophelia is bound to this place the same way he is. Maybe, somehow, she is here. Now.


  And that’s when the Whetung brothers reappear.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” mutters Yishay in Rowan’s ear. He has taken the instrument from Rowan’s hand, glares at Sigrid. “You,” he says to her, “should know better!”


  Yonah takes Rowan by the arm and starts dragging him away from the table. “It’s your fault,” he says to Yishay. “Just one more beer, you said. What trouble can the lad get into, you said. Well, now you see.”


  Rowan looks back at Sigrid, shaking rags from his eyes. “Thank you.”


  “Thank me? The Chosen at my stall! It will do the business a world of good.”


  “And jeopardize everything!” Yonah snaps.


  “Jeopardize everything?” asks Rowan.


  “Listen.”


  The brothers, Rowan, and Sigrid stand still. Echoing through the crowd, from near and far, like waves, like an incongruous echo, Radiohead and Björk, both songs now, in a rivalrous duet.


  “We have to get you out of sight.”


  Rowan lets himself be dragged. “I didn’t . . . don’t understand.”


  “I’m sorry!” Sigrid calls. Rowan looks behind at her. Tears sparkle on her cheeks. “I wanted so much to hear new songs.”


  “New songs, yes. Well, now you’ve got them. And we’d better hope and hope there are no ill-wishers here,” Yonah tells her.


  And then a swirl of drunken, belligerent revellers dressed as Councillors engulf Rowan and the men, and Sigrid is lost from sight. It’s like being in the middle of some terrible college toga party. Rowan almost loses his footing; only Yonah’s strong grip on him keeps him from going down. Other people weave between the drunkards, chasing a man with a long beard, shrieking, trying to grab on to him. He falls, they swarm his body.


  “Keep moving! We have to get you home.”


  A person with backward feet and a red mask pops up into Rowan’s face. “Boo! Boo!” He beats a small drum with a stick. “Boo!” He grabs Rowan around the shoulders and spins him around in a precarious stilt-dance duet.


  “Yonah!” Rowan cries, but the brother is lost to his sight.


  The booing man spins away. Rowan looks across a sea of revellers for Yonah, Yishay, any landmark, trying to get his bearings. The swarm of fake Councillors surround him again in a kind of conga line, kicking their feet to the sides and shouting in a rhythmic beat, like a rowing team. “Heave! Ho! Off to the farm they go, hey-heave, hey-heave! Ho!” over and over. The line snakes around him, spinning him where he stands. He looks down from his height on their heads. A woman’s toga has slipped so her breasts swing free; a man kicks so high Rowan sees the family jewels. The line is almost past him. A man on the very end kicks hard as he passes Rowan. “Heave! HO!”


  He kicks Rowan’s stilts, and Rowan goes down.


  He manages not to fall on anybody, and knocks the wind out of himself.


  Lying on his back, it’s almost peaceful. The chanting and shouting, music and revelry go on above him, and above that, there are stars. So many stars. The constellations are totally unfamiliar . . . no, that’s not it. They’re the same as at home, only here there are no electric cities. Rowan can see all the stars around the Big Dipper, Cygnus, the other familiar friends. The Milky Way, the backbone of night.


  So many stars. It’s terrifying.


  Then a person’s face interposes, blocking the stars. It’s the man from the end of the conga line, the man who kicked him.


  “Apologies, Chosen one.”


  It’s the head of the Council. The man who calls himself the Render.


  Rowan sits up like he’s been electrically shocked, tries to scramble backward across the cobblestones.


  “Whoa!” The man smiles and grips one of Rowan’s stilts. He is surprisingly strong. “Really. We do need to have a chat.”


  “What do you want?” Rowan prays that neither of the Whetung brothers reappear now to try to help him; this will land them in jail for sure.


  “The same thing you want, I am sure. Peace.”


  “Peace?”


  “I know you have fallen in with the insurgents.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rowan lies desperately.


  “Oh, come now. Please, Rowan.”


  How does he know my name?


  “I know you want to see your friend Ari again.”


  Hope and terror surge into Rowan like a wave. “Do you have him?”


  The man nods. “He’s safe. Come see me tomorrow. And bring that sword. I was very impressed when you pulled it from the rock, proving to be what you claimed. Ari and I have had many very interesting conversations since then, but he’s anxious to see you. These are great times, Rowan, great times. Legends walk!” His eyes shine, his tongue darts out and licks his lips.


  “Tomorrow? When?”


  “Let’s say after sundown.”


  “Where?” He can’t know whether to believe all the man says, but he’ll do anything, anything to see Ari again.


  The Councillor points toward the ruined domed building. “Just past that building there’s a broad, fair avenue. Follow that up, to the top. My home is there.” The man stands, he melts back into the crowd, just another person at the Rush dressed in cheap robes. “I’ll be expecting you.”


  And he is gone.


  “There you are.” It’s Yonah, belly-woman costume awry, face full of relief. “I thought I’d lost you, lad.”


  With a heavy heart, Rowan lets the brothers help him up, and lead him home.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  An Ignorant Legend


  Rowan does not tell the Whetungs about meeting with the Council leader. The whole thing, he considers, is likely a trap. The man obviously knows far more about what’s going on than the brothers hope he does. But it’s a chance, and Rowan decides, after spending all the next day alone in the Whetung’s house, to take it. A chance to help Ari.


  And he remembers Bob’s words. There’s no one to tell you what to do, boy. You must decide.


  That evening, to his relief, the brothers have a meeting to go to. “And you’re staying here,” Yonah says. “You’ve caused enough trouble. Just guess what songs are on everyone’s lips today?”


  “Um . . . songs?” Rowan’s afraid he already knows.


  “From the meanest dock to the top of the city. Something about fake trees, and then some other thing about a knitting devil.”


  “Oh.”


  “What were you thinking?”


  “The main question is, what was Sigrid thinking?” Yishay points out.


  “You know musicians. They’re all the same. Hungry for new songs.”


  “I don’t understand,” Rowan says.


  “You don’t understand wanting new songs?”


  “Well, I do, but . . .” There’s something different here. If Sigrid knew it was dangerous for him to sing, then why did she encourage him? And why has everyone learned those two songs so fast? And how in God’s name did they know about The Beatles?


  “Stories and songs come from hell, my beauty,” Yishay explains, as if to a child.


  “All your songs . . . ?”


  “Come from hell. Where you come from,” Yonah elucidates.


  “You don’t write songs?”


  “Write songs?”


  “You know. Make them up for yourselves.”


  The brothers look at him blankly.


  It’s preposterous. “Even I write songs. Not good ones, I grant you, but why can’t you just—”


  “Look, there’s no time to get into every little thing. Ask your new girlfriend next time you see her. Maybe a musician can give you a satisfactory answer. I can’t.”


  “Sorry,” Rowan mutters. His hunger to play a guitar put the brothers in terrible danger. “I really didn’t realize.”


  The brothers’ faces soften. “You keep quiet here now. We’ll be back in a few hours.”


  Rowan can’t bear to lie to them. He tries to smile, and sees them out the door.


  —


  One thing about carrying a sword: if you don’t have a scabbard or a belt, you have to carry it in your hands.


  Rowan puts on the cloak the brothers loaned him before, hoping it will be enough to obscure his identity, and heads out into the city.


  All is quiet; probably most people are recovering from the excesses of Great Night. After a few wrong turns, and a bad interval where he finds himself heading in a direction precisely the opposite of the city square, Rowan gets himself there. The square is abandoned. A waning gibbous moon shines down. Skirting the edge of the open space, Rowan finds the avenue that, as the fake Render said, goes up past the old domed meeting place.


  His heart beats hard, his palms on the sword hilt sweat.


  He heads up the avenue.


  Moonlight illuminates stone buildings, bigger and grander than the ones in the Whetung brothers’ neighbourhood. Wealthy people might live here, or perhaps they’re public buildings. There are no lights, no signs of life. The avenue tilts up, climbing higher. Some voices ahead. Rowan pulls himself back into the shadow of a doorway. The voices echo, pass on unseen.


  He forces himself to continue.


  Footsteps, behind him now.


  He hides in a doorway again. A small group, not talking, pass him by.


  He waits. Nothing.


  The moonlight pulls him forward like a fishing line, reeling him into a world in which things have shifted just a little to one side, fallen out of place, everything now slightly and horribly wrong.


  He turns his head just in time to see the bow staff coming down on him. It strikes him a ringing blow on the side of his skull.


  Rowan falls. The sword jolts out of his hands.


  Through a miasma of pain and blood, he hears metal ringing on cobblestones, sees feet, hands grabbing. A howl of pain as hands touch the sword.


  Curses.


  Another grab for the sword, this time with some garment protecting the hands.


  Before he can do anything, a kick at his head.


  Darkness.


  —


  It feels good to run.


  Rowan was a bit of a track-and-field star in junior high school. In fact, at a school district meet where he cleaned up in the medal department, some guys from other schools dubbed him “Too Tall to be Twelve.” He stopped all that in high school as music became more important.


  But he can still run. He swipes at blood seeping into his eye; his second head wound, here in Antilia. He pushes himself, strides eating up the ground. The thugs have a head start on him, but he’ll catch them.


  He has no idea what he’ll do then.


  He is almost at the top of the city before spotting them. Six guys. Rowan drops back into a shadow and listens.


  One of them is whining about having burnt his hands on the sword. This fills Rowan with satisfaction. The others are telling him to shut it, and one guy—this one sounds like he’s a bit of a leader—says that soon they’ll be able to pay for bandages and more, so shut the fuck up.


  He really says that. It’s so familiar that Rowan feels almost homesick for it. Rallying cry of bullies in this world and the other: shut the fuck up.


  Rowan watches as they make their way over a flight of stone stairs. They seem excited; one broad-shouldered fellow hops and crouches from step to step, throwing his head back and howling at the moon in wolfish facsimile. Leader-voice is a big guy with a square head, shaven bald, which Rowan hasn’t seen much of in this land. Rowan waits until the last has just crested the staircase, then darts out to follow them.


  Grand houses here, carved stone around doorways and windows, beautiful lacy figures and gargoyles; little patches of garden with early spring flowers scenting the night. He moves quietly, as close to the six as he dares.


  As the grand houses lean over them, the thugs get quieter, their voices muttering over the stones like a subterranean stream. Where could they be taking the sword, and why? The bald leader seemed to think they’d get rich off the theft; has someone hired them to do it?


  If Bob Song Tao is right, the sword is a potent symbol. The Council leader has obviously set him up. He wants to take the sword away from Rowan, the Chosen. Stop him from doing anything useful with it.


  Not that he has been—doing anything useful, that is. He wants to hit himself in the face. He’s no good at strategizing—taking a clear-eyed view and coming up with long-term plans—he knows this about himself, his mother has been riding his ass for the last two years about his lack of planning for after high school.


  What, he wonders, would his mother do?


  The six push through a narrow stone archway, and Rowan follows. They must be near the Councilman’s house now, unless he lied about that, too. Rowan looks up and sees, against the almost full moon, something that is big enough to be a castle. It is dark against the stars, turrets pointing impotently at the sky.


  His mother is possibly one of the most ruthless people he knows. She, Rowan thinks, wouldn’t have hidden in a cellar. She would gather information, and then she would create a noise. Create publicity, use every weapon at her disposal. She wouldn’t think of her own safety—Rowan knows she’s gone into war zones, and remembers a story about her being kidnapped by terrorists before he was born—he can’t remember where, it doesn’t matter . . . Yes, she’d look at everything and say, “I see a council which passes new laws that the people dislike, there’s a sense of discontent and poverty and oppression. There is an organized resistance. I am a person from another world, mistrusted, but my coming is foretold and I even seem to frighten people, especially when I’m clutching this goddamn sword. . . .”


  I am an ignorant legend, but a legend nevertheless.


  Yes. His mother would take all that and . . . and do something.


  They are very close to the castle now. The alley opens out into a sort of small square, and the air is frosty, scented with grass. There are some trees, the first Rowan has seen in this ancient stone city where the buildings are so close together. The gang has gone silent now, their steps have quickened. Rowan can see one of them cradling the rag-wrapped sword in his arms.


  Rowan breaks into a run.


  He sees them turning, senses their shock, and he launches himself through the air.


  He hits the one cradling the sword squarely from behind, arms and legs flailing. They both go down with a crash. Rowan feels the guy’s breath coming out of him with a humph, feels the guy’s forehead crack down on stone. Rowan scrambles to get the sword. Goddamn rags—which end is which? He senses something flashing down at him, flinches away and brings the sword up like a club, knocking the guy’s arm away. Wrapping flying off—there’s the hilt, he has it.


  Rowan surges to his feet, sweeping the sword around in an arc. He feels it connect with something, hears a cry and a guy falls back holding onto his arm.


  “Stay back!” Rowan says. “I don’t want to hurt—”


  But another fellow is coming in— the howling one—and he howls and jumps forward. Christ, this guy is psychotic, and big, a big ape. Rowan backs up, holding the sword in front of him, but the guy keeps coming, he’s not stopping, he’s howling and leaping and—


  Rowan brings the sword down onto his shoulder.


  It’s a shock, how easily it cleaves into flesh. The psycho howling turns into a scream like an animal’s, a high, panicky sound of pain. The guy whirls sideways, dark blood fountaining out from his shoulder in a wet, warm arc. Rowan barely remembers to keep his sword up; another one is coming for him.


  “Stop!” Rowan screams, but they’re not stopping—this one’s launching forward and Rowan tries to slap him aside with the flat of the sword.


  It doesn’t work. He cuts into the guy, feels the sword skipping down over ribs, and then biting deeply into softness. Soundless, the guy crumples onto the ground.


  Two remain on their feet. They’re wary now, staying back out of the reach of Rowan’s sword.


  The guy with the hurt shoulder is screaming. He’s dragging himself along the ground and—no, it’s the one with his guts looping out, he’s trying to stuff them back into himself with his hands, and the sound that’s coming from his mouth—


  “Shut up!” Rowan shouts, idiotically.


  In the moonlight he can see the faces of the two still facing him. One has eyes and mouth gaping open, black in the night like holes. The other is the bald one he pegged as the leader. He’s on his toes, looking for a way in. He’s not giving up.


  “You,” Rowan says, pointing the sword at the bald guy’s chest. “Where were you going? With, with—” he brandishes the sword “—this.”


  The guy doesn’t answer.


  “Tell me!” Rowan hears a hysterical edge to his own voice. Hold on, hold on, stay clear.


  The guy hesitates. Then a smile spreads across his face and he makes a slight turn, a gesture upward.


  Above them, at the top of a wide stone staircase, a great wooden door opens, spilling gold light into the blue air.


  “To the Council,” the thug says.


  And with that he backs off, melting into the shadows. The frightened guy looks from Rowan to his injured mates, and then takes off after the leader with a sound between a sob and a gulp.


  Rowan turns to face the light.


  Chapter Forty-Three


  What Did I See?


  There’s a place, a place where the dead gather.


  Ophelia’s hands are held. Her right is grasped by the frail little hand of the Mender, her left by the firm grip of the Virgo, the one with the blonde hair. The room is impenetrably dark. What she sees is elsewhere, but inside her, too, as if inscribed on the underside of her skull.


  It is a barren plain. Soughing grasses and thistles tuft up between stones, many millions of small, smooth stones carpeting the ground as if left behind by a nameless and long-drained sea. Larger stones loom here and there, punctuating the waste: pointless sentries, megaliths flung by a mad giant.


  The sky never changes. It is grey, like the long twilight of a cloudy day in a season where the sun never sets. It glows without casting light, one can never be free of this half-light. There are no shadows here.


  Around the far edges of the sickly phosphorescence is a pressure-ring of dark. It recedes as Ophelia moves toward it. She is hovering above the landscape like a hummingbird, suspended within the singing.


  The horrible sound twines through her body: threaded, high-pitched wheezing notes, the inhaled breaths of childhood nightmare visitors. There are words, indistinguishable, the edge of one sucked into and blurring the next. The singing penetrates all, carrying Ophelia toward the forever-receding horizon. The darkness encircles, it is the edge of all things.


  Dark shapes, not birds, flit across the sky, pieces of the outer dark.


  Gradually she sees that some of the grey shapes are bodies. People crouch, frozen—no, they move, barely. The movements are purposeless and small. In the distance is a tower: pale, irregular, a stalagmitic excretion of stony soil thrown up toward the sempiternal sky.


  As she moves toward the tower, more bodies come into view. They crouch in postures of pain and boredom, caged in wretched solidity of flesh and bones. The creatures are nearly indistinguishable from the stones. Children, so many children. Many are horribly thin, with the swollen bellies of the starving. Adults, too, also starved, or with bodies that look like they were bludgeoned to death. Others have the bloated, semi-eaten bodies of the drowned; there are many of these.


  Some raise their faces up. They look like they died of grief.


  Ophelia sees non-human people beneath her, too. Parched mermaids, slit from tail to gullet. Centaurs clubbed and beheaded, and satyrs like The Gor dismembered. Demented dryads, their spirit tree cut at the root; cow-headed women stabbed through the heart.


  They crouch too near, lie with and on each other, flesh bruising and softening, melting into each other, seeping endlessly into the parched plain.


  She reaches the tower. At the foot of it lies a maimed and broken warrior. His greenish skin is weeping, his severed head lies on his chest.


  And a dragon. She curls around the broken warrior. She leaks corrosive black blood from her neck, and her eyes weep blood, as do her broken claws and maimed tail and uprooted stump where once was her tongue.


  The dragon weeps and waits in the land of the dead.


  —


  Ophelia snatches her hand away from the Mender.


  The Virgo on the other side of Ophelia stops singing. Her name, Ophelia has learned, is Nancy. It was Nancy who sang at the Games in the coliseum, not the Mender; that’s another thing Ophelia has learned. The Mender is too ill to sing anymore.


  Ophelia sinks to her knees. The carpet, she notices dully, is soft, a pink paisley pattern swirling and reforming. A soft carpet. The copper lamp, the Night Light, flickers at the Mender’s bedside.


  Pest nestles into her side, looking at her with big eyes. Pim sinks to her haunches, wrapping her arms around Ophelia. The Gor is there, too, and Doctor Capricus. He rarely leaves the Mender’s side.


  “Are you all right, my friend?” asks Pim.


  Ophelia nods. She’s still trembling.


  The Mender lies in a bed with a pale-pink, lacy canopy and pink coverings. “Is everything here pink?” Ophelia had asked Pim days ago, so long ago. Time compresses and extends like an accordion.


  It has been days since the tsunami, but it feels like yesterday, and years ago, too. So much has happened in the ruined city, but also between Ophelia and Nancy and the Mender. For during these days, they have been teaching Ophelia to See.


  Ophelia looks to the Mender. She is so small, her face sunken with exhaustion. She almost disappears beneath the pink covers, that’s how small she is, but is so different from a little body like Pest, who even in sleep radiates energy. She rarely speaks, choosing instead to let Nancy order everything. But Ophelia has seen flashes of something like humour in the dying woman’s eyes. And once or twice, she has caught the Mender looking at her with something almost like hunger. Her frailty makes you want to feel sorry for her, or protective; then Ophelia reminds herself that this is the person who organized the Games, and the executions.


  “What did you See?” Nancy’s deep voice commands an answer.


  Ophelia looks back at the figure in the bed, and The Mender nods, ever so slightly. “I Saw a crowded place.”


  “Crowded?” Nancy’s voice sharpens; she almost looks like she wants to contradict Ophelia.


  “Yes. Full of . . . dying people.” They weren’t exactly dying, but Ophelia can’t think how else to describe them. “And others, too, not just human. Mermaids, and women that looked like trees. . . .” She trails off.


  “What else?”


  There is something about Nancy that makes people want to please her. She rarely smiles, but when she does it’s like the sun comes out; someone would do a lot, Ophelia thinks, just to see that smile. “There were many children, and . . . starved, many of them. And drowned. Beaten. Closer to the centre they were on top of each other, piled up . . .” She shudders and closes her eyes.


  “Drowned?” asks the Virgo.


  Ophelia can’t speak, she only nods.


  “You Saw it!” Nancy’s voice rings out, triumphant. “You visited the land of the unmourned!”


  Pim wraps her arms around Ophelia. “It was not right to send her there. You won’t do it again.” She has this tone with Nancy sometimes, like the star pupil challenging the teacher.


  “It’s all right, Pim. I agreed to try,” Ophelia says.


  “It was necessary, Pim.” Nancy’s voice vibrates. “Now we know: Ophelia has the ability to See! And what did she See? Crowded, she says! People have been dying in such numbers that they leave no one to Blot them.”


  “Blot?”


  “Remember.”


  “Come on, Ophelia.” Pim takes her hand. “You need to rest.”


  Ophelia hangs back, looks again to the Virgo. “There was more. A . . . a tower.”


  “Yes?” The Virgo is eager, like a drawn knife.


  “It was . . .” It was horrible, Ophelia wants to say; the word is inadequate. “At its foot there was a man with his head cut off. And there was . . . a dragon. Dying. Bleeding.”


  The Virgo, Pim, The Gor, Pest, the doctor, all let their breath out together in a sigh.


  A soft sound from the bed: the Mender is speaking, quietly; it pains her to speak. Ophelia takes her hand, leans in.


  “Nancy . . . do not force the girl. . . .”


  “We must go,” the Virgo says quickly. “We are tiring the Mender. You all go to the meeting chamber; I will join you shortly.”


  Pim leads Ophelia out, Pest clutching two of her fingers; The Gor follows. Ophelia turns in time to see Doctor Capricus and Nancy bending over the Mender on the bed. Nancy takes her hand, shaking her head; then the door swings closed.


  The walk through the castle takes time, because it is full of people. Since the tsunami, Nancy has been organizing groups of rescuers, sending them through the city to find the injured, the trapped, the grieving. She has opened the halls of the pink palace to everyone. Everyone has a place to sleep, and food, although there is all too little of it. The castle has its own spring under its foundations that has been unaffected by the ocean’s surge, so there is drinking water.


  “This place was built to withstand the earthquakes; also a siege,” Nancy told Ophelia.


  She is tireless. Ophelia has to admire her. She’s one of those people who can calm a crying baby with a touch and a smile, and she seems to remember everyone’s name. She seems to love the people, and they her.


  There was some kind of celebration, bigger than Christmas—Big Night? No, Great Night—despite the disaster, with an attempt at feasting and costumes, and parades of characters through the castle. Candles lit on every wall, every windowsill, for the dead.


  Ophelia has seen the moon go to full, and shrink again.


  The moon rises later and later in the night.


  And still, she is here.


  She has not felt the long, thrilling slide home. In fact, it is beginning to feel more real here than the city where she was born and grew up. Everything—smells, tastes, touch, the people—feel so vivid, intense and present.


  Sometimes, when night has fallen and she is drifting to sleep, finally alone, she finds herself thinking of Rowan. She brings his face to her mind’s eye. She thinks she is not remembering him properly: Are his eyes really that blue, or is she exaggerating the tilt of his cheekbones? That way he sat, bent over like a question mark? The feeling of his hand in hers?


  It’s just a memory, here, in this ruined city.


  Nancy has organized groups to clear the wreckage from the lower regions of the city. But Calabar will not soon recover from this disaster. And they know it may happen again. They are braced for it; almost daily the land shakes, just a little, enough so that you can never forget. And last night, the sky went red; the great mountain glowing with lava. People aren’t supposed to go to the lower levels of the city unless they are part of a cleaning and reconstruction detail, but of course they go, trying to find things, or the bodies of loved ones.


  But most of them are here, in the castle.


  They reach out and touch Ophelia as she passes. They say things like, You will save us, you are our Chosen. They want her to touch their babies, put her hands on their wounds. Pim and The Gor protect Ophelia from being pressed too closely; they lead her, gradually but firmly, through the people to the other side of the castle. She reaches out, touches as many outstretched hands as she can. It feels silly but it seems to make people so happy. Her pretty green dress is smeared with marks left by the people’s hands.


  At last they make their way up a long spiral staircase—climbing it makes Ophelia feel a bit sick—and come to a room with wide windows facing the sea. It is easy to see the furthest extent of the great wave from here: it has left a stain on the tiered rock of the city, and some walls lie tumbled. Beyond that, Ophelia sees the choppy water, floating debris, trees, capsized boats.


  There is a round table in the room; they all sit and wait.


  And wait.


  Pim, restless, gets up and paces in front of the window. “She keeps us hanging,” she says. Ophelia notes again Pim’s peevish tone when she speaks of, or to, the Virgo. It’s interesting; she’s never like this with anyone else.


  “The Mender needs tending,” rumbles The Gor.


  “Oh, Gordon, she never pays all that much attention to the poor woman. She’s probably taking so long to get here because she’s busy being adored by the people.”


  “You really think that’s why Nancy works as hard as she does?” Ophelia asks. “I think she genuinely cares about everyone.”


  Pim softens. “She is driven to help.” She flaps her hands in a helpless gesture. “I, on the other hand, am a constant disappointment.”


  The Gor rumbles a laugh.


  “It’s true, Gordon! She never includes me in any of the planning, never asks my opinion. She just does as she pleases.”


  Ophelia is confused. “Are you next in line to lead the Virgos, as she does?”


  “No! Of course not.” Pim’s eyes flash with anger. “My mother should explain all this to you! Why does she keep things secret? She is the master of fragmentary truths, that one.”


  “Your mother . . . ?”


  It comes to Ophelia in a rush. How has she been so blind?


  Nancy, the Virgo, is Pim’s mother.


  Chapter Forty-Four


  A Lesson In Compassion


  Ophelia feels her face flush. She hates feeling stupid.


  “Surely you knew.”


  “No,” snaps Ophelia. It is suddenly difficult to speak, for Ophelia is overcome with intense longing.


  If she could have imagined the perfect mother, it would be Nancy. Strong, capable, smart, loved, and loving.


  She could cry with the longing. And yet there’s Pim, with that perfect mother, filled with seething resentment.


  How could Ophelia have missed it? The tilt of Pim’s chin, the accusation in her voice, the defiance gleaming in her eyes—it reminds Ophelia of herself with her own mother, especially since she can see that Pim hates herself for being childish. No one drives you insane like your own mother. Ophelia misses Mary, then, with painful suddenness. Good-hearted, emotional, lonely Mary.


  If she ever gets home she will try to be nicer to her mother . . . And then the sadness surges; she will drown in this sadness . . .


  Ophelia is saved by the entrance of the doctor and Nancy. Her red veil covers her face, and she carries the Night Light, in front of her. She places it in the centre of the table, and only then does she fold back her veil.


  “Is she all right?”


  Nancy tilts her chin at her tall daughter, and a smile quirks the corner of her mouth. She doesn’t answer. She takes an empty chair directly across from Ophelia. She looks tired, as tired as Ophelia’s mother after a long week. She hooks an empty chair with one foot, drawing it closer and putting her feet up on it; she rubs her face.


  Heat shimmers rise from the copper lamp; it reflects all the faces around the table like a weird, orangey fun-house mirror. Ophelia can see a tracery of lines along the surface. It’s beautiful, the lamp; it draws her. She forces herself to concentrate on what Nancy is saying.


  “We must act. Too many souls are unable to transition; it will affect the balance even more negatively than the despotic actions of the Render already have.”


  “Why did you make Ophelia go to that place?” asks Pim.


  “I want to help,” Ophelia says quickly.


  “I am glad.” Nancy’s deep voice thrums with gladness, and Ophelia feels her heart expand with pleasure.


  Pim stirs, subsides.


  Everyone is silent. The room is very quiet. Everyone is looking into the eternal, mesmerizing flame of the Night Light.


  “The children, first,” says the Virgo at last. “They were the first to die.” Her voice, quiet, somehow fills the room. “Then, of course, the weak, the sick. The volcano shook, it did not stop. So much ash went into the air. Nothing could grow that year, nor the year after. There was a terrible famine. And the Render took that opportunity, seizing power in the North.”


  Everyone around the table is nodding; they know this. The history lesson is for Ophelia’s benefit.


  “Within a decade he took over the land, the best farms. He created a secret prison for dissidents. He convinced people that under his leadership, they would be safer. He demonized me; there have been several attempts on my life.”


  “Not just you. He demonized the entire south.”


  The Virgo goes on as if Pim has not spoken. “He convinced the Northerners that with so little food to go around, the halves were parasites, abominations that must be eradicated.”


  The Gor rumbles in his throat, Doctor Capricus snorts.


  “Why didn’t anyone stop him?”


  “We tried, Ophelia. We even tried to . . .” Is it Ophelia’s imagination, or does this steely woman’s voice tremble? Her steady gaze slides off to one side. “. . . assassinate him. I could see no other way.


  “But we failed. He lives, and continues to kill and imprison and oppress and starve the people.


  “And that’s what you saw in the land of the dead. Many, many children: dead of starvation, the famine that gripped the land and has been extended through the Render’s psychotic grip on power in the North. Do you know,” she says, and she stares straight into Ophelia’s eyes—those pale grey eyes, you could fall into those eyes, pale with a dark ring around the outside, reminding Ophelia of the sky of the dead place. “Do you know what happens to a person when they starve?”


  “Well, they die.”


  “Specifically?”


  Ophelia’s jaw tightens; she is being quizzed. “They burn up reserves, like body fat, and then muscle.”


  The Virgo nods. “The body turns cannibal. And eventually, the starving person becomes too weak to move or even eat. They cease to interact with the surrounding world. They become too weak to sense thirst, become dehydrated. All movements become painful: muscles atrophy, skin dries and cracks. Then disease comes in. Fungi, for example, grow under the esophagus. Swallowing is unbearably painful.”


  Ophelia feels Pest shudder. She puts her hand on his back, feeling his spine and ribs through his thin shirt.


  “After a time, the loss of body protein affects the function of important organs. The ultimate cause of death is generally cardiac arrhythmia or arrest. . . .”


  The technical terms sound strange here, in this pink granite palace, but before Ophelia can respond, Pim interrupts. “Why do you go on about this to her? Do you imagine she needs a lesson in compassion?”


  “We all need that lesson, every day. We all must understand. The children you saw, Ophelia, they had no gentle death. No final words. They died staring into the air.” The Virgo closes her eyes, her face is almost ecstatic. “Or slipping down into the dirt.”


  Pim makes a noise in her throat, but stays silent.


  The Virgo speaks again. “And of course you saw more there, too, didn’t you, Ophelia? The adults would have been the next to arrive. Many of these, like the children, ate their own bodies. But many would have died at the Render’s re-education camp, the prison, the factory farm. Tortured, overworked, beaten.” Nancy stands and walks to the window, looking out across the violated sea. She’s short, Ophelia realizes. It’s easy to forget that, she projects so much power. “Intact bodies like ours, here, bodies that worked and loved, danced and ate and slept, cried, gave birth, laughed. Whips cutting them, knives and wires inserted into them. Gouged and pricked and torn and dismembered.”


  She pauses.


  “And the halves, persecuted and hunted.”


  The room is full of silence, the silence is water and could drown you.


  “And now, all the drowned. All with no one to mourn them, no one to remember, no way to leave that place.


  “There are too many people there now.”


  “What can I do?” asks Ophelia.


  The woman smiles, it’s like sunshine. “Everything. We know now that you can go to that place. It’s because you have arrived fresh from . . . from hell.” There’s a sarcastic twist to her mouth. “We must get you while you are fresh.”


  “It’s not hell,” Ophelia says. “It’s my home.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “The North is hell,” Pest pipes up.


  “What’s that, little man?” Ophelia tousles his hair.


  “I come from the North. My family died. My sister died in the bed. I had to stay there with her because there was no place to put her. My brothers died, too. My parents and then my grandmother. They got stiff, and smelled bad.”


  “Pest came from the countryside outside Kalmar, didn’t you?” the Virgo says.


  Kalmar! Rowan’s city! The word jolts through Ophelia. It’s here, just like he said. Maybe it’s true that he used to come to Antilia. Is it possible he wasn’t playing her after all? If only they’d had more time before Ophelia got pulled in. . . . If only . . .


  Pest gabbles his words fast like he doesn’t want to get too close to them. “I heard that they would take care of you down here. Some people said it. Other people said everyone here was crazy. But everyone up there was dead. So I got on one of the Council’s fishing boats. I hid. They found me. They beat me. But they brought me here.” He looks around the table. “I got here.”


  “Along with thousands of others,” Pim nods.


  “The South has become a refuge from famine and oppression,” Nancy adds. “Isn’t that right, Gordon?”


  The Gor bares his teeth. He nods, once.


  “Why am I still in Antilia?” Ophelia has to ask. Maybe Nancy knows; of anyone here, she might know. And maybe Nancy knows if another—if Rowan—could come here, too.


  “Because Antilia needs you.” The Virgo begins to pace around the table. “The Render,” she spits the word, “has the council under his thumb. The injustice and horror they have visited upon the North—well, you have seen it. Mass starvation, oppression of nonhumans and dissidents, bigotry, hatred. And also you saw the Dragon and the Green Knight in the dead land, did you not?”


  Ophelia’s mouth dries; she cannot speak. This description of the North sounds nothing like Rowan’s. Doubt fills her again. And the horror of that Dragon and Knight . . . “Why?” she asks. “Who left them there like that?”


  Pim says in a flat voice, “He did that. The Render. He maimed them and they linger on in that dead land.”


  Nancy goes to Pim, then, placing her hand on the top of her daughter’s head. “We have taken in all of the refugees who have been able to get to us. We have given people hope. But we have not moved.


  “It is time to act!”


  Ophelia senses Pim, wound up like a spring; The Gor is half out of his seat, and the doctor bleats, once, as if he can’t help himself. Their eyes are shining, they gaze at the Virgo like she’s a goddess. “We will bring them to justice! We will bring balance back to Antilia!”


  Chapter Forty-Five


  Figurehead


  The coliseum is full. Water has marked it more than halfway up its great walls, but it’s standing. Many people are there, and halves, too, the richly-dressed and the ragged. Children sit on the shoulders of adults; some are agile enough to have climbed the tough old vines that grow around the outer columns. Many people wear armour, metal and leather, swords and longbows and spears by their sides. The hooves of centaurs and satyrs clop on the stones, cutting through the din of voices.


  Ophelia stands with Pim and Pest on the great open floor, opposite the place she sat during the dreadful Games. There is an unlit brazier to one side.


  Doctor Capricus and The Gor approach through the crowd, and a cluster of Virgos in their black robes and red gauzy veils, like red-edged nuns.


  Nancy strides behind them, the copper Night Light as always between her palms. She doesn’t look at Pim or Ophelia. She uses the Night Light to set the brazier afire. She lowers her veil over her face, standing with her head bowed and her hands clasped, watching the flames swiftly flowering. Waiting.


  And still people come.


  The heat from the brazier shimmers, making Ophelia uncomfortably hot, but no one else seems bothered by it. Ophelia wipes her forehead and tries not to show the trepidation she feels. So many people, looking down on her!


  Finally it seems that it is time, for the Virgo raises her arms, shimmering in the heat.


  The crowd quiets.


  Ophelia feels very, very nervous.


  “My people,” Nancy says, “the time has come for action.”


  Murmurs, a few shouts of agreement.


  “The world is splitting. The balance has been upset!”


  Calls, cries. It’s like one of those Baptist prayer meetings, Ophelia thinks.


  “We will . . . The Mender has told me her plan.” Nancy’s powerful deep voice cuts through the noise, carried by the acoustics of the hall. “We will set sail for Kalmar. We will rally the townspeople there, we will bring the Render and his Council to justice!” The Gor is growling, the doctor bleats, Pim whimpers. “And then . . .” The Virgo pauses, looking around at the crowd.


  She’s good, Ophelia thinks. She’s got that whole rhetoric thing down. People want to please her. Even me, I don’t know what’s going on but I’d do anything she’d tell me to. Her flesh goosebumps, her hair prickles on her scalp. Everything is very sharp and clear.


  “And then we will go to the battlefield.” Nancy’s voice is low, thrumming like a bass note. “Ophelia—” and here, horribly, she looks at Ophelia; the whole coliseum looks at Ophelia “—Ophelia will raise the Dragon with her voice! She will sing, sing new songs from hell! The songs will raise the Dragon, and harness her!”


  What?!


  But the effect on the crowd is electrifying. The place fills with howls, hoots, stomping feet. The Virgo’s hands are shaking the air.


  Is she crazy? Ophelia wonders. If she is, then she’s got the power to make everyone else go crazy with her. It’s like that horrible travesty of a performance before the tsunami: Ophelia is the singing harpy in the frothy pink dress, and she’s supposed to ride a Dragon. . . .


  Pim’s eyes are rolled back in her head, and she drops to a crouch, rocking back and forth on her heels.


  “She will go to the great tower!” The cheers build, cresting. The Virgo looks at Ophelia and directs her voice, more quietly, at her now. “It is the portal into the land of the dead. You will release the dead from their suffering, and harness them for our victory.”


  “Me?” Ophelia squeaks.


  “You have the power. You are our Chosen.”


  “But I didn’t choose . . .”


  “I will guide you,” Nancy says. “As the Mender’s intermediary,” she adds.


  That’s who’s missing. The Mender.


  “Pardon me,” whispers Ophelia, “but are you fucking insane?”


  “Sometimes,” Nancy answers softly, “I wish I was.”


  Pim is shaking her head, her whole body, growling low in her throat. The Virgo looks up and out at the vast crowd. “All hail our Chosen!” she gestures at Ophelia. Another wave of excitement. The warriors bang weapons on shields; the noise deafens.


  “Nancy, please, don’t make me into some kind of figurehead. . . .”


  Nancy puts her arm around Ophelia, pinning her to her side. She’s cresting the wave of sound, soaring over it with her voice. “She will make music for our people and raise the dead for the final battle. She will harness the Dragon, and we will be victorious!”


  “What damn dragon?”


  The din from the crowd feels like it will shake the walls down. Pim’s rocking becomes violent. Ophelia tears away from Nancy and crouches next to her friend, so she is only dimly aware of the stir among the cluster of Virgos, the bleat of a creature that sounds rather like Doctor Capricus. An actual goat, a large black ram with great spiraling horns is led forward. He is struggling; the Virgos expertly drag him to Nancy. Nancy holds out her hand. The goat quiets. She unloops a rope from around her waist and, quick as a thought, she’s lassoed the ram’s feet and drawn the loop closed. The ram kneels, then falls over onto the stone.


  The crowd is humming, they are singing, chanting. That song again. Horses. Horses. Horses. Horses.


  The Virgo has a knife. Ophelia cannot move. The woman is going to kill the goat. Ophelia thinks she hears the woman mutter from under her veil, “I’ll never get used to this.” But then Nancy holds the blade high in the air, there’s an agonizing pause. With one sure movement she sweeps it across the goat’s throat. The goat, he doesn’t even move. His bright eyes stare, then dim.


  His blood pumps over the top of the stone slab, spills rhythmically over the lip, and pools on the stone floor.


  Chapter Forty-Six


  A Perfect Kiss


  Later, Ophelia remembers the smell of the organs of the goat, the raw scent of them pulled from the body, the thick sizzle on the brazier. The chanting of the people, their cries. She remembers the way the Virgo studied the entrails, making pronouncements. Somehow this ritual was helping her plan the expedition, or the war, or whatever it was. Ophelia crouches on the stone floor next to Pim and they rock together. Pest joins them, less because he’s afraid, Ophelia thinks, and more because he likes to do what Ophelia’s doing.


  They remain until everyone has filed by the Virgos and eaten a fragment of the meat, until the singing and chanting have faded, until the crowd has finally drained away and the meat is gone and the brazier has been reverently doused and taken away by two of the smaller Virgos.


  It is quiet. The sun slips low, sending long fingers of light through the coliseum. They are alone. Gradually, soft chirping and runs of song herald the return of small birds. The rhythmic, distant sound of the sea lulls like the beating of a great heart. Pim seems to calm, slowly comes back to herself.


  “Was there a sacrifice?”


  Ophelia has almost fallen asleep in the cool shade. She lifts her head. Pim is regarding her sleepily, and Pest lies with his head on her legs.


  “Hmm?”


  “I can smell it.”


  “If that’s what you call it. Sacrifice.” It’s horrible. “What kind of god do you people believe in that wants a dead goat?”


  “God?” Pim yawns. Her teeth are so white, her gums and tongue a lovely pink-brown. “What’s a god have to do with it?”


  Ophelia thinks for a moment. “If you sacrifice, doesn’t it go without saying that you’re sacrificing to something or someone?”


  “Oh . . . the land, I guess.” Pim scratches behind her ears. “But more than that. All things. The interconnectedness. Land, spirit, living, and dead.” She yawns again. “You’d better ask my mother.”


  Pim’s mother. That strange, powerful, charismatic woman who opens up a longing in Ophelia’s heart that threatens to drown her. She could ask Pim’s mother, ask about everything, but would she get an answer?


  Pim caresses Ophelia’s cheek. “You’re upset.”


  “Of course I’m upset!”


  “I don’t understand. We have a clear way now!”


  Ophelia struggles for control. “It’s . . . everything. The poor goat . . . and that horrible whatever you call it—games—here, before the wave . . . and the wave . . . and people keep talking about a dragon, and everyone says I’m to sing or something, we’re going to war . . . Well, now I’m crying.” She swipes at the tears. “I hate it here!” She knows she sounds like a child. “Pim, it wasn’t like this when you and I . . . Before. It was lovely. I hate crying.” She brings up her knees to hide her face.


  “It’s okay, Chosen,” Pest pipes up. “You can cry.”


  “Why do you call me that?”


  “I guess because that’s what you are.”


  Pim raises her head. “Here comes the doctor.”


  Indeed, it is old Doctor Capricus, sprightly on his goat legs, picking his way across the coliseum floor.


  “You have emeeeeerged from your traaaaance?” He bends over, tenderly cupping Pim’s chin.


  “Yes, doctor.”


  “And you, sir? How are you feeeeeling?”


  Pest giggles. “Good.”


  “How about our young Chooooosen?”


  “A little overwhelmed, to be honest.”


  “She’s upset about the ritual,” Pim tells the doctor.


  “Why does the Mender condone these things?”


  The doctor runs his fingers through his goat beard. “As Nancy would say, these things are neeeeecessary.”


  This is so unsatisfying. Ophelia grasps at a concrete question. “And that dead place I went to. That’s not part of Antilia, it’s another world again?”


  “It is Antilian, but only people from your world can see it,” Pim says, “and it is always almost empty. The Mender used to be able to go. . . .”


  “The Mender?” Ophelia catches her breath. “Wait. She is from my world?”


  Pim and Capricus nod. “Of cooooourse.”


  Ophelia’s bounces on her toes like she is about to run a race. “Why didn’t anyone tell me before?”


  “I thought you knew, Ophelia. I am sorry—”


  “Why am I the last to know everything?” Ophelia’s words ring out in the empty coliseum. Pest and Pim and the doctor look at her with sadness. Guilt sweeps through her for her temper; but really, it is too bad. “I have to talk with her.”


  “Then let us go to her,” Pim says.


  But Doctor Capricus is adamant. “She is asleep. I have given her a mild sedative; these events have taxed her consiiiiiderably.” He swallows the rest of the bleat and looks at Ophelia sorrowfully. “I do not like to deny you, but . . .”


  “Can you let me know when I could visit with her?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Thank you.” Ophelia has to ask. “How long has she been like that?”


  “Iiiiill?”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t really remember a time when she was strong,” Pim hesitates. “There was an attempt on her life about fifteen years ago. The Render in the North tried to poison her.”


  “Poison her? That’s so . . . arcane.”


  “The Mender—the South—we weren’t so much on our guard, back then. We didn’t realize how much hatred was motivating the Render.”


  “He knew the Mender liked cigaaaaars. He poiiiiisoned one, using spies. She haaaaas been as you seeeee ever since.”


  Ophelia remembers her mother telling her something like this when she was a kid—isn’t that cigar story really from Cuba, some CIA assassination plot against Castro? Ever since Mary told her that story, she’s thought of poison whenever she sees someone smoking a cigar.


  “Now do you see why we had to execute those people at the Games?” Pim goes on gently. “It is real, Ophelia. The threat is constant.”


  “You didn’t need to try and execute a small boy for stealing food.” Ophelia pulls Pest close to her.


  “The Games bring out . . . ”


  “Uncontrollable blood lust?” Ophelia cuts in, not even trying to keep the outrage from her voice.


  Pest takes Pim’s hand. “Maybe it was because of the last split not getting fixed properly.” He looks up at Ophelia and Pim with complete trust.


  Pim smiles. “I do believe you are correct.”


  Ophelia thinks of the Mender, coming here from Earth, then getting poisoned. Sick, almost dying, for years and years.


  She does not want to remain in Antilia for that long. The thought goes around and around in her stomach. She feels sick with it. “Do the people like me, like the Mender . . . do we ever go home?”


  “Yeeeees.” Capricus answers so matter-of-factly that Ophelia almost believes him. “When thiiiiings work as they should.”


  Work as they should. “Reassure me, why don’t you.”


  “Usually,” says Pim, “after a Chosen comes from your world and heals the split here in Antilia, there is a long period of calm.”


  “Yes,” Capricus bleats. “Thousands of yeeeeears, even.”


  “But the last healing was botched because of the Render’s treachery,” Pim continues. “The ground has kept shaking; it’s never stopped. My whole life it’s shaken. Things are out of balance. Famine, death, massacres. And the place of the dead—you saw it.”


  “Everything is wrong here now,” Pest says. “It’s not like the old days,” and he shakes his head like a man of ninety.


  Ophelia softens, and when she remembers what he’s been through—his whole family dead, his stowaway trip to the South—she melts entirely. “So then, we need to fix things, don’t we?”


  Pest looks like the sun just came up. “You will do it?” His body vibrates with hope.


  Ophelia must talk to the Mender, she must. Maybe then she will understand what she’s doing here, and how to fix what went wrong before.


  “Will you try?” Pim’s voice is gentle.


  The sun has slipped below the horizon; the air turns blue in the twilight. No breeze. It is very quiet, even the birds have fallen silent. What is it they all think she can do? Pest, Pim, Doctor Capricus, the Virgo, the Mender. Ophelia feels her heart sinking like a ship.


  She is alone in this strange land.


  She remembers the feeling of Rowan’s hand, gently touching her face, just before they kissed. He’d reached out his hand, so much bigger than hers, it was funny to put their palms together and measure. Remembers his bruised face, his broken nose and how it made him talk like he had a cold, and she’d had to work so hard not to tease him about it because she knew he felt embarrassed. And the way his eyes crinkled around the edges when he smiled at her. He’d looked so happy.


  She lets herself remember kissing him. A perfect kiss.


  She wishes he were here. She feels silly, but she does. It’s not like he knows anything more than me, she thinks. But she is certain that somehow, together, they’d be able to figure this out. She and Rowan, they are like a two-piece puzzle.


  Except she is sure he doesn’t love her. She reminds herself of the evidence. He was using her. Right? Except . . . he wasn’t lying about Kalmar. She knows that now.


  Her hands twist together in the hem of the green dress he got her.


  There’s only one way to find out. Maybe, if she is able to set things right here, she will be able to go home, to see him again.


  “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. But I will try.”


  It’s the strangest thing, but Pim, Pest and the doctor are all looking at her with tears trickling down their cheeks. They are profoundly moved. It makes Ophelia uncomfortable. “Oh, let’s go find some supper.”


  Pim wipes her cheeks and straightens up in one smooth movement. Pest bounces like a rubber ball. The doctor wipes his gentle furry face.


  “There will be a great feast,” Pim says. “At the castle, to celebrate our going to war.”


  “Well, I have suddenly decided that I am a vegetarian.”


  “Ah.” Pim’s eyes gleam. “You are dedicating yourself. The Virgos also eat only . . .”


  “It was that goat,” Ophelia interrupts. “I’m off meat for life.”


  Chapter Forty-Seven


  New Laws For New Times


  Rowan is ushered into the grand house to meet the head of the Council.


  It seems that a serving man had been behind that door all along, waiting for the thugs. Expecting them with their precious stolen sword, listening to the fight, and doing nothing.


  He lets Rowan in now, and closes the door. One of the guys outside is still screaming with pain, and Rowan’s legs feel like they are going to give out from under him.


  “Will you take care of those . . . the injured?” Rowan asks. The servant, an older man with his lips caved in where teeth should be, nods, and gestures at Rowan to follow him.


  There are armed guards in the foyer. They shift when Rowan passes, but do not move.


  The toothless servant leads Rowan through stone halls hung with tapestries, up a winding staircase, and into a great hall. A long table with a white cloth upon it is set for dinner, and around it sit men, women and children. Several guards stand at the periphery. The servant leads Rowan into the light.


  At the head of the table is the man who calls himself the Render.


  The man sees him and stands rather suddenly. He wears a white robe and the circlet around his head that Rowan remembers from the first time he saw him, at the gathering by the white stone. He’s a handsome man. He looks like a leader. The shock on his face is quickly masked.


  A woman rises with a little half-scream. A small boy begins to cry.


  The guards step forward, but the white-robed man puts up his hand and they fall back.


  “Chosen! All praises that you are safe.”


  Rowan is suddenly aware of his own smell, and the blood that stains his face and the blade he holds stiffly before him. He thinks he should have cleaned the sword—that’s what people always do in the books and old tales. He wishes he was shaven, clean. Thoughts stutter through his mind; he realizes he’s still holding the sword straight out in front of him, and makes himself lower it.


  The toothless servant goes to the council head and mumbles something.


  “Please,” Rowan says, “there are some injured men on your doorstep—will you see that they are cared for?”


  “Your men?”


  It takes Rowan a moment to understand what the man is saying—Christ, he feels tired all of a sudden, the adrenaline from the fight draining out of him like water out of a bathtub. The council head is performing a lie for the benefit of the others. “No,” he says. He stands as tall as he can. “I believe they might be yours.”


  The man’s eyes shift. “See to them,” he says to the servant, who leaves the hall.


  “I come alone,” says Rowan. “The ones outside tried to take this from me.” He makes an abbreviated gesture with the sword. “Please,” he says then, looking at those around the table, “I have not come to hurt anybody.” He tries to look reassuringly at the woman who screamed, at the children staring round-eyed. Everyone, he notices, is richly dressed in velvets and silks. They are plump, clean, so much more prosperous than the Whetungs or those at the resistance meeting. These must be the rich of Kalmar. There’s a great fish on a metal platter in the centre of the table with an apple in its mouth, like the whole roasted pigs he’s seen in illustrations of medieval feasts.


  “Why have you come?”


  “I told you,” says Rowan. “The gang tried to steal my sword. I followed them to your doorstep, and I was coming here at your inv—”


  “The sword belongs to you?”


  So, the man doesn’t want the others to know that he met with Rowan at Great Night and invited him to come here. Rowan closes his mouth, opens it again. “It seems to think it does.”


  “A sword doesn’t think.”


  “It burns anyone else who touches it.” Rowan turns the hilt toward the man. “Care to try? If you are truly the Render, as you claim, it will not hurt you.” His voice wobbles a little, but the sword stays steady.


  The man looks around the table and meets the eyes of a woman with jewels in her hair and exhaustion in her eyes. “You and the children will leave us now.”


  Without a word she rises; all the other women rise with her. One child begins to cry, and is swiftly hushed. They file out of the room, guards saluting as they pass.


  Ten robed men and, at a quick count, as many guards, are left in the room.


  Rowan tries not to look as scared as he feels. He makes sure his back is to a wall, and keeps a firm grip on his sword.


  “So, Rowan,” the man says, “welcome.”


  He has a look like he’s trying not to smile. This makes Rowan’s heart sink into his sneakers.


  “Why didn’t you have them kill me?”


  “Who?”


  Rowan restrains himself from saying, The men dying outside your door, you conniving idiot. He will be direct. “We both know you can’t touch this sword.”


  The man doesn’t take his eyes from Rowan. “It’s true.”


  A couple of the robed men gasp; others, Rowan sees, do not. Some of these councilmen might be closer to the council head than others. Do they all know that he is lying when he calls himself the Render?


  The man addresses the gathering. “The deception was necessary.” He turns back to Rowan. “The failure of the last Render has created troubles for this world that you can only begin to imagine.”


  “The last Render?”


  “Another person from your world. Surely you know that.”


  Rowan says nothing.


  “Those from your world bring nothing but trouble to Antilia.” The man turns back to the gathering. Is it Rowan’s imagination, or is there some actual emotion vibrating behind his words? “Throughout history we have been tied to you, frightened like children. Without the Chosen the world will split and fall, forever lost, into the ocean! But we are outside time now. The Chosen failed, last time, and that failure is the crucible that will release us. The cycle has been broken.”


  Rowan doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Outside time? The man keeps speaking. This rhetoric is for the benefit of the councillors, Rowan realizes. He had best keep his own ignorance to himself.


  “That is why I wished to take possession of the sword. People will only be frightened by your coming, and it is my responsibility to keep the peace. New laws for new times.”


  “New laws for new times,” the other councilmen echo.


  Rowan attempts a stab in the dark. “And yet the people are discontented, and the volcano continues to speak.”


  Silence.


  Rowan looks around the table at the men seated there. “So, this is the council of Kalmar?”


  “The part of it that matters,” the man says.


  The councillors release tension in laughter.


  “Yes, the part of it that matters!” a balding man chortles.


  “What is your name?”


  The laughter stops. The council head stares at Rowan.


  “My name?”


  “Everyone calls you the Render, or the imposter, depending on their views. But you must have a name. You know mine. What is yours?”


  The man clears his throat, then smiles. “It has been a long time since anyone called me by it. But my name is Brandr.”


  “Brandr.”


  “Yes.”


  You could cut the silence with a knife. None of the councillors betray surprise—Rowan guesses that they have known the man’s name, or knew at least that he at one time had one. Maybe it doesn’t matter. But it makes him more human.


  “Pleased to meet you.”


  Rowan decides to make things a little more uncomfortable for the man—Brandr. He slowly paces around the table until he stands behind the man. It sort of works; Brandr looks a little pissed off.


  “What do you want, Chosen?” a tubby man asks, his voice dripping with sarcasm. He looks familiar; Rowan remembers him from landing on the quay with Ari. He was the councilman who greeted them and led them to the sword in the stone.


  Rowan takes the bull by the horns.


  “First, I want all prisoners in the jail outside the city released on amnesty.”


  There’s a stir. Some of the councilmen laugh. “But they are dangerous criminals,” says the tubby man. “Surely . . .”


  “That is my principal demand,” says Rowan.


  The room becomes quiet.


  “And?” Brandr says after a pause.


  “And what?”


  “You have other requests to make of the council?” He’s hoping to give me enough rope to hang myself, thinks Rowan. Make a fool of myself.


  He decides to just ask them, see what they’ll say. “Do you think the people are happy?”


  He might as well have dropped his pants. The councillors stir, look concerned, embarrassed, look at each other, at the table, at the curtained windows.


  They think I’m trying to trick them, Rowan thinks.


  The shuffling silence goes on so long that he speaks again. “There’s a famine in the land?” It comes out a question. Damn it, what else can he do? He’s not from here, he doesn’t know how it all works.


  “One of the highest priorities of the Council is the redistribution of food resources,” says a small guy with a big chin.


  “Is it working?” asks Rowan.


  Another silence.


  “Look,” Rowan says, “people seem to feel I can do something. I represent something to them. Hope.”


  The man, Brandr, comes in smoothly. “No, boy. You represent change. The louts will jump at anything that looks different. They are easily amused, the herd, and as easily lose interest.”


  The tension in the room relaxes somewhat. Rowan sees some of the men nodding, looking gratefully in their leader’s direction.


  For some reason Ophelia comes into Rowan’s mind at this point. Listen to the language, Rowan almost hears her saying. She would, she’d notice the words, she’s sensitive to them. “Do you often describe your people as animals?” Rowan asks.


  “What are you talking about?” Brandr snaps.


  “You called the people a herd,” Rowan points out.


  “We have cleansed the population!” a thin, dark man blurts. “We are not animals!”


  This doesn’t make any sense, and the idea of population cleansing has only the most sinister associations for Rowan. “Aren’t you?” he says, but it means nothing, he’s only saying it to be irritating.


  But his question seems to electrify the council. Scattered shouts: “The halves are gone!”—“We are not animals!”—“Not anymore!”—“No!” Some jump to their feet. A big fellow, red in the face, yells, “We have cleansed the north country!” with such force that he looks like he’s choking.


  Before Rowan can respond, the red-faced man demands, “And what are you? Chosen?” He spits the word. “Did you come down from the hills like the others?”


  “What others?” What is he talking about?


  “The bandits, the renegades!”


  “Gentlemen, be cool,” says Brandr, and Rowan almost wants to laugh at this, the colloquial nature of the phrase. “I think we have only heard one demand from the Chos—” he stops himself “—from Rowan, and I think we are in a position to grant his wish.”


  “Never!” shouts the red-faced man, but Brandr stares him down until he sits. Undercurrents run through the room, they mystify Rowan.


  Brandr turns to face Rowan, and he makes the peculiar gesture Rowan remembers from people on the quay when he first arrived: folding his arms in front of himself, he claws his hands down from elbows to wrists.


  There are gasps from the others.


  “You are the true Chosen,” Brandr says. “I salute you. We must work together now.”


  He meets Rowan’s eyes.


  “I have been working for the good of the people. They have needed a strong leader. The land threatens to split every day; in danger we wake, and in danger we try to sleep at night. Never did I imagine a Chosen one would walk among us, and yet now I see that this is what you are.


  “We will release the prisoners tomorrow.”


  Some shouts burst from around the table, but Brandr raises his voice. “We will,” he enunciates, “release them. On my cognizance.”


  Rowan can’t believe he’s hearing this. “You will?”


  “Yes. At, let’s say, high noon. I will send a messenger tonight.” He turns to the stunned councilmen. “This action will prove that in this hour of need, when legends walk among us, we are united as a people. Antilia belongs to us all.”


  Rowan looks around the table. Confusion, rage, but also fear. They’re afraid, they really are. “My friend Ari. I want him safe.”


  “Certainly.” Brandr’s gaze doesn’t waver.


  Rowan remembers the faces of Yishay and Yonah, lit by candlelight. The many, many dead. He feels a burden. He can’t leave it here, he must try and deliver something. Change. “May I come back to address the Council, after the prisoners have been released?” Maybe between now and then he can figure out what to do.


  “Oh, certainly,” says Brandr. “Certainly. If you wish to address the Council you could come to our morning gathering, the day following the release of the prisoners. In fact, I think it would behoove us to appoint you the newest member of the Council.” He gestures to Rowan, a half-bow.


  Rowan isn’t sure he wants to join the Council. “Where do you meet?”


  “Here,” Brandr says, but then he gets a thoughtful look. “Perhaps,” he muses, “as a fitting symbol of this new dawn, we should meet in the old gathering place, the great hall?”


  That must be the great domed building.


  “It is sadly damaged by time and the shaking of the earth, but I think it will serve the purpose.”


  The big building must have immense significance for everyone in Kalmar. Yes, that makes sense; and the more of them that are able to gather, the better. Rowan nods.


  Brandr gestures to a guard standing against a wall, who steps forward. “This man will guide you out.”


  “Thanks.” The guard has paced in front of him and is waiting for him to follow. Rowan wishes he could think of something epic to say. He looks at the dinner party, all of them staring at him with expressions ranging from horror to curiosity. “Um, good night. Enjoy your . . . enjoy your fish.”


  He makes himself walk tall. His spine trying to crawl out of his body, but he makes himself walk tall.


  The guard bars the door behind him. There are streaks of black blood on the stones, but the wounded are gone. Rowan heads away from the stone mansion, following twisting alleys around and downward, always downward. The sword cut the howling man’s arm almost off, it was hanging, swinging by threads of flesh. He finds the market square, empty now it’s night. The intestines of the other looped out on the stones, wet. He stumbles, falls. They’ll die, those two, he knows they will. He’s killed them. It would have been better to finish the job instead of letting them die slowly like that. Rowan lies down. Walking is too difficult. He’ll sleep here, on the stones, tonight.


  Chapter Forty-Eight


  You Cannot Do This Alone


  Rowan awakens to a voice. He opens his eyes. Light around a girl’s head like a halo; he can’t make out her face, but she smells sweet. She’s saying his name, over and over.


  For a glorious heartbeat he thinks it’s Ophelia.


  “Rowan, what’s happened to you?”


  Rowan shuts his eyes against the light. Ophelia is far away, in the city they grew up in. She probably thinks he’s taken off on her. A pang runs through him. It’s been days, and yet he hasn’t given a thought to how time must be unfolding for her. No texts, even, from him, nothing to let her know how he feels, how sorry he is.


  If only he could tell her about all these things that are happening to him. Ophelia, it’s real, Antilia is real! He imagines her eyes opening wide, that slow, secret smile spreading over her face. The single dimple. I have a sword. I killed two people last night, Ophelia, I killed them. Will she hate him for that? It’s just like we imagined, only . . . it’s so hard, Ophelia.


  “Rowan, Chosen. Can you hear me?”


  Rowan forces himself to open his eyes again. He turns his head against the light. Every muscle in his shoulders and neck hurts, and his head is a heavy aching stone.


  “I hear you.”


  “You’re alive, at least.”


  Rowan presses his palms against the stone and makes himself sit up. For one horrible moment he thinks his sword is gone again, but then he sees it, between his body and the stone wall against which he wedged himself last night.


  “You’re covered in blood.”


  “Sigrid.” His throat is dry. He looks around the city square. It is empty, and the sun is beginning to peer over the tall building to the east. It’s cold; God, he’s cold. “What are you doing here?”


  “Market day; I came early to set up. Are you hurt?”


  “My head . . .” Rowan feels at his skull; nothing’s seeping, but he has a big egg on the side of his head on top of the original gash, and no doubt he looks a scabby fright. “I’m all right.”


  And then the evening comes flooding back to him.


  “Sigrid, I met the Council. The leader—he said he will release the prisoners.”


  “He what?”


  “He said he’d release the prisoners, the people in the jail, the work camp, the Council farm, whatever you call it.” He’s almost stuttering. “At noon.”


  “When?”


  Ari could be walking free, right now. “Today.” He struggles to stand up. “I must . . . Which direction is the farm? Can someone take me there? We have to go—”


  She looks frightened and overjoyed all at once. “It’s not possible. Today? They would never.”


  “We have to . . .”


  “Get up—you’re filthy!” She’s pulling him to his feet now, trying ineffectually to dust him off. “Are you still bleeding?”


  “Sigrid, I need your help.”


  Her face becomes so happy when he says this. He feels, obscurely, guilty.


  —


  Sigrid leads him to her home, dragging her cart filled with musical instruments behind her. “It’s not far,” she says. Then, more ominously, “They’re all very excited to meet you.”


  “Who?”


  “My family, of course! I’ve told them all about you.” She bursts into a few bars of “Fake Plastic Trees.”


  Rowan thinks he’d better think more about what songs he introduces to these people, if they’re going to fasten onto every little thing.


  Sigrid has convinced him not to charge directly toward the Council farm, but rather to come with her. “We will mobilize as many of us in the resistance as we can. You cannot do this alone.”


  “But it might be a trap.” He can’t be responsible for more people dying.


  “You must let us decide that. Hurry! The sun’s rising waits for no one.”


  Fingers of rosy light are beginning to pierce the streets.


  She lives in a warren of stone buildings in the heart of the city. The stone is black with age here, edges worn and rounded, like some ancient honeycomb. Laundry is strung back and forth across the narrow alleys, clumped in shafts of rare light like flowers. As they pass doors, Sigrid strikes out with her palm, calls softly. “Meet at my house! Now! The Chosen one is with me!” And people come out. They have over fifty following them now, and more and more come all the time, alerted by others.


  “Are you sure all these people are trustworthy?” Rowan murmurs.


  “As sure as I know my own name.”


  Rowan wonders. He remembers the man Bob Song Tao, his suspicion. And indeed, Brandr knew exactly where to find him in the Great Night celebrations. But there’s nothing he can do about it now, is there?


  They burst out into a small courtyard. “Here,” she says, and a door swings wide at her approach. The woman holding it open can only be Sigrid’s mother, so similar are they.


  “I’ve got the Chosen,” Sigrid says, voice vibrating with pride. “And he needs our help.”


  Chapter Forty-Nine


  Balancing The Risks


  And he promised he would release them all at noon . . .”


  “. . . release them all at noon, at noon . . .”


  It’s creepy hearing his words repeated, the sibilant esses, the soft percussion of consonants, stuttering back through the crowd in waves as people repeat what he’s said to those farther back, and back, up alleys and around corners. There’s no way to see how many people have gathered, and more arrive all the time.


  “He acknowledged that I am Chosen.”


  Is that true? The council leader had said he believed that. Whether he does or not, it’s a powerful tool.


  “It may be a trap.”


  He has to say this.


  “But I will head toward the farm now, with any who wish to accompany me. My friend is inside, and I must see if he is safe.” The west gate of the Council farm is a half day’s walk from the city, Sigrid has told him.


  He sees the faces lifted to him. He stands on a doorstep, flanked by Sigrid and her mother, Iduna. They think I can do something, Rowan knows. They want me to do something. He wishes he knew what.


  “Rowan!” It’s Yishay Whetung, pushing his way through the crowd.


  Rowan steps down and embraces the man. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he says.


  “Sorry for what?”


  “For sneaking off like that. I didn’t want to risk—”


  “You’re alive, that’s the main thing. Now, what’s all this about the prison?”


  —


  The people begin now, to debate.


  Rowan wants to leave immediately. It will take the better part of a day to travel to the jail. If Brandr has kept his word, prisoners will be filing out of the gates within hours—Ari himself will be walking toward the city—while he stands here wasting time, talking.


  “Not everyone who has been incarcerated will be able to walk,” points out Iduna. She has Sigrid’s red hair, and a hooked nose rather like Yishay’s. “If the Council keeps its word, then we’d best send carts, horses, whatever we can.”


  “Do you have someone inside?” Rowan asks. Her face freezes, and he realizes how tactless the question is. “Sorry.”


  “Sorry? No sorry. My husband, and my parents, and my eldest son.” She puts her hand over her heart. “It is so in every family. They are sent there to be re-educated through work.”


  “They’ve taken over the farms,” Sigrid adds. “The real farms, I mean. Mother grew up in one, on the coast where the Council farm is now, just south of here in the arms of the mountain. Rich land that runs down to the sea.”


  “The soil there is magical, and it is sheltered from the wind . . .” Iduna’s eyes are distant. “The Council took the land from my mother. What is twenty generations of farming worth? How can anybody make up for that?”


  “There’s never enough food now. Children are too small, and it tastes . . . wrong. People eat rats in the city. And in the countryside there are no more frogs.”


  What has happened to the idyllic Antilia of his childhood? Was the place he came to throughout his childhood a lure, a false fantasy? No wonder Ari kept him out of the city. The complaints, the fears people speak of, are familiar: hints of concentration camps, super-jails, the degradation and conglomerations of traditional farms, a powerful and self-serving government. It reminds him all too much of home.


  “At the Council head’s house last night,” he remembers, “there was fish on the table. Can’t people eat fish? And there are seals in the harbour. Can’t people eat . . . that kind of thing?”


  Mother and daughter throw their hands in the air in identical gestures of disgust. “We are prohibited from eating the bounty of the sea.”


  “Prohibited?”


  “Only the rich can eat that which comes from the water,” Sigrid clarifies. “By order of the Council.”


  “But . . . the ocean here is so big.” He pictures it. Only this small island, on a planet full of water.


  “New laws for new times,” says Iduna, sour as a crab apple. She stands. “But now, I am thinking of the prisoners. If they have survived . . . we have no way of knowing.” Her voice doesn’t even shake. Rowan realizes who she reminds him of then: his own mother. “I will organize a wagon train. And you, Chosen, will take a bath.”


  He protests; there’s no time.


  “No one is going anywhere immediately,” Sigrid points out. “And you look terrible. You need to impress the Council, not frighten them.”


  Rowan looks down at himself. His clothes are covered in dirt and blood—his own, other peoples’—and are stiff with sweat.


  He submits to a bath. Water is drawn from a pump behind the house, and heated on the suddenly-blazing hearth. This is poured into a tin bathtub, set up behind a flimsy curtain in a corner of the main room. A younger brother is commandeered to find clean clothes that will fit Rowan, and an old man announces that he will dig around for a leather sheath and belt for the sword.


  Rowan lets them order everything. It’s a relief.


  All the while, the volume of voices builds outside Sigrid’s home.


  Scuttling behind the curtain, he strips and gets into the bath as quickly as he can, embarrassment running under his skin. Children’s faces peer around the curtain at him, giggling, and are shooed away by Sigrid. Warm water, hard, heavy soap, feels like heaven.


  The younger brother finds some linen breeches that will fit, and a white linen shirt, laced with leather at the neck. He will have no choice but to put his dirty Converses back onto his feet. He feels like he’s dressing for some Dungeons & Dragons live roleplay event. But the belt and sheath—those feel good. The sword sits comfortably at last, out of the way but easy to draw, should he need to.


  And he knows he will need to.


  Yonah’s voice comes from beyond the curtain. “Well, let the fools refuse then.”


  “They have a point,” Iduna notes.


  “We should keep people hidden, here, around the city,” Yishay adds. “We should not all head for the prison. That path could easily be a trap; they could slaughter us from the clifftops.”


  “And of course not everyone who accompanies us would be a member of the resistance. Many of them will simply want to see their people again, people who have been incarcerated. We can’t count on them to support us if things turn ugly.”


  “It’s a matter of balancing the risks.”


  “Could the Council really be sincere?”


  Rowan hastily finishes doing up his shirt and emerges from behind the curtain, into the debate. “I will say this: I don’t believe the leader is the kind of guy to leave himself without a backup plan. But he acknowledged me as the Chosen before all the Council. And I have to try and find Ari. I must.”


  Sigrid puzzles over his dirty jeans, studying the rivets and belt loops, and the way the pockets are constructed. God, is everyone going to be wearing Levi’s and singing Radiohead now?


  “And he told me his name.”


  They all look at him. “Well, what is it?” Iduna asks.


  “Brandr.”


  They all think on it. No one speaks a word.


  “It makes him seem . . . human,” Yishay says after a while.


  “A name a shepherd boy could have,” agrees his brother.


  Sigrid meets his eyes, and smiles. It’s a pretty dazzling smile. “I think that this Brandr, he’s afraid. A Chosen one has returned to Antilia. And the people know it.”


  Chapter Fifty


  Open Gates


  When Rowan, accompanied by Sigrid, her mother, and the Whetungs, arrives back at the city square, it is already chaos.


  The sun is over the tallest buildings now. Rowan looks for familiar faces but it’s a blur; the place is packed with people, shouting, calling out. Rowan wonders if they’re all here because of him. It’s a terrifying thought.


  As he steps out of the alley a woman cries, “He is here!” and the cry is taken up and spreads like ripples.


  Rowan’s stomach jolts like he’s on a roller coaster.


  He’s got to play this.


  He jumps up onto a low wall, steadied by Yonah. The crowd shifts and turns like a tidal wave. Murmurs, growing into a shout. It is possible that the Council will order him shot now, here, in front of all these people. Anything is possible. His heart beats in his throat like it’s trying to claw out of his body.


  He sees Bob, waving like a madman and grinning ear to ear. “I knew you’d do it, I knew it!” Bob yells.


  “It’s time,” Yonah says.


  “Time for what?”


  And there’s the old woman from the meeting, and the voluble woman with the baby.


  They’ve all come to see what he will do. They all look at him with hope.


  He draws his sword and raises it into the air, feeling silly.


  The crowd cheers.


  —


  The jail, the farm, is a half day’s walk from the city of Kalmar. There is a second entrance, the South Gate, in a mountain pass near the foot of the vast volcano. But the prisoners, if Brandr keeps his word, will be released by the West Gate, the one closest to the city.


  Rowan, flanked by the Yonah and Sigrid, leads a crowd of Antilians. It’s an eerie echo of his arrival here with Ari; they go through the city, climbing up and up, and come to the place where the land falls. They gaze across the plain, a flat barren place, and looming in the distance, they see the mountain.


  It is interesting, Rowan considers, that the founders of Kalmar set the city in a place where you can’t see the mountain. Is it too painful a reminder of the island’s vulnerability?


  Well, they can see the mountain now.


  As if in response to Rowan’s gaze, the ground shakes slightly, and a dark rumble rolls through the air. Ash leaks out of the top of the great volcano, joining the low-lying clouds above the mountain.


  It’s terrifying.


  Rowan stands at the clifftop, the ancient worn stair cut from the living rock unfurling at his feet. Behind him, he hears the murmurs of hundreds of Antilians. The streets of Kalmar are full.


  Not everyone is here. Yishay is leading an armed group out along the clifftop, keeping watch for Council guards and/or assassins who might attack people on the road from above. Other members of the resistance have remained behind in the city. If any of them see something suspicious, they have a series of messengers posted, ready to run or sail to whoever needs the information.


  Rowan has never wished so much for a working phone.


  Antilians by the hundreds follow Rowan, drawn by the possibility of seeing their incarcerated loved ones again like salmon going home to the sea. And it is this very mass—the sheer number of citizens—that provides any measure of safety to this whole expedition. Surely even the Council won’t slaughter their own citizens en masse.


  Iduna has arranged for carts, wagons, and stretchers to come around the long way and meet them on the road, to carry the prisoners unable to walk.


  It’s the best they can do. Rowan gulps, and leads the crowd down the ancient, worn stone staircase.


  There’s the beautiful looping river, reflecting bright silver even under this grey sky against the bright green of the turf. And there’s the huge pale stone, now with a dark gash from top to bottom where he dragged the sword down and out. The road is smooth, packed earth. Rowan leads the people past the stone, his back crawling.


  He looks up. No sign of anyone above. He can’t shake the feeling that the stones, the cliffs themselves, have eyes.


  They go on in silence. The path rises over the river at one point, a stone bridge with a graceful curve. And on. Far off to his left, to the north, Rowan sees a blue line, the sea.


  “We are walking parallel to the shoreline, here,” says Yonah in answer to his unspoken question. “We are almost halfway to the gate.”


  Halfway? Rowan strains to see ahead. What will the Council farm look like? There must be a wall, he considers, to keep people in.


  There is someone up ahead. Rowan is about to touch Yonah’s arm but the man has already seen the figure. “It’s one of our messengers.”


  “Hopefully good news,” Sigrid murmurs.


  Rowan and the Antilians quicken their pace.


  The runner is a young woman, skirts tied up around her knees. She greets Rowan, folding her arms in front of her and clawing down her forearms from elbow to wrist. “Chosen,” she says between breaths. “Yonah, Sigrid, Iduna. Word is that the guards are emptying out of the Council farm, mostly via the South Gate in the mountains.”


  “And the prisoners?”


  “Are preparing to exit the West Gate. Few guards are left, and they claim to be following orders to support the exodus.”


  “The Council kept their word?” Rowan can’t believe his ears.


  “So it seems.”


  Word spreads backward through the line, and there are cheers. Rowan feels his heart swelling with joy. He wants to break into a run, but it would start a stampede. Again, feeling ridiculous, he raises his sword into the air, and walks forward, his heart beating fast and strong.


  “It is you,” Sigrid says. Her face is full of wonder. “Even the Council head, even Brandr—” she revels in using the new name “—sees that you are Chosen. He has had to change his plans now.”


  “New laws for new times!” chirps the old woman, right behind them, breaking into raucous laughter. “New laws for new times!”


  —


  They come around a bend in the road to a place where the cliffs veer seaward, curving across the path in an impenetrable wall. The cliff has been built into and carved here; it’s a fortress of living rock. Two towers spiral toward the grey and empty sky. Set deeply between them is a tall gate made of heavy wood, studded and bound with metal.


  The gates are open.


  Two guards stand in their council livery, but when they see Rowan and the others swing around the bend, they extend their palms outward to show they are unarmed.


  “I wouldn’t want to be them,” Rowan says.


  “Me neither,” says Sigrid. Her eyes are hard. “These are the men who have been terrorizing our families for years.”


  “I don’t want anyone hurt,” Rowan says, anxious. The last thing they need is some kind of frenzied bloodbath.


  Still no sign of any attack from above. Rowan senses Yonah scanning the cliff and the top of the prison wall, as anxious as he himself is. Guards could be hidden out of sight up there, ready to rain destruction down upon them all, bottlenecked here on this damn road with the cliff hemming them in.


  As they come closer to the gateway, one of the guards steps forward.


  “Chosen.”


  Rowan can’t see the man’s face through his metal helmet and faceguard. “Yes.”


  “Welcome.”


  The guards step back and are joined by several of their fellows. Straining, they push the gates open wide.


  Rowan stares. A wide, flat plain slopes toward the distant shore. It looks like a factory farm, rows and furrows wavering across the endless flat space. There is no farm machinery. They’ve done it all with hoes and shovels, ploughs pulled by human beings. At a distance, hugging the rock face, he makes out a tall fence, and behind that, holes are punched through the rock. This is the prison, dank caves in the rock, where so many Antilians have been incarcerated and “re-educated.” A sound comes from there, a steady, bright thwack. The fence is wavering . . . no, it’s coming down. It’s down.


  And a great rag-tag crowd emerges from behind that fence, clambering over the stumps, running, walking, and hobbling toward the open gates.


  “Someone should go inside here,” Yonah says, “and make sure there aren’t guards hidden.”


  “That’s a good idea.”


  Rowan strains to see Ari. He prays that he will see him out in front, healthy, unharmed—upright, muscled, sarcastic Ari. But not all Antilians are content to wait on the outside of the gates. Bob Song Tao rushes past Rowan, face distorted with worry and hope; the old woman bobs and weaves, dodging those taller than herself. All around him people are crying out with gladness, running. Yonah sends his great voice out, commanding respect and attention; the crowd slows, and a large contingent swarms the towers and the cliff top flanking the gate. The two guards at the gate identify themselves to Rowan and Yonah as captains.


  “We are only a skeleton force here now,” the larger man says. “We ask your amnesty.”


  “You have it,” says Rowan, with a glance at Yonah, who nods. “How many of you are there?”


  “Two hundred,” says the captain.


  “Where had we best put you?” Rowan can picture it: some of the people will not be able to find their loved ones; people have died here, so many, over the years. And they might want revenge.


  “The barracks would be safe.”


  “Two hundred?” questions Yonah. “Why so few?”


  The captain shrugs. “I do not know. Last night the Council’s messenger arrived, ordering the bulk of us to leave by the South Gate, via the mountain pass.”


  Rowan nods. “That’s what we heard. Are those others headed back to Kalmar?”


  The captain takes his helmet off. He’s a dark man, with a great scar over one eye. “I am not privy to the Council’s plans. I am sorry. I can tell you no more.”


  “What do you think, Yonah?”


  The big man looks up at the sky. “I think the same as always. We can’t know what, if any, treachery Brandr’s planning. Our strength is in numbers.”


  The crowd of prisoners, and the free Antilians who met them on the plain, are almost to the gate now. Behind Rowan and Yonah people jostle, call out names, trying to see.


  The prisoners come flooding out the gate and crash into the welcoming crowd in a great wave. Everyone is calling out, searching. It’s total chaos.


  And then suddenly he is there.


  Ari.


  Chapter Fifty-One


  The Meeting Place


  You took your time.”


  They are the same words Ari used when Rowan first fell into his boat; it seems a long, long time ago now.


  Rowan hugs him. He is so happy he can’t speak. Then he steps back, takes a good look, and hugs Ari again. “Are you all right?”


  Ari nods. “I am glad to be out of that place.”


  He smells terrible, looks drawn. A bruise covers half of his face. He looks Rowan up and down.


  “I am glad to see you, Rowan.”


  —


  Why?” Rowan asks. “Why does the Council think that farm is a good idea?”


  The Antilians shrug their shoulders. They are all on their way back to Kalmar, even some of the guards, who have thrown off their armour and livery and joined the throng.


  “I think,” says Bob, “that it is all part of their plan. To take full control of our food sources.” His voice is flat, his face closed. Rowan is worried about him. He was unable to find any of his family in the prison. While it’s possible they were incarcerated further south in the vast compound, it’s unlikely; the guards told Rowan that their orders were to consolidate all prisoners at the north end for the release.


  “Why?” he asks Bob. If politics can distract Bob a little, he thinks, then I’ll ask dumb questions until the cows come home.


  “So they can starve us, if we make trouble. If we can’t produce our own food we can’t stir things up, we can’t rebel when they steal our families; we will do nothing but worry about food. . . .” He trails off, panting a little in the dust stirred by so many feet.


  “My brother talked like this, too,” Sigrid says after a pause, gently. They found her father, and her mother walks with him now, tears streaming down her cheeks. But Sigrid’s older brother, the eldest of the family—and Iduna’s parents, Sigrid’s grandparents—have not, it seems, survived. “A conspiracy. Men always think there is a conspiracy.”


  “But how else would you explain it?” Bob bursts out.


  Sigrid’s hands clench together. “I see no conspiracy. We did this, all of us together. We let Brandr and the Council take our families from us, one by one. Why didn’t we fight?”


  “We would have all died, then.”


  “If I’d killed two of the guards who came for my brother that night,” Sigrid says, face white, “and if he’d killed the other two, yes, we’d both be dead. And the Council would be down four enforcers. And if we had all done that, there would be no Council now, no Brandr, no new laws for new . . .”


  Her voice breaks. She is crying.


  Rowan wishes he could make everything better, he wishes he could fix it all.


  But despite the pain and confusion around him, something tremendous has been released. Many people have been reunited with loved ones. And even those who are missing, at least people will be able to remember them at the next Great Night, at the Blot. That seems to be important to people here.


  And Rowan did it. Because of him, this has been possible. And Ari is at his side.


  “Nothing a good meal won’t fix,” says Ari of his wounds. “Besides, I’m better off than you. How many slashes across your head, boy? You’ll frighten off the girls with your scars.”


  Sigrid dabs at her eyes, and draws closer with a tremulous look. “I think they give him character.”


  The smile on Ari’s lips locks in. “Do you?” he says thoughtfully.


  At that moment the clouds, hanging overhead, break. The sun streams down upon them all in a moment so beautiful it is almost ridiculous. Red and orange and purple, the sky, and the sun is molten gold.


  Someone back in the line breaks into “Help”—why do they like The Beatles so much here? Rowan joins in with a harmony, and Sigrid takes his arm.


  Rowan is not some miserable kid in a café, sitting like a question mark now. He is striding forward, followed by hundreds and hundreds of Antilians, into the most beautiful sunset he has ever seen.


  —


  There is no sleeping that night.


  Kalmar is alive with celebration and grief, an outpouring of feeling as people learn who has been found and who most likely must be given up for dead. And the volcano, too, seems to feel it; the ground trembles, and trembles again. Off to the south Rowan can see it, a dull red glow against the sky.


  “Something huge is going to happen.”


  Rowan walks with Ari through the streets of Kalmar, flanked by the Whetungs. Fires are lit on every step, and every door is flung wide. People sing, weep, call out. Everywhere Rowan is seen, people come to him and seize his hands, or salute him with the forearm-scraping gesture.


  “Something has already happened,” Ari responds.


  “But I feel it. Soon, something . . . Maybe it’s the Council meeting tomorrow morning. Maybe we can make the Council promise to stop ruling the North this way, Ari!”


  Ari looks dubious.


  Mere hours ago, Rowan wouldn’t have believed it possible that dull anger toward his friend could rise up inside him. Why is Ari so doubtful? They’ve accomplished so much. Rowan’s accomplished so much. He admits his decision to visit Brandr was insane. But if he hadn’t done it—defeating the gang who tried to rob him of the sword, confronting Brandr in front of the rest of the Council, and exposing him for an imposter—if Rowan hadn’t done all that, Ari would still be languishing in the Council farm-jail.


  And the resistance has taken Rowan on. They wouldn’t have done that if Rowan himself hadn’t managed to win their trust.


  Ari has been in Antilia for his entire life, and yet no one here seems to know who he is, let alone trust him.


  But all Rowan says is, “Your enthusiasm is a little underwhelming.”


  Ari smiles. “Underwhelming.”


  “Don’t you think they would have killed us at the jail if that was their plan? I think the regime is crumbling, and they know it.”


  Their feet have led them across the square and around the building, to the great double doors Rowan remembers seeing when they first landed in Kalmar. “The old meeting place,” Ari says.


  Rowan steps inside the broken doors. It is entirely dark. He senses a vast, echoing space. Bricks and stones litter the floor. Lifting his face to the ceiling he sees stars high, high above, where the ceiling has fallen in.


  “Yes, Ari is right. It was here that we used to meet,” Yishay rumbles behind him. “Since before time began. I remember coming with my mother when I was very young. Leading up to Great Night, all of Antilia gathered, she told me: some here, some in the great southern city. It all depended where you lived, and where you felt was your home.”


  “Everyone,” Yonah echoes. “It was how things were decided.”


  “What things?” Rowan asks.


  “Everything.”


  Nobody says anything for a while; the big space fills with their breathing, the clink of stones rolling against each other, disturbed by their shifting feet.


  The ceiling above creaks; there is a weird knocking sound, then silence.


  It is a big place, a sad place. Ghosts of meetings past fill it; the air is thick.


  “How long did that take?” Rowan says at last, as much to break the silence as anything.


  “The gathering? Oh, days and days.”


  A participatory democracy, Rowan thinks. Or consensual decision making. Or . . . something strange and vast, as vast as the memories inside these stone walls.


  Yonah speaks. “I will go down to the quay now. Some people are leaving the city.”


  “I will go with you,” says his brother. “It would be good to get a sense of the mood.”


  “People are leaving tonight?” Rowan wonders. “But tomorrow is the day Brandr gives power back to the people.” He’s saying this partly, he realizes, for Ari to hear. He wants Ari to acknowledge what he’s accomplished.


  “Yes. But some say this is a trap. Others do not believe that your coming can fix the world. After all, the last Chosen one failed.”


  Unexpectedly, Ari defends him. “Rowan is not the last Chosen one. He is new, and himself.”


  “But it’s not like it’s supposed to be either, is it? He is alone.”


  A cold hand wraps around Rowan’s heart at that.


  The brothers say their farewells and leave Ari and Rowan on the threshold of the great hall.


  Alone. That was Yishay’s word.


  “Ari, was I supposed to come in with . . .” Rowan tries again. “You’ve started telling me before. Are there are supposed to be . . . two Chosen?”


  “Yes,” Ari confirms. “The Chosen arrive from your world, and . . .”


  Ophelia.


  Does Ari mean himself and Ophelia?


  “But the last time, they could not . . .” Ari’s voice roughens. “They fought each other. So things have become less . . . good, here.”


  The cold grip around Rowan’s heart tightens. “But this time, it’s even worse. Only I came. Alone.”


  Ari puts his hand on Rowan’s shoulder. “It is not your fault.”


  “It’s not?” He sees himself clearly now: a child standing on a sidewalk letting the only person who has ever understood him walk away. He wants to shake the ceiling down. “Ari, I let her go! I let my goddamn parents scare her away!”


  “You didn’t know.”


  “No.” He will be honest, as much as he can be. “I knew. I knew she was . . . We were . . . Ari, we don’t talk like this in my world.”


  “Like what?”


  “We don’t say things.”


  “I know.” Ari’s voice vibrates with barely suppressed excitement. “You are from a hell. But try. What is the true thing you want to say?”


  The true thing I want to say. Rowan takes a breath. “I love her,” he says. Fuck, he wants to cry when he says that. No, not here, this is stupid. “I do. I just met her but I knew. I just knew. But, see, you can’t know things like that. It’s crazy. You can’t just . . . be in love all of a sudden.”


  “No, no, this is good!” It’s the most excited Rowan’s ever seen Ari. “If you feel that, maybe there’s a chance . . . She could still come . . . Maybe there’s a way!”


  They both fall silent, echoes running sibilantly over the stones.


  “After tomorrow, we will go see the Render, right?” Rowan says at last. The Render is supposed to be from his world. Maybe that man, whoever he is, can help.


  “He is hidden with his forces in the wilderness. I was supposed to take you there as soon as you arrived.”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes.” Ari sounds thoughtful. “He will be angry that it’s taken me so long.”


  “You have a pretty ironclad excuse. Jail and all.”


  Ari looks down at the ground. “He’s not fond of excuses.”


  As they leave, Ari suddenly turns back and stares into the blackness.


  “What is it?” Rowan asks.


  Ari puts up his hand for silence. He is still and tense as a greyhound about to run.


  Finally he breathes, turns away. “I thought I saw, or felt . . . something.” In starlight, Rowan sees the man’s grin. “We’d better hope the old roof doesn’t come down on us tomorrow. That would be a swift and ignoble end to the insurgency, no?”


  Chapter Fifty-Two


  Lost


  By the time the sun comes up, the people of Kalmar have debated furiously.


  Many are ecstatic, the Whetungs tell Rowan, and believe that Rowan’s coming foretells the healing of Antilia. Others have left the city.


  “Let them go. There is no safety anywhere, if the land splits,” Ari says cheerfully.


  As the sun rises, voices fill the streets. When Ari and Rowan step out of the Whetung’s small stone house, they are almost swept away by the throng of people pouring uphill, toward the great hall.


  “It is time.”


  Joyfully the people stream through the city, and Rowan and Ari join them, the brothers behind. By the time they get to the hall, the place is already half full. It is the size of a giant sports stadium. Rowan sees now that the roof never did cover the whole area; instead it forms a ring around the outer edge, sheltering the stone seats that form tiers, up and up, all around the vast ring-shaped building.


  Here and there, on the top tier, he sees guards dressed in Council livery. There are not many of them, but he points them out to Ari and the brothers.


  “We are watching the outside of the building,” Yonah tells him. “If there is any show of force, we will have plenty of warning.”


  Rowan points to some big double doors at the far end of the building. “Where do those lead?”


  “The tunnels,” Yonah says.


  “Tunnels?”


  “There used to be tunnels under the city that let out in here, leading from houses. Performers used to gather there, back when we used to have performances. But the passages have been blocked with rubble. They would have been a route to invade Brandr’s stronghold, so he filled them up.”


  Unlike the battered and broken front entrance, those doors are whole and stand closed.


  Rowan and Ari begin to push through the people, more and more of them filing in. Antilians are filling the place, picking their way across the vast rubble-littered floor, clambering up the stone rings to get a good seat. Someone sees Rowan, begins to chant. Chosen! Chosen! Chosen!


  “God, this is embarrassing,” Rowan mutters.


  “Wave to them, Chosen,” Ari says with a mocking smile. “Wave!”


  Rowan gives a halfhearted wave, and a cheer breaks out.


  “God.”


  The place is full now, and yet people still push through the entrance.


  They are almost across the floor.


  And then the wooden doors right in front of them, the doors that are supposed to open onto nothing but a solid wall of rubble inside collapsed tunnels, begin to grind open.


  Shouts, some laughter, a weird shriek.


  Ari grabs Rowan and begins to drag him away, pushing through the crowd. Along the way the Whetungs join in. “Out!” the brothers are shouting. “Everybody, out!”


  Panic.


  Rowan risks a look back over his shoulder. The doors have ground open fully now, and weirdly, something that looks like a giant bale of hay is rolling out. And another, and another. He smells an acrid, chemical smell. The great round bales roll forward. He sees a woman go down under one, a child, a man. People high up are stumbling, falling, trying to get back down to the floor.


  The main doors are choked with people.


  Rowan looks up where he’d seen the Council guards. There are maybe twenty of them, evenly spaced now around the top tier of the great hall. They are pulling things out—bows, crossbows—and they are notching arrows. The arrows are alight.


  They shoot into the bales. The bales explode into flame.


  That’s when the screaming really begins.


  They have almost made it to the door; people are packed, pushing, helpless.


  Once outside the sunlight is blinding. They must keep moving. Ari has not let go of Rowan’s arm. The Whetungs have small shields raised overhead. Why overhead?


  Rowan sees a woman out in the square, one in the crowd. Something dark blossoms on her chest. She arches and falls back.


  It’s blood.


  People scream, ripple, fall back in waves. Arrows rain down on them from above.


  Ari looks up. “The roof!” Somehow guards secreted themselves on the rickety donut-shaped roof; they must have positioned themselves in the darkness of night, and waited all this time to begin shooting. “I am born and will die a fool.”


  Arrows fly into the crowd. The face of a man nearby disappears in rags of flesh.


  “Catapults,” Yishay grunts.


  Guards come in force down the streets now. Even over the screaming of the crowd, Rowan can hear them marching.


  “Scatter!”


  Ari and Rowan follow the wild-eyed Whetungs up an alley. They crouch in shadows and listen to feet pounding, shouts, a woman screaming.


  Over and over again Rowan sees the woman who fell back, and the man’s shattered face. That’s four dead now, his fault.


  What is he thinking? So many more than four.


  Rowan stands, his body and his mind completely separate; he must find the woman, maybe she’s okay but will get trampled, lying there in the middle of the square like that . . . Ari grabs his arm and jerks him back. Three armed guards run past, and somehow they miss the hidden quartet.


  Ari gestures to the brothers, indicating a shattered window just above where they are crouching. The Whetungs climb through into the building, then Ari indicates that Rowan should go. Rowan is about to follow when two more guards come barrelling around the corner.


  The first sees Rowan and swings.


  Rowan dodges, tries to get his sword out of the sheath.


  It’s stuck.


  One of the guards attacks Ari, who skewers him at once, efficiently and emotionlessly. The other guard eyes Rowan.


  Rowan runs.


  Around a corner, he finds himself in another, even narrower alley. He smashes a leaded window, climbs in. This house smells like no one has lived here for a long time: musty, abandoned, damp.


  Time passes.


  Where is Ari? Rowan hopes he’s okay. Him, the brothers. Everyone.


  It gets lighter, then darker.


  The sounds outside—screaming, marching, all that—have subsided.


  Rowan climbs out the window. He does not know where he is. The crowd has dispersed, the streets are empty.


  He comes across a man and a woman in a heap, short dark shafts out their backs and sticky darkness in a pool around them, shuddering in the sinking light. The man’s arm is flung out, his palm raised upward.


  At times, in the distance, sudden screams and shouts echo through the streets, then, just as suddenly, die. The sun is going down.


  It becomes quite cold.


  He can’t find his way. He has lost Ari, the brothers, Sigrid—he’s lost everyone and he has lost his way.


  Rowan keeps walking. He’s heard nothing for a while; the city is silent. He takes turns and follows alleys, down, down, until he finds himself at the great stone quay.


  It is deserted.


  Is everyone dead?


  The sea sucks and pounds at the stones.


  Rowan sits. He stares out at the sea. Someone could come up behind him and kill him. He doesn’t care. The sky above is pale blue, darkening to pink in the west. The sun still hovers red in the sky, but on the horizon is a dark line of denseness, a fog. The wind comes out of it, and the wind is cold.


  Northwest. If his father’s map was correct, northwest is more or less where North America would be. If it were possible to sail straight across water to find it, that is. Rowan pictures the map on the clean, white-painted wall of the hallway at home. The smell of the place, old wood and something nice, he’d never thought of it before but the house always smells nice. Yes, just in that direction would be home.


  The line of darkness is getting bigger. It’s eating up the stars. One by one they wink out. The cold wind is getting stronger. Rowan closes his eyes and leans into it.


  Maybe there’s a way to flag down a passing ship, or an airplane? Seems incredible that the island hasn’t been detected in modern times, but still, maybe if he sits here long enough he’ll see the lights of a passing long-liner, or blinking lights of an airplane overhead.


  He hasn’t seen a plane trail slice the sky, not once. Or lights out at sea.


  He got here by falling out of the sky. Going home is impossible.


  Rowan sits for a long time in the wind. The waves get larger, splashing at his feet. Maybe a storm is coming.


  A face looks at him from the water.


  It takes him a moment to recognize it as a seal. The sleek head bobs just above the surface, regarding him with dark, melancholy eyes. The seal dives and then resurfaces, or maybe it’s another animal . . . yes, now he can see, there are many of them. What’s a group of seals called? A pod? A herd?


  He hears Brandr’s voice in his head, talking about the people. The herd. And the other men, We have cleansed the north country! The seals bob on the water, they seem fascinated by him. Ari, saying, You took your time. He wishes he had a treat to give the seals. What do seals like? Fish, that’s right. That puts them on par with noblemen here in the North of Antilia.


  The seals, as one, suddenly dive beneath the choppy surface. Rowan strains to see them. He pictures it, the vastness of the water into which they dive. He pictures a globe of the Earth like his father has, all the continents marked green, yellow, brown and white. He forces Antilia upon the Atlantic, a red glimmer like an ember, shaped like a dragon’s head. It flickers, hovers over the fake, flat ocean blue. It will not stay. It pops and sparks, fades out, short-circuits. The globe shudders, the blue of the ocean deepens, feeding back on itself. The continents pale, begin to dissolve—the familiar lumpen shapes, the satisfying way South America fits into Africa like a lover, the coasts of Labrador and Greenland—they pale down into the azure depths.


  Antilia surfaces, then, red as lava, the lava on the mountain that he knows is behind him, staining the sky with fire, over the crest of the coastal hills.


  Antilia glows red, alone.


  The seals are gone. They swim through a vastness of ocean, in an impossible world where there is only one small island.


  Chapter Fifty-Three


  It Comes In Waves


  The feast lasts the whole night through.


  All of Calabar celebrates the launch of the Mender’s fleet against the North. As the sun rises, Nancy takes Ophelia by the hand and leads her out of the city.


  Pest and Pim come, too, and the doctor and The Gor. They walk into the forest, following the banks of the great tidal river, the rising sun in their eyes. Gradually, quietly, more and more people join them. Ophelia feels sandy-eyed, but she keeps her head up. Everyone else is determined, even elated.


  She had hoped that she’d be able to talk with the Mender at the feast, but she wasn’t there. Wasn’t feeeeeling up to it, the doctor said.


  Will she never get to talk to this woman from her own world?


  They walk now through green woods, steaming in the growing heat. Bright birds scream at them, sometimes coming to perch on Pim’s hand, delighting Pest. Flowers of every colour bloom, huge and scented; bright waterfalls chatter, and there are pools and secret caves. She’s been here before, with Pim. No time to stop, though. They walk for a long time.


  “It will be nice to see Cinnamon Lake again,” Ophelia says to Pim. “It’s been a long time since we visited.” She remembers it clearly: blue and deep. A broad tidal river connects the lake to Calabar and Doctor Bay; red mudflats are revealed with every low tide, and countless birds make the salty tidal marsh their home.


  But suddenly, the trees are all gone. Ophelia looks with horror at a logged and desecrated place. The land is gouged and naked. The sun beats down on them. No birds, here. The sky beats like a great drum, gazing at its own reflection in the vast surface of Cinnamon Lake.


  “What happened?” Ophelia gasps.


  “We had to build the fleet,” says the Virgo.


  The lake is covered in wooden ships. The Mender must have been keeping people busy for years, building these ships.


  That speech Nancy gave about deciding to go to war—the sacrifice of the goat—all that was for show. “You’ve been planning this all along,” Ophelia says.


  “Yes,” Nancy says. “We have a fleet, and we are ready to deploy it.”


  Ophelia is a pawn in this war. She steps away from Nancy, suddenly afraid.


  The fleet is like nothing she’s ever seen before. No two ships are the same. Some look like Chinese junks, with multiple masts and fin-shaped sails, curving up high at bow and stern. Others look like great war canoes, and others look to Ophelia’s eyes like versions of modern sailboats.


  One particularly catches her eye. It resembles the boat on a postcard her mother keeps on the fridge. The picture commemorates the five hundredth anniversary of the voyage of Matthew. No, that’s wrong; the voyage was by some guy named Cabin, or . . . Cabot, that was it. Some European who sailed on a boat called The Matthew. The anniversary had been the year Ophelia was born, and her grandmother had sent her mother the postcard from Newfoundland. A replica had sailed from England. The Queen came to Newfoundland and everything. Make sure the girl knows her history, Grandma Quinn had written on the back of the postcard.


  The ship she’s gazing upon now has a flat sort of front and a bouquet of square sails. It’s beautiful.


  “I don’t know why you made ships with those old sails,” Pim says to her mother. “The lateens are so much more maneuverable.”


  “They are double-rigged,” the Virgo says, and walks down the slope toward the water’s edge.


  Pim rolls her eyes, sighing heavily, and follows. “They are double-rigged,” she mutters under her breath in a whiny, pretentious voice, “thank you very much.”


  Ophelia wonders how she ever missed that these two were mother and daughter.


  The arrival of the entourage sends the crews into a panic, running around tidying rope and such away. The Virgo asks the first mate of the Matthew-ship, very politely, if he would mind taking her through some demonstrations. Ophelia watches as the crew takes down the square sails and in their place haul up triangles at the front and back of the ship, leaning away from the vertical. Pest’s mouth hangs open with wonder.


  “You’ve thought of everything, as usual,” Pim says to her mother. Then she turns to Ophelia. “Much better if you want to sail close to the wind.”


  “Uh-huh.” Ophelia hasn’t a clue what that means. It sounds nice, but how can you be close to wind? Wind is always either right with you, pushing on you, or perpetually rushing by and leaving you behind, depending on how you look at it. Lateen, that’s what Pim called the triangle sails. She will remember that.


  —


  Two days later, Ophelia doesn’t care whether the sails are shaped like snowflakes. She would kill for some drugs. Gravol. Better yet, something that would render her totally unconscious. Like death, only you get to come back.


  Her stomach shakes like an empty bag, and her gut and throat convulse. She reaches for the bucket. It’s just yellow-green stuff coming out now, a thin, slimy bitterness. The muscles of her stomach and ribs ache with heaving. It’s true what they say: it comes in waves, like the sea she’s on.


  The feeling ranges from fevered convulsions to a narrowed-down, squeezing, feeble feeling like she’s nearly dead. She wishes she were dead. The knowledge that people don’t usually die from seasickness induces deep despair.


  It’s not even stormy, according to Doctor Capricus.


  “I’ve never been on a boat before,” she gasps.


  “You will adjust.” His voice goes up and down in pitch a lot, like the ship. “It is a . . . corkscrewing moooootion, a difficult moooootion, but once we are well out to sea it will be more regular.” He pats her forehead. “You will improve.”


  “Go away,” she whispers. She’s going to spew again. Alone, she is able to slide into half-conscious misery, curled on her side in the tiny wooden cabin. The scent of wood and tar, which she had thought charming when she’d first boarded, now seem like stale exhalations of hell.


  After a time, she feels the moooootion change, just like the doctor said it would. The ship slants up and down, rather than spiralling and heaving. And the heaves are longer. It’s like a great leviathan cradles the frail vessel on its back as it dives and returns, dives and returns.


  When next she awakens it’s from a kind of dream-remembering. The fleet sailing down the great river, then coming out into the wide green-blue of Doctor Bay. Feeling the beginning of the ocean’s roll under the ship. Calabar rising tier upon tier, red roofs glowing against the vivid green slopes behind. The people, lining the riverbanks and the ruined harbour, cheering. Everyone, on board and off, singing, and realizing they are singing “Walk the Line.” How did they all learn that song? Did they know it before?


  They are setting sail for Kalmar. The names of the two cities are so close that when you say them out loud, they are difficult to distinguish. Why would you name two cities like that on one small island?


  She remembers then that conversation with Rowan, the surge of joy she felt, the powerful connection between them. She remembers, too, the map at his house, the shock of recognition. No cities were marked on it. But of course, that map is from the 1400s. Maybe things have changed in Antilia since then.


  The way she is starting to understand it, Antilia has always and yet never existed.


  She herself named Calabar. She remembers doing it; suddenly the memory is there, clear and piercing. She wanted to find out where her people may have come from, her father’s people. His deep voice, his arms around her. She was sitting in his lap and they were looking at his great big world atlas. “I am a great believer in books,” he liked to say. He helped Ophelia turn the pages. “There. That place.” It is green, nestled against a blue ocean. “Can you read that word?”


  She had sounded out the first letter. N.


  “Good. Ni? Then what’s that?”


  “Guh.”


  “Good. Try juh.”


  “Ni-juh.” She wanted so much to please him, to see that smile on his face, hear that deep note of delight creep into his voice.


  “Yes. Then the next part’s a bit hard. Want me to help you?”


  Ophelia could already read, but only children’s books. She remembers looking at the word and then admitting that she wanted her father to help, yes.


  He moved his finger along the word. “Ni-juh-air-ee-a.”


  “Ni . . . juh . . . eria.”


  “Yes!” He hugged her, wriggling his chin in her hair, making her giggle. “Nigeria.”


  He left behind his dictionary and his atlas when he moved away. They were the things she had to remember him by. His things, his books, his name.


  She’d already visited Pim, of course—Pim had always been with her—but she hadn’t thought about what the city was called. Maybe it was a year or two after her father was gone, but she remembers now. She had liked to open the atlas and study Jamaica, and sometimes also that place in Africa where her people, who weren’t her mother’s people, might have come from.


  Nigeria.


  And that city on the coast.


  Calabar.


  If she herself had named the southern Antilian city after this “real” one—even though Nigeria is more of a dream to Ophelia than Antilia now—how did the city they are to invade get its name? Kalmar. Is it a “real” city, too, she wonders? Did Rowan name it? Maybe. But Rowan is not here. She just wants to believe he has been. That they share this. That they are in this together. Foolish girl.


  It feels like the boat is climbing a mountain—a pause, a twist—the vessel slides down again. Ophelia’s body shakes. And this is a calm sort of day. What will happen if there’s another tsunami while they are at sea? There could be another earthquake. A crack could open in the bottom of the ocean and the entire fleet could pour over the edge, tumbling down a waterfall a mile deep, swallowed.


  At least then she won’t be seasick; she’ll be dead.


  Chapter Fifty-Four


  Close To The Wind


  There’s someone in the cabin with Ophelia.


  She comes out of the long fall down, down into the darkness of the nightmare waterfall, and sees a white face floating in the dimness. She looks for a while; she’s not scared or anything, she has no strength. The face is topped by a shock of stiff hair, a bit like a Mohawk. The face has dark eyes; they look black in the dimness of the cabin.


  She’s seen him before.


  It’s a man, this person. He crouches by the bed with his arms encircling his knees.


  He was part of the welcoming committee, right?


  Muscular arms, big hands like her father’s.


  When he sees she’s awake, he leans over, looking at something below him, and there’s a sound of water trickling. Then he comes up with a cloth, cool and wet, which he folds and places on Ophelia’s forehead.


  It feels heavenly.


  “You should drink,” he says. Deep voice. Familiar.


  If she drinks there will be more stuff in her stomach and she will hurl. Ophelia shakes her head, a little movement on the sweat-soaked pillow.


  “Try,” says the man, and he puts one of his big hands under her head and gently raises her head up, places a metal cup to her lips.


  The water feels nice down her throat. She sips, and then drinks. “Thanks,” she says. She lies there as he lets her head down, like a baby. She feels like a baby. She can’t move.


  She drifts off again.


  When she wakes, it’s almost dark but he’s still there, his dead-white face a glimmer in the shadows. As before, he stirs when she does.


  “What’s your name?” she asks.


  “John Canoe.”


  A pause.


  “I never saw you before, on my other visits here,” she says, realizing it. “Before the welcoming committee.”


  “I have been around.” He pauses for so long that she starts to drift off again, and then he says, “Thirteen years.”


  She doesn’t know if this means he’s been on a thirteen-year trip, or that he’s been nearby all this time. She doesn’t really care. The motion of the boat is almost soothing now. She falls asleep.


  —


  The next time she wakes, the man with the white face is gone. But as she opens her eyes, dry tongue tracing the outline of her lips, she realizes that she feels different. Better. Hungry.


  It’s light out; maybe it’s dawn? The boat is noisy, it creaks and adjusts around her. Footsteps overhead, voices. She sees a hand suspended in the air, swaying with the movement of the ship; Pim. There’s another small bunk above her and Pim is curled on it, mouth open, snoring gently.


  Ophelia ducks her head to get out of her bunk—really more of a wooden box built into the tiny cabin—and quietly opens the door.


  The freshness hits her. The wind’s almost cold—it feels good. She can smell her own sour sweat on her body, and the sick smell; she’s grateful for the wind that whisks it away. The ship is skimming over waves, up and down; it’s actually not unpleasant. People—men and women and a few like The Gor—move business-like around the ship, and white, square sails belly out overhead. She sees Pest, climbing with another boy up some ropes, laughing, like an ordinary kid. He sees her when he gets up to the top of the mast.


  She waves. “Be careful!”


  He waves cheerfully back.


  The boat gives an especially big heave and Ophelia staggers, coming up against a wooden railing. She grabs it with her hand, then looks fearfully up at Pest—has the jolt dislodged him? No, now he’s scampering down another rope, quick as a monkey. Is she the only person who gets seasick?


  The sun is well up in the sky, and the water is blue, with gold where the light catches it.


  “You’re better?”


  It’s the man with the white face. He leans on the railing next to her, looking out to sea. He’s wearing pale short pants made of canvas, tied at the knee; like everyone on the ship, he is barefoot. Except for the skin on his face he is black, and also very muscular. His hair sticks up stiffly on his head, about three inches long, and grows down his spine in a ridge.


  “Thank you for taking care of me.”


  “The doctor was busy with some other things,” the man says.


  She tries to remember his name. “John?” she tries out, and he smiles. His eyes crinkle up when he smiles and there are frown lines etched between his barely-there eyebrows. His teeth look yellow next to the white of his face.


  “Canoe,” he adds.


  That’s a strange name, she’s about to say, then doesn’t because of course everything is strange here.


  She sees other ships sailing along with them. There are the little boats with their triangle—lateen—sails, and big ones like the one she’s on, with tiers and small cabins and decks and fancy carvings. Some have figureheads, images carved in wood at the front of the ship, but oddly enough, they’re not mermaids, which is what she thinks figureheads usually are at home, anyway. There’s a dolphin, a seal, something that looks like maybe a shark, and is that a penis? She feels her face heating, then realizes it’s a squid-thing, legs writhing underneath its shaft of a head, carved in a graceful tangle of curves around the front of its boat.


  “Do we have a figurehead?” she murmurs, craning her neck to see.


  “A what?” John asks.


  “Like that,” she says and she points at a dolphin boat cutting over the waves nearby. “That carving at the front.”


  “Oh, you mean the boat-spirit.” He smiles again. “We have a starfish. Very good luck.”


  They stand in silence for a while, and then Ophelia thinks to ask, “Were you in the city when the wave hit?”


  John Canoe shakes his head. “I was with the boats, on the lake.”


  “You’re lucky.”


  “Like I said. Starfish.”


  Ophelia sidles carefully along the railing as the boat heaves and lurches. A particularly big lurch sends her staggering against the rail with a little cry.


  “You will find your sea legs,” the man says. “Don’t worry.”


  “I rather doubt that,” she says, but it’s encouraging just the same. She gets near the front of the ship, and peers over. Sure enough there’s a giant starfish, painted a beautiful purple-pink, arms spread protectively over the boat as it slices through the water.


  It’s a bit unnerving standing there, watching the boat tip down into the troughs between waves, then climbing up the slope—teetering on the top—then sliding down again. She does not like it.


  There’s a shout, and she turns to watch the crew swarm up the ropes, doing something with the sails. The thought of climbing anything in the boat makes her feel queasy again.


  “You’re in good hands,” John Canoe says, following her gaze. “Only the best for our Chosen.” He bows to her. But he does it smiling, and she smiles back as she does an abbreviated curtsey, one hand still clutching the rail. Then he says, “Are you hungry?”


  “I don’t know. I think so.”


  “Stay out in the air, that’s best,” he says, and turning, he disappears into a door so small he has to bend in two to get inside.


  She wonders if he means she should eat air. She is hungry, she realizes, and thirsty, too. Ophelia turns to face the way they’re going, and raises her face to the sun. It’s on her left, which means they’re heading south. That’s weird, she thinks, there’s nothing south. Is the Mender sending them out to the nothingness of the wide open ocean?


  The man comes out of the tiny door hunched over, holding in his hands a bottle and a loaf of bread. He’s closely followed by a round woman in a white apron with a kerchief over her head, carrying some fruit and a small wheel of cheese. Over her arm is draped a red and white checked cloth like you’d find in a little Italian restaurant.


  “Dim Dorothy, ship’s cook at your service,” she says, bobbing a curtsey and giggling.


  “Good to meet you, uh, Dorothy,” says Ophelia. Surely her name can’t be Dim?


  Then she remembers.


  “You were part of the welcoming committee, too!” The woman had been carrying twins in her arms. “You had two babies . . .”


  “Yes, my darlings. They are with my sister in Calabar now.” A tightness around her mouth tells Ophelia she is sad about that. Dorothy spreads out the checked cloth and places the fruit and cheese upon it, then disappears back into her galley kitchen.


  “Breakfast for our Chosen,” John Canoe says. God, that’s embarrassing.


  John Canoe and Ophelia sit cross-legged together on the deck and eat, and it’s the best damn meal Ophelia’s ever had. Despite his weird white face and the mane of hair down his spine, he makes her feel safe. She likes how he smells, and she loves his deep voice. It’s resonant, like a bow run across a standup bass. A couple of times she asks banal questions just to hear him speak, and he is always friendly, but does not, as Ophelia’s mother would say of a talker, go on; I thought me ears were going to fall off from overexertion.


  Her mother. Don’t think about home, not right now.


  “Where are we going?” she asks finally.


  He pauses for so long that she wonders if he doesn’t know the answer, or maybe isn’t allowed to tell her for some reason, but then he finishes chewing and swallows. “The great beaches run southeast, down from Doctor Bay,” he says. Ophelia nods. She can see the sands in her mind, on the map in Rowan’s hallway. The great, pale sands stream out into the blue sea like a long, hooked tail. “They shift and change with storms, the tide, centuries,” John says. He explains that they have to go a long way out to sea to avoid sand bars, and also there is a great coral reef apparently; Ophelia hadn’t known about that. So presently they are going south from Calabar, out to sea, then they will turn to the east and come around the tail of the island. Then they will head north.


  She remembers Rowan, standing tall on her right, pointing to things on the map. Remembers the heat running all down her body because he was standing so close; feeling a crazy bubbling feeling in her stomach and down her thighs, wanting to grab him and just start kissing him or something, the crazy feeling bursting up like joy.


  Thinking of Rowan reminds her of Pim’s phrase, close to the wind. It’s like Rowan is always with her, pressing on her skin, whispering through her clothes, fluttering on her eyelids—and yet at the same time he’s rushed on, ahead, insubstantial as air. Leaving her behind.


  Suddenly she doesn’t feel hungry any more.


  She is wiping her mouth with the back of her hand when down the deck she sees Pim emerge from the little cabin, stretching and yawning. She’s naked—God, that girl has no shame. Not that anyone’s looking; it doesn’t seem to bother anyone. In the clear morning light Pim’s tattoos stand out in dark relief against her ruddy forearms, dragons swirling from wrist to elbow. Pim flexes her fingers and looks around. She sees Ophelia and John Canoe, and does a weird thing with her feet; Ophelia realizes she’s jigging or something, a grin on her face.


  “Good morning,” she sings, jigging along the deck to them.


  “Good morning,” John and Ophelia answer simultaneously. Then John rises, and inclining his head, he disappears back into the small door.


  “You’re looking a lot better.”


  Ophelia nods. “I wanted to die.”


  “Isn’t John nice?” Pim folds herself down onto the deck with a plop. “He’s the nicest captain ever.”


  “Captain?”


  “Oh yes. This is his ship.”


  Ophelia’s mind races over her interactions with John Canoe. “The captain is putting cold cloths on my head and feeding me breakfast?”


  Pim grins. “You’re an important Chosen one. You’re the only Chosen one we have.”


  Ophelia makes a dismissive noise between her teeth. Then says, “He says we’re heading north, once we get around the tail.”


  “The tail?” Pim looks confused.


  “Although really it’s just the bottom of the neck, isn’t it?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Antilia. It’s shaped like a severed dragon’s head.”


  Pim stares at her, then grabs a piece of bread. “I guess you’re right. I never noticed before.”


  “How could you not notice? It’s totally a head!”


  Pim’s body goes still. There’s a sense that she’s coming to a decision, and she shrugs, long fingers picking at some crumbs of cheese. “You hardly left me anything,” she grumps.


  Ophelia’s about to press her, but Dim Dorothy comes out then with more food, including a meat leg of some kind, and Pim leaps up and falls on her with a delighted cry. “Breakfast!”


  “Off,” says Dorothy, patting Pim on the shoulder and leaving a floury handprint. “Just call if you need more.”


  Ophelia watches Pim’s voracious eating with some amusement.


  “Where’s the Mender?” Ophelia asks after Pim’s pace slows somewhat. She hasn’t seen the Mender or the Virgo yet; are they on a different ship?


  Pim points at one of the big ships, the one with the squid on it. “The Mender is with my mother.” She cuts around the circumference of an avocado with a little knife and twists it open, revealing its pit and creamy green heart. “It may be hard going once we round the tail, as you call it,” she says with her mouth full. “The prevailing winds are west, but they shift around a lot this time of year, often to the northwest. It would have been better to wait until spring for this.” She glowers over at the Virgo’s ship as she says it.


  Off to the northwest, the cloud that has been lying low spreads. It rises from the land, a column of darkness. By the end of that day, the sun glowers through it, red and heavy.


  The volcano is speaking.


  Chapter Fifty-Five


  Nancy’s Guilt


  Ophelia is getting singing lessons. Every day she is rowed over from the starfish vessel to the squid ship, then back again.


  She knows the Mender is on the squid ship. Sometimes, Ophelia asks Doctor Capricus about seeing her. He always looks sad. “She is iiiiindisposed.”


  Ophelia feels like saying, She’s always indisposed! but of course that would be rude.


  Once, as she stood on the deck of John Canoe’s ship, she was sure she saw the white-robed figure on the squid ship’s deck. But by the time she got there, both the white figure and the doctor were out of sight.


  Ophelia likes learning. In school she always had to conceal how much she enjoyed the more challenging classes—physics, history, math, philosophy—since it wasn’t really cool to be so into it.


  But here, she’s the only student. And there’s no system, no obvious goal. And often, other people sit around watching, like an audience. It’s beginning to get to her.


  All her life, Ophelia has thought she wanted singing lessons. She’s always loved singing, and mostly, she’s been praised. Solos in the choir, and Wow, you have such a beautiful voice!—and her family, they’ve always been her biggest fans. Come on, love, sing us a song, her mother says, and she and Darryl and the twins clap and clap every time. If only I could get lessons, Ophelia had thought, maybe I could be really good. Half-formed fantasies: a big recording contract, a chart-topping album that somehow also possesses artistic integrity; or sometimes, even though she knows nothing about opera, she thinks of being an opera star. Swishing around in gorgeous gowns and getting standing ovations from New York to Rome.


  And now she’s finally getting singing lessons, and they suck.


  Her ride to daily hell is in a dory rowed by a cow-headed woman, a great muscular creature named Paddy Whack. “How went the lessons today?” she always asks on picking Ophelia up, and every time, it’s like she really wants to know. And she’s hopeful. Her voice is in constant vibrato, words running up and down her throat. She’s kind, is Paddy Whack. Also she is Dim Dorothy’s girlfriend, or wife.


  “Terrible,” Ophelia always says.


  The cow-headed woman rows, the great muscles of her back working under her skin. “You’ll be doing better than you think. Don’t worry.”


  And Ophelia tries not to worry. It’s terrible. She knows nothing, she’s failing at these lessons, and she knows Nancy is getting more profoundly disturbed by Ophelia’s failure by the day.


  The Virgo sings a note and Ophelia is supposed to match it. Low sustained notes, high trilling. And there’s some ephemeral quality the Virgo’s looking for that Ophelia never quite delivers.


  Ophelia remembers her own stories to the twins, the White Witch of Rose Hall. Remembers stuff she’s read that refers, slantingly, to a powerful practice: obeah. Even the word frightens her, and fascinates. The fear seems to come from some place deep within her. Back home, while telling the twins those stories, Ophelia had known that singing and power were linked.


  Her stories for the twins, she sees now, came in some indirect way from Antilia, even back then, a century ago when she still thought this land was imaginary. They came indirectly and filtered, twisted, but still drawing on some truth. Through a glass darkly.


  Had she sensed something true in her Rose Hall fabrications? Is Nancy practicing a form of magic with her voice?


  “Can’t we just sing some songs?”


  “Later.”


  All day today, Nancy has made Ophelia sing sustained notes at the Night Light, while she herself crouches over the copper lamp, hands spread, waiting for . . . what, Ophelia can’t tell.


  “Open your throat more. Louder. Softer. Feel like you’re singing from behind your heart. . . .”


  Whatever it is, it isn’t happening. Ophelia senses Nancy’s disappointment. It’s like she’s supposed to be using The Force, except no one tells her what for.


  No, it’s not the lessons that suck. She sucks. Her so-called beautiful voice, her gift, it’s a dud.


  Nancy sighs and abandons the sustained notes. She launches into a long, complicated explanation of the properties of the dead, and for the hundredth time Nancy makes the distinction between limbo—what Ophelia keeps feeling the terrible grey place with the tower was—and what it actually is.


  The wind is beginning to pick up, and dolphins skim and jump, clearing the waves and spinning before dropping sleekly back below the surface. A couple of the ships off to one side—starboard—have centaurs on board, and they’re acting like clowns, rearing up and doing horsey dances, thundering on the decks, competing with each other and making rude noises back and forth. The sky has stopped being perfect blue and clouds are coming in—the wind is fresh enough that she needs a blanket wrapped around her shoulders as she sits on the deck.


  And The Gor has come to watch the lesson today. It’s hard to think when he’s around.


  “All right, let’s try the notes again,” Nancy says.


  It’s too much, Ophelia can’t sing another living note. Desperately casting about for a diversion, she blurts out, “Why haven’t I seen any unicorns?”


  “What?” asks Nancy. “What do unicorns have to do with the progression of spirit?”


  Sometimes, Ophelia thinks that Nancy’s voice has a weird twang to it, like she’s from New York, a character in a Woody Allen film.


  “Nothing,” answers Ophelia truthfully. “I just . . . wondered, I guess.” I’m trying to change the goddamn subject, she thinks. I don’t want to think about the dead place. I would like to forget about it altogether. “It’s just that I’ve seen so many strange things— women with cow heads like Paddy, and, um, fauns—and then there’s the sort of reflection of the Zodiac. Centaurs, and Doctor Capricus, the Virgos. But I kind of thought I’d have seen a unicorn by now.” They are all looking at her. The Virgo is trying not to smile, Pim’s brow is wrinkled, Pest has stopped working on the frayed rope he’s repairing and looks a little scared, and The Gor—man, Ophelia wishes he’d go away—has that smile playing across his lips, and as always, his eyes are on her. Her stomach feels all tight and her heart goes faster when he’s around.


  “What are unicorns?” asks Pim.


  “They’re like white horses, except . . .” Ophelia stops, suddenly feeling very silly.


  “Go on,” says Pest, breathlessly.


  “They have a white horn sticking out of the centre of their foreheads. And they almost . . . emit light. Because they’re so pure.”


  “What is pure?” asks Pim.


  “You know . . .” Ophelia hears the incredulity in her own voice and stops, not wanting to be rude. “Without sin. Good. Clean.” They’re all just staring at her. “Virginal?” she adds cautiously.


  They all burst into laughter. Pest laughs so hard he falls over, rolling around in his rope and getting tangled, and The Gor picks him up, rope and all, and blows a raspberry onto his stomach; he shrieks with delight. Nancy has to sit down. Pim laughs so hard she cries.


  “Why is that so friggin’ funny?” Ophelia says.


  “Ophelia, I don’t know what you’re talking about half the time,” says Pim. “Are you saying these horses don’t fuck?”


  “Oh, God, come on.” Her face gets hot.


  “Are you saying virgin is the same as good?”


  “You have to be pure for them to show themselves to you, that’s all!” She wishes she’d never brought it up.


  “You mean, you have to be a virgin?” Pim’s lips tremble, and they all go off laughing again.


  “Yeah, that’s the story.” Ophelia tries to look dignified. “I don’t know why it’s so all-fired funny.”


  “What a silly idea,” says Pim.


  The Gor has put the giggling Pest down and is looking at her with a new, thoughtful expression. Great, now he knows I’m a virgin, thinks Ophelia.


  “Anyway, to return to the lesson,” says Nancy, wiping her eyes, “it’s actually somewhat relevant, what you’ve said.” She pauses, and Ophelia thinks she’s editing what she’s going to say. She often feels this way around the Virgo—that she’s deciding what to say, and when—strategizing. “This word you used, sin, isn’t really something we are familiar with here.”


  This is sort of weird. “But—you don’t believe in consequences for bad actions?”


  “Every act has a consequence,” says The Gor. His voice is like a gentle breeze, thrumming on the taut ropes overhead, winding through her ears.


  “Yes, but . . . what about people who act like that’s not true?” Ophelia persists. “What if you just go through life doing whatever you want, regardless of how it hurts people?” She says this straight to The Gor, like a challenge, but doesn’t know why.


  “Then no one will like you,” pipes up Pest.


  “The point is,” says the Virgo, “the place you witnessed is not punishment, nor is there some day of judgment when all will be released. It is a part of the natural movement of spirit. After a year, after the Blot, the spirits that are remembered become a stone in that place and stay there.”


  “Forever?”


  They all nod.


  “That’s horrible.”


  “They aren’t sentient stones,” Nancy says. “The liveliness—the consciousness, if you will—comes back here.”


  “You mean like reincarnation?” This is confusing. “Why do I have to understand all this?”


  “Because you alone can harness them, these half-dead!” Nancy’s voice cuts through the rising wind. “The natural order has been suspended. Too many spirits go unremembered, remain trapped between states. You alone can release them from their suffering!”


  Everyone gets quiet, and Ophelia lowers her head.


  She doesn’t want to go back to that place.


  “Ophelia,” says Nancy. “Your coming was necessary.”


  “But I . . .” Her voice comes out a whisper. “I can’t help these people. I don’t even understand what’s going on.”


  “There should not be so many in the place of the dead,” continues the Virgo, gently now. “You saw the Green Knight.” Her voice changes, her face twists. “You saw Garda . . . the Dragon!” She is trying not to cry; it makes her face look hard, her eyes glitter. “They should have been Blotted. The wrongs need to be righted.” The grief in her voice is contorted by something else, Ophelia thinks. It takes her a moment to figure out what it is. Guilt.


  Why would Nancy feel guilty over all the Antilian dead?


  They sit under the cloudy sky, the boat moving beneath them, the wind blowing through their hair. Pest picks at his rope. He looks up and meets Ophelia’s eyes, and then he winks. He’s trying to cheer her up, Ophelia realizes, and this is so sweet that she takes a deep breath and tries to rally.


  She sings another damn note at the Night Light.


  And, just for a moment, all she’s doing is singing that note. Her mind, usually so busy, does that one thing, and that thing only. Singing one note, eyes on the lamp but in a sort of relaxed focus like she is looking not from the front of her face, but from the back of her skull.


  The bronze lamp begins to open, open out, like a beautiful metal flower.


  Ophelia senses everyone around her go still. Nancy’s body coils like she is about to leap.


  Ophelia keeps singing.


  The flame holds steady as the lamp unfurls. Inside, there are tiny, intricate interlocking clockwork creatures. They move in a circle around the flame. There are three pairs of people, Ophelia sees. Keep singing, she tells herself, keep breathing, keep your throat relaxed and open. Two people kissing: lovers. Two figures hold hands: they are identical, twins. And two larger figures, one holding a sword, the other a tiny replica of the Night Light itself.


  It tells a story, this tiny bronze tableau. Like the tapestries, she thinks suddenly, the tapestries in the stone room back in Calabar. But what is the story?


  Her note roots down into the deck beneath her, down into deep water, and soars up into the sky above. The Night Light’s flame burns steady, small and bright. The six small figures turn.


  “That’s it, that’s it!” Nancy cries. “Do you feel it?”


  Ophelia’s breath catches. The flame shrinks a little, still bright. The lamp closes, a day-blooming flower at sunset.


  “You connected!” Nancy actually flings her arms around Ophelia. “Oh, that’s good! That’s very good.”


  “What did I do?” Ophelia feels elated, but dazed.


  “You got out of your own way.”


  Pim is smiling, Pest is in awe. The Gor’s eyes gleam.


  “Keep this.” Nancy folds her hands over Ophelia’s where they clasp the Night Light.


  “I . . . what?” Panic fills Ophelia. “I can’t keep this. It’s too precious! What if it goes out . . . ?”


  “It won’t go out.” Nancy smiles. “Practice whenever you get a moment. You will fall into the current again; it will get easier every time.”


  “But . . .”


  “I know this.” Nancy’s eyes burn. “It is yours now. Things are unfolding as they should.”


  Chapter Fifty-Six


  What Happened A Long Time Ago


  The wind picks up, and then picks up some more. The Virgo has to tend to her crew.


  Ophelia waits on deck, the precious Night Light between her palms, for Paddy Whack to arrive and take her back to John Canoe’s ship. But she hasn’t come, and Ophelia is alone.


  No one is watching her; they’re all busy taking in the sails.


  It’s time.


  Taking a deep shuddering breath, Ophelia saunters casually to the door of the biggest cabin on the ship.


  She tries the latch. It lifts.


  Darkness, and the sweet scent of cedar wood.


  Ophelia slides in and shuts the door behind herself.


  She blinks, waiting for her eyes to adjust. The boat creaks as it rises and falls, rises and falls. Yes, over there in the corner—blankets, white pillows. A small pale face, head turned toward the door.


  Ophelia could take two steps and be right next to the built-in bed. But all at once, she is frightened.


  “Opheeeeelia . . .” comes the voice of Doctor Capricus.


  With a start, Ophelia sees him perched on a tiny stool next to the bed.


  “I’m sorry, I—”


  “Yooooou cannot beeeee here,” he bleats, his voice urgent, yet quiet.


  But from under the blanket, a small hand emerges. The Mender is beckoning her closer.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Which is a lie, because of course Ophelia knew she’d be disturbing the Mender.


  Doctor Capricus sighs. “You maaaaay approach the bed.”


  Ophelia kneels on the floor next to the tiny cot. The Mender fixes her with dark eyes. Startlingly dark, in that pale face.


  “She is unweeeeell.”


  Even in the dim light of the cabin, that much is obvious. Ophelia is shocked by how much the tiny woman has aged. Her cheeks are sunken, and her eyes burn in the thinness of her face.


  “I am sorry . . .” Ophelia begins again.


  But the Mender’s hand grasps Ophelia’s shoulder. Ophelia shuts her mouth.


  “I wish I could . . .” she says. Her voice is a wheeze, a whisper, hard to hear over the creaking boat and ocean wind, the shouts and footsteps on deck.


  Ophelia leans in. “You wish you could what?”


  The Mender makes a noise at the back of her throat, brow contracted, then shakes her head.


  Ophelia looks at the doctor. Does he know what she wants? He gently smoothes the Mender’s hair back with his hand. There is a real tenderness between them, Ophelia sees.


  The woman begins to push at the blankets, moving her body up the bed; she is trying to sit up. The doctor helps, rearranging the pillows and supporting the woman’s back. The Mender leans back, breathing lightly and fast.


  “Do not tiiiiire her,” the doctor warns.


  But again the Mender holds up her hand.


  “You know why I am here,” Ophelia says.


  The Mender nods.


  “You are from my world?”


  The Mender’s eyes do not waver. “No.”


  No?


  The woman has to be from the real world, she has to be. She’s the only hope of understanding anything about this insane journey, about how and why Ophelia got here, and how she can get back home. “But Pim said—”


  “My name is Ita.”


  Ophelia gulps. “You are Antilian?”


  The woman nods. Her head drops back; she closes her eyes. She’s dying, Ophelia thinks. Not right now, but soon. “I was a Virgo.”


  The doctor rubs his nose under his spectacles.


  Ophelia dares to reach out and take the woman’s hand.


  The woman, Ita, speaks again. “Nancy is the Mender.”


  Nancy is the Mender.


  The cabin fills with the thrum and snap of sails, a rush of water, orders called out and obeyed. Everything seems very clear and definite. I will never forget anything about this, Ophelia knows. Every detail is etched into her: scents, sounds, sights.


  Then Ophelia realizes the worst thing. This means Pim has been lying.


  Her own mother is from Ophelia’s world, yet she kept up this fiction. Doesn’t she trust Ophelia?


  Ophelia goes through interactions with Nancy, with Pim, trying to make sense of it all. She has never had an instinct that Pim was lying, not once. It doesn’t make sense.


  The woman turns her hand within Ophelia’s. Her skin is white, the veins blue.


  “Attempts on her life. She asked me if I would be . . . a decoy.”


  “Nancy asked you to pretend to be her.”


  A nod.


  “You were poisoned.”


  Another nod. “And shot.” She pushes at the blanket, revealing a long, puckered scar on her shoulder. “And stabbed, once. I am proud to serve.”


  “How can she?” How could Nancy watch someone suffer like that, for her own sake?


  “For the people. Always. For them.”


  The woman—Ita—reaches for something down on the floor. Ophelia tries to help, but the woman makes a noise of frustration. She is saying a word, over and over, what is it?


  “Fetch it, fetch it,” she finally gets out. She wants the doctor to get something? “You know, Capricus.”


  Doctor Capricus sighs. But he gets down on his knees and rummages under the cot, in one of the built-in drawers. He pulls out a canvas bag and opens it, releasing a faint, burnt scent.


  “This is what sheeeee wants yooooou to seeeee.” He unfolds two pieces of dense, light, coloured cloth over the bed. The edges of both are burnt.


  The Mender—no, Ita—strokes the cloth with her beautiful hands.


  “You have the lamp now. It is time for you to see.”


  Ophelia looks, trying to understand. And then she does.


  The cloths are two scorched tapestries, tapestries woven by the same hand as those from that room in the palace where Pim had her fit.


  Yes, yes, that’s what they are. Ophelia remembers the gaps on the walls of that room. These must be the missing tapestries.


  One piece is almost complete. It depicts the young man with the braid and the female knight with the white plume. They are holding hands, surrounded by light. They are suspended, or flying, coming out of the sky. A multitude of people stand on the ground, arms upraised, in greeting. Humans, centaurs, fauns, dryads, and mermaids in the woven lines of the sea.


  Like her welcoming committee, back outside Calabar.


  In the forefront two figures, holding a sword and a lamp, stand with faces raised. And behind them, two others: a man who is green and a woman who is red. They both have tattoos on their arms—the weaver obviously took a long time over this part—his are swords, and hers are dragons.


  There’s a burnt edge, but Ophelia thinks that maybe it depicted a fiery mountain. This land is Antilia.


  “You have a love?”


  It is hard to hear, but Ophelia is sure this is what the woman whispers.


  “No.”


  “But you must. Have a love. From . . . your place.”


  She thinks of Rowan. Of course she does. But he doesn’t love her. Ophelia strokes the tapestry. “Is this what happened a long time ago?”


  Ita nods. “I rescued it. It was not right to destroy it.”


  “Who tried to destroy it?”


  “Nancy. These were woven by a predecessor.”


  “Her predecessor?”


  Ita shakes her head. “No. The Render’s predecessor, here.” She points at the woman-knight with the white plume. “Warrior and weaver.”


  Ophelia has so many questions, then. But she swallows them, and looks at the other piece of beautiful tapestry. It’s badly charred, and a fragment. But within its charred edges you can still make out the young man, face full of terror, covered in flames. Above him, an open maw full of teeth.


  “Does it show . . . what is supposed to happen?”


  “Yes.”


  A terrible pause.


  The little body is sliding to one side, Ita can’t hold herself up like this. The doctor helps her settle back down; she sinks with a sigh beneath the sweet smooth sheets. She breathes, Ophelia thinks she is asleep, but the woman takes her hand and squeezes.


  “Ophelia. Nancy is wrong to think we can end things.”


  “She wants to fix things.”


  “No.” Ita is firm, even as her voice weakens. “Nancy wants to end the cycle. But the cycles of Antilia must not be ended.”


  A long pause. Ita’s eyes are bright, bright as jet.


  “There are always two Chosen from your world. They come to heal Antilia when the mountain speaks. Nancy came in with her Chosen one, a man, her lover.”


  “Nancy has never mentioned this, not once.”


  “But you should know. Nancy and her lover—I do not know his name, she will not speak it—quarrelled. They healed Antilia, but the healing was not complete. And they did not leave Antilia and go back to their world—your world—as they should have. And he—the Render—has become twisted.”


  “Evil,” Ophelia breathes.


  “Perhaps.” The cabin is still, and only the gentle creaking of the wood, and the sound of orders and footsteps overhead, fill their ears.


  “Am I Chosen, the way Nancy was?”


  Ita nods. “Always, when it is time, two Chosen are born in your world.”


  “Two Chosen?” Rowan—could it be Rowan?


  “They are linked to Antilia from birth, and by their friends from Antilia.”


  Friends. “Pim.”


  “Yes. And there was another. Pim had a twin brother.”


  Ophelia forces all the whirling thoughts to recede, breathes a long, low exhale. She feels the lamp jump in her hand. She looks down to see it unfurling, of its own accord.


  The three gaze upon the lamp with its three pairs of figures, circling the steady blue flame.


  “You see there. The lovers, from your world. Their friends, the twins. And the Mender and Render, with their lamp and sword. The two Chosen from your world are trained in the ways of Antilia, and in their role: to divert, sacrifice, absorb the terrible energy of the split, which is embodied by these twins.”


  Ophelia looks closely at the figures. The twins are not quite identical, she sees. Their arms are engraved with the finest of lines. One has swords etched on its arms; the other, dragons.


  Like the tapestries.


  Like Pim.


  “The twins gradually transform: one into the Dragon—fire, the volcano—and the other into the Green Knight—the earth, the island. Left alone, with no Chosen from your world, they would destroy each other. Antilia would split, and be no more. But the two Chosen from your world change everything. Chosen are sacrifices, diverters of energy. The twins—Dragon and Green Knight—instead meld into one. The split is healed. The Chosen become the new Mender and Render, keepers of the lamp and sword.”


  “Antilia is quiiiiiet, then. For a veeeeery long tiiiiime,” the doctor bleats softly.


  “Then what happens?” Ophelia asks.


  “The new Mender and Render return to their world,” Ita answers. “Your world. There, they bear twins. They bring the twins back to Antilia.”


  “And maaaaany, maaaaany years paaaaass, here.”


  “Yes. Time moves differently between your world and here. Long time here, short time there.”


  “And sooooometimes, I have beeeeen told, it moooooves so far forward that it comes behind.”


  The woman and the goat-man look at each other and smile.


  They are enjoying this on some level, Ophelia thinks. They are in love with their world, with the fragile crazy magic of it.


  Ita sighs, and speaks again.


  “The cycle begins again. The Chosen leave their twins to be brought up by the Virgos. And these new twins are linked to new Chosen in your world. And when the volcano threatens to split again, these new Chosen come here. They have grown up alongside their friends, the soon-to-be Dragon and Green Knight. They are mentored by the Mender and Render. They in turn divert the clash between Dragon and Knight, and become the new Mender and Render . . . and on.”


  “Aaaaand on. A cycle of maaaaany years, repeeeeeating and repeeeeeating.”


  Noiselessly the lamp closes, concealing the six figures: lovers, twins, Mender and Render. It becomes a hollow, metal thing, seamless.


  “But . . .” Ophelia struggles. “Pim isn’t a Dragon.”


  Is it her imagination, or do Ita’s eyes fill with tears?


  “And I have no lover.”


  Ita makes a small noise deep in her throat. “You have been inadequately prepared. The schism between Nancy and her loved one has disrupted the cycle. We know there was a boy. Pim’s twin. But we do not know if he yet lives.”


  “Then what do I do?”


  No one speaks.


  The ship rolls, the cabin creaks, and they hold hands, heads bowed.


  Chapter Fifty-Seven


  Why Hasn’t Anyone Told Me?


  Ophelia slides out of the cabin. The doctor comes right behind her, deftly closing the door.


  The sky is darker, now.


  Ophelia turns to say something, anything. The feelings inside her—sorrow, rage, confusion—disappear when she looks at the doctor’s face. He is so sad that Ophelia flings her arms around him.


  “Sheeeee does not have looooong.”


  Ophelia releases him from her embrace. She looks around the ship. They are not being observed; everyone is busy, and they have the little stretch of deck to themselves. “Doctor, if Nancy is from my world, why hasn’t anyone told me?”


  “Becaaaaause they do not knooooow.”


  “You know.”


  Capricus nods.


  “And Ita does. And Nancy herself, of course. And Pim.”


  Capricus shakes his head. “Nooooot Pim.”


  “But that’s impossible. It’s her own mother—”


  But the sadness in the doctor’s eyes stops her. He really believes Pim doesn’t know.


  And with an awkward, apologetic pat on Ophelia’s shoulder, Doctor Capricus ducks back into the cabin.


  Ophelia has a glimpse of a small white figure on the bed. Ita raises her hand.


  The door closes.


  —


  In the short time Ophelia was with Ita, the weather changed entirely. The sun has gone behind clouds, the wind has picked up.


  Bewilderment beats inside Ophelia like a drum.


  She is glad to see Paddy Whack coming alongside, rowing the dory that takes Ophelia to and from the starfish ship for her lessons with Nancy. No. With the Mender. The woman from her own world.


  Everything is different, knowing that.


  “How were the lessons today?” Paddy Whack calls up, as always.


  “Terrible. As usual.”


  “It couldn’t be that bad. Look, you’ve been given the lamp!”


  Ophelia looks at the precious thing in her hands. “True.”


  “Get in now, dear. We’d better be getting back.”


  “I just need to . . .” Ophelia looks around desperately for Nancy. She’s there, at the bow of the ship with her first mate. She must talk with Nancy; she has so many questions. . . .


  “No time, my dear. Weather’s changing.”


  Ophelia climbs over the side and gets into the dory. Maybe it’s better this way. Maybe she should talk to Pim first.


  When they get back to John Canoe’s ship, the cook, Dim Dorothy, comes shrieking down the deck to welcome them. “Darling!” She kisses Paddy Whack on the nose and scratches behind her ears. “It’s been an age!”


  “Half an hour,” says Paddy Whack.


  “But I’ve missed you.” Dim Dorothy deposits another kiss on Paddy’s nose. “And you, too, of course,” she says to Ophelia. “You want something to eat before I have to put my fires out?”


  Ophelia shakes her head. She isn’t hungry.


  John Canoe welcomes them with a wave, but he doesn’t come down to talk. He’s busy. The dark cloud from the volcano has joined another cloud in the sky. It’s very far away but periodically the cloud lights up inside. Lightning. It must be going from unseen mountaintops to sky and back again, Ophelia thinks. If she was right there, underneath it, it would be terrifying.


  That’s why Dim Dorothy is putting her cooking fire out. That is a storm out there, and it is coming their way.


  “It’s going to be a big one,” Paddy Whack says, confirming Ophelia’s speculation. She looks hard at the cloud, then glances behind at the eternal tumble of ocean. The last bit of blue is slowly leaking from the sky. “You will be sick again.”


  Chapter Fifty-Eight


  Rougher Still


  Ophelia makes her way to the back of the boat (which she has learned means going aft, to the stern), and finds a corner out of the wind, and out of the way. She sits on the wooden deck, nestles the Night Light between her bare feet, and lifts her face to the sky.


  She will have to talk to Pim, and soon.


  But she sits, and sits, letting the boat’s rocking smooth her spinning mind into something rhythmic and almost calm. Like the calm before a storm, she thinks. Is that what these last weeks have been?


  It gets rough, and then rougher still. There’s an excitement, or maybe tension, in the crew—orders called out, adjustments to the sails. A smaller sailboat off to one side does a happy little loop-the-loop, sailors grinning and showing off at the rest of the fleet. It will be hard for all these vessels of different sizes and designs to stay together in a storm, Ophelia thinks.


  She tries to put her whirling thoughts in order.


  Nancy is from her world. That fact alone is staggering. Has she concealed this from Ophelia out of fear? Does she think Ophelia is a spy from the North, from this Render? According to Doctor Capricus, Nancy keeps her origins secret even from her own daughter. That seems inconceivable. Very well, Ophelia thinks, put it aside for now. She’ll talk to Pim later . . . about that, and this other terrible thing. Pim, turning into a dragon? No. It’s ludicrous.


  The next piece of information pounding at her brain is that apparently, in the past, there have always been two Chosen. Lovers.


  Could what happened between Nancy and her man be so terrible that the whole system is out of whack? Ophelia has no love. Rowan could have been, maybe, but . . . No. It’s too painful. And in any case, he’s not here.


  So is her presence in Antilia all for naught? There is no way to know. Nancy seems to think that her crazy plan—to send Ophelia into the land of the dead and bring them back to defeat the Northern Render—is going to work. But what of this shadow, this monster, this unknown creature that is Pim’s brother? What happens if he survives, and he and Pim meet?


  One thing’s for sure. Everyone in Antilia talks of cycles. And everyone seems to believe that the last healing, the one Nancy and this Render were responsible for, was botched.


  No wonder Ophelia sensed guilt in Nancy. All this death—this war—she probably thinks on some level that it’s her fault. No wonder she wants to stop this murderous Render. And once, she loved him.


  But she’s using Ophelia. No matter how pure her motives are, she is using Ophelia. And she’s not telling the truth.


  Well, Ophelia, what are you going to do about it?


  The wind rises. The boat begins to heave.


  At first the choppier motion doesn’t bother her and she thinks, I’ve beaten it—I’m not going to be sick! But then, gradually, she starts to feel a little uneasy—like everything happening outside her is less important than a gradual shake and instability at her core. And the crew has a way of thundering by to fulfill orders that are opaque to her, and she fears she is in the way. It is not a very big vessel—maybe sixty feet long—and the deck spaces are really rather tiny.


  She senses him before she hears him, The Gor. His hooves make the slightest sound on the deck, but it’s not that which alerts her. It’s the feeling she gets when he’s around, and maybe—just perhaps—a faint whiff of his scent. That musky, masculine, somehow lovely smell.


  He crouches next to her, folding his goat legs to one side so he, too, sits on the deck. He looks at her for a long time, not blinking, until she looks away. His face is darkly human, but his eyes have a horizontal pupil, making it hard to understand what he might be feeling. He’s smiling; always he’s got this sardonic smile. It drives her nuts.


  “What?” she snaps.


  He looks out at the following sea. His horns spiral around his great curly-haired head like a mountain goat’s, beautifully crenellated. They are black at the root and then go through deep purple to a translucent ruddy red at the tips. She wonders if they’re warm to touch.


  “Tell me,” he says suddenly in his thrumming voice. “Give me a telling,” he murmurs, almost a groan, and he’s looking at her again with his strange eyes.


  “What are you talking about?” She crosses her arms over her breasts. Being around him feels almost like being naked.


  “Sing me a new song. Or,” he leans closer, “tell me one of the stories.”


  “What do you mean, the stories?” She resists the temptation to lean away from him.


  He reaches out and takes her by the wrists, pulls her arms from her body. She can feel her pulse, jumping under his long, brown fingers. “One of the great stories, from your world. . . .” He is pleading with her.


  Her mind reels. She can’t think, he has made her animal, she wants to be stupid. “I . . . I don’t know any.”


  “You do. Ophelia.”


  The way he says her name reminds her of how beautiful it is. Far from the irritation of its flowery silliness, the rotten boys in junior high, I’ll feel ya! Her name, her namesake.


  “It all began when Hamlet’s father died.”


  “Ah!” He’s teased her arms apart, he is tracing spirals on her palms with his thumbs. He does not take his eyes from her face.


  “And his mother marries his uncle. Hamlet sees his father’s ghost, and the ghost says . . .” She feels thrilling up her arms and through her torso. He won’t stop looking into her eyes.


  “The ghost says . . . ?” His voice is urgent.


  “It says that the uncle, his brother, murdered him. Murdered him for his crown, and for his queen. To become king at Elsinore.”


  “Yes.” His fingers stroke her palms, gently, teasing. He stops. “Keep going.”


  Again she has the sense that he is pleading with her. Something inside her wants to answer his longing. They’d studied Hamlet in high school, God, the teasing she’d had to endure. But she can do this, she can tell a potted version of the story to The Gor. “Hamlet thinks he’s going crazy. But some of his friends see the ghost, too. And he believes the words of his poor dead father. So he goes around pretending he’s crazy. Mad. ‘I’ll put on an antic disposition,’ he says, as a way to fool his uncle into revealing his treachery.”


  “Ah!” His eyes widen with delight.


  “And Ophelia . . .”


  “Your namesake?”


  “Yes, she loves him. And he loves her. But so great is his need to expose his uncle that he uses her. He’s really cruel to her.” She’d had to read the scene in class with this guy, Morgan, a serious theatre type who’d really gotten into it. She’d liked the complexity of it, especially the part where Ophelia has this monologue about how sad she is to see Hamlet fallen so low: “O, what a noble mind is here o’erthrown!” She hadn’t been able to match Morgan’s theatre chops, but she’d liked reading the scene all the same.


  “More,” The Gor says, insistent. He’s moved one hand to her leg, she can feel the heat of his palm through her skirt.


  Why am I letting him do this? Do I like it? She does, she does like it. There is some reason why she should not be doing this . . . It almost comes to her, tall and shy and gangly he is . . . was. He is not here. No one is here but The Gor and his body and his tremendous need, calling something out of her.


  He is waiting.


  “And Hamlet kills Ophelia’s father. And so Ophelia goes mad.” He is so close. Carefully she reaches out and takes hold of one of his horns. It is cold, of course. She turns it gently like it’s the handlebar on a bicycle and he lets her: twists his head, exposing his throat. With her other hand she reaches up and, trembling a little, she strokes the side of his powerful neck.


  “She picks a bouquet of flowers, and she goes down to the river. She walks into the dark water. Her clothes spread wide, out around her, her white dress . . .” Ophelia doesn’t know what the girl was really wearing, but she’s always pictured a white dress, floating on top of the water like wings.


  He pounces. She tumbles to the deck and he’s on top of her, huge and dark, he could kill her easily. He’s hovering above her, full of need. He’s waiting.


  “You know the rest!” she gasps.


  “No . . . I do not.” He bends close and whispers in her ear. “Tell it.”


  “Everyone knows that story. . . .” What is the matter with her? Smart, careful Ophelia?


  “Please,” he whispers, “keep telling.”


  It’s the first time she’s ever heard The Gor say please.


  He pulls back, folding his body away from her. “Please,” he says again. It’s this he wants, she thinks. The other stuff—the sexual stuff—is only a side effect of how he simply is. It’s the story he wants.


  Ophelia opens her mouth. “And Hamlet’s mother says she’s drowned,” she hears herself saying. I’ve always hated that, she thinks. Why the hell does Ophelia have to drown, anyway? Why does she go off her nut? Why couldn’t she . . . She rushes on. “And then the uncle’s plans to poison Hamlet go terribly wrong. He poisons his beloved queen, and she dies. And Hamlet, too, is poisoned, but before he dies he stabs the new king, he kills his evil uncle. They all die. Hamlet’s last words are, ‘The rest is silence.’”


  The Gor sits back, a long, slow breath leaving him.


  “But Ophelia,” she continues, “as she slowly sinks beneath the water, all her grief and confusion become like the foam on top of the sea.” Her heart is beating fast; she’s going to screw with Shakespeare. “And she drifts downstream, closer and closer to the ocean. Her body changes. It becomes grey and sleek. Her legs join, her hands become flippers, and only her large, dark eyes stay the same.” He has leaned back against the planking, his eyes are closed. His face is peaceful. His lips, when he’s not making fun of her, are full, lovely. She takes a deep breath. “And so Ophelia became a selkie. A woman who is also a seal. And sometimes, when you meet the selkie, you can see tears—all the sorrows of Elsinore—still trickling down her dark, animal face.”


  Something rises inside of her. It feels like triumph. And then the smell of him hits her again, the way it had at the coliseum—musky, masculine. I’ve been waiting for this, she thinks. She doesn’t know how it happens, but she closes her eyes and leans in and then his mouth is on hers and they are kissing.


  He tastes sweet and dark, like wine. He’s making a noise deep in his throat like an animal. He is an animal, of sorts, and being with him makes Ophelia want to stop being smart, stop being good.


  She struggles—not physically, but in her mind.


  They both pull away at the same time.


  “Thank you for the telling,” he says simply. He gets to his feet and trips away.


  Chapter Fifty-Nine


  Down The Long, Dark Wave


  It gets darker and colder. Waves start getting white at the tops. Ophelia listens to the voices of the crew, male and female, human and other. They don’t sound like they are worried. But the sky is dark, and it’s probably only about three in the afternoon.


  She hasn’t thought about what time it is in so many days.


  She sits there and does not think of The Gor. She does not think about Pim’s and Nancy’s lies. She will not. She sits out on the deck until it is almost night.


  —


  Something is in the cabin. It’s big, an animal, the size of a horse.


  No, it’s two people.


  Ophelia remembers “the beast with two backs” in Othello, a description she’d always thought rather funny. But that’s what this is.


  The Gor, and Pim.


  Ophelia takes it in, in a split second. Pim’s face is like a saint from a classic picture: eyes rolled up to heaven, mouth open. She doesn’t notice the opening door, doesn’t notice Ophelia. Stripes ripple over her skin, or scales; no, it must be a trick of the light. Pim cries out. If Ophelia didn’t know what was happening it would sound like someone was hurting her. Her head jerks with each motion. And her eyes catch the light like a cat’s.


  Ophelia sees all this in the space of a single breath. She backs out onto the deck and softly, softly, closes the door.


  “Damn!” she hisses to herself. “Fuck, fuck, fuckity-fuck!”


  She pads away from the cabin, forward to the bow—yeah, getting the terminology now, so smart, so very smart, Ophelia—sits where she sat with Captain John Canoe. It’s cold. She wants her bed.


  They looked like they might be some time about it.


  “Everything all right, Chosen?”


  To her relief it is John. She stands. “Uh . . . yeah. I was going to bed but . . . How are things with the ship?”


  “Fine, for now. The wind is holding steady. But it will get fierce, tonight. Listen.”


  The wind is a constant battering presence, with lots of pitches in it.


  “Hear it?”


  “What?”


  “That high sound. Like a scream, far off.”


  She can hear it. It makes her skin crawl.


  “It will get worse.” He puts his arm around her. “Are you cold?”


  “I’ll be okay.”


  “You have the lamp.”


  Ophelia looks down at the lovely little thing in her hand. “Yes. Nancy gave it to me.” Anything else she wants to say—some babbling confession to this lovely man—sticks in her throat.


  “You were going to your cabin, but . . . ?”


  She feels her face heating and is glad of the dark. “Oh, nothing.”


  He chuckles, deep in his throat. “Pim and Gordon.”


  “You know?”


  John Canoe shakes his head, his face a white blur in the dusk. “He is incorrigible, that one. His kind are . . . irresistible.”


  Ophelia takes this in. “You mean all satyrs . . . ?”


  “They are what they are.”


  “Is Pim . . . his girlfriend?”


  John Canoe laughs. “Everyone is his girlfriend. Man, woman, whoever consents.”


  “Oh.”


  He pauses, then says, “If he gives you trouble, you tell me. I’ll take care of him.”


  This is so sweet, like something an older sister or brother or even a father would do. She feels herself soften. “Thanks.”


  “You are careful with your heart.”


  Is he sensing it? The small, irrational hurt and rage that is rising inside her, the slight and growing humiliation she feels when she thinks of having kissed him, that creature, that man-thing who is right now banging her friend? “What do you mean?”


  “You are not one who loves easily. When you give someone your heart, you give fully. You are to be honoured for it.”


  Ophelia bends her head. A feeling is rising inside her, something she doesn’t want to bring to the surface. Rowan is in another world. He probably hardly thinks of her. From his point of view she kissed him and then ran away in a snit. Then cut him off dead and disappeared. He was done with her a long time ago. He’s probably with someone else now, telling them stories and making them fall in love with him. Beautiful, fine, lovely him.


  She remembers kissing The Gor. And somewhere inside her chest is an ache, a sadness, like she’s lost something. Integrity, that’s the word. Ophelia stands on the deck and mourns over her integrity like a beloved childhood toy a dog has mauled.


  John Canoe doesn’t say another word. He puts his arm over her shoulders, comforting. They stand as the ship pitches and mows, bumping in concert against the railing and tilting away. It’s dark and cold and the tears slipping down her cheeks mingle with the salt on her cheeks from the ocean spray.


  Chapter Sixty


  Breaking


  At first she swears she smells it in the cabin, a sex-smell. But after a time that doesn’t matter anymore. Ophelia is sliding down the long, dark wave of seasickness once again.


  This time, however, even from the depths of her private misery, Ophelia can tell there is something wrong. The boat pitches so much she is almost falling out of her bunk. Shouts, cries, the sound of feet running along the decks. The wind is screaming like a tribe of banshees, and underneath it is a deep thrumming note, like something from a bottomless pit. Through it all, now and again, she hears the deep voice of John Canoe calling orders. Every time she hears him, she feels just a little bit better, before sliding down the sick wave again.


  Even Pim is sick. She’s wedged into the bunk above, and Ophelia can hear her retching. They haven’t spoken since Ophelia walked in on her and The Gor. Being sick is a good cover for not being sure you want to talk to your friend. For not being sure your friend is your friend at all.


  Time goes by.


  The noises coming out of Pim are starting to change. She’s growling, like when she had that fit back in the city. Ophelia thinks dully that she never asked Pim about that. She doesn’t know if Pim has had an episode like that before, or if it was new. Is it happening again? If it is, Ophelia doesn’t think she can help this time. She couldn’t sing right now if her life depended on it.


  Is Pim turning into a . . . monster? It’s hard even to think the word. Dragon.


  There’s a rending crash above and shouts, cries. The motion of the vessel changes, she heels over to one side, sluggish. A wave smashes into her and she jerks, water sluices across the cabin floor. Another. “Cut the rigging, get her free!” John Canoe is shouting; it’s the first time Ophelia’s heard a note like that in his voice. The boat’s not rising to meet the waves, she’s down like a punch-drunk boxer in a ring.


  Pim is saying something, but it’s coming from a long way off. Her legs are coming down, she staggers and falls onto the cabin floor. “. . . help us.” She’s gasping. She looks awful; she looks as bad as Ophelia feels. “. . . with me.”


  Pim takes Ophelia’s arm and is pulling, pulling, trying to get her up. She’s shaking her head, her long ears twitching, eyes half-closed. Growling. “Now!” she says.


  And everything lurches and twists.


  Another great wave has hit the boat. The cabin shudders, and there’s an awful groaning sound.


  The wood at the ship’s heart is breaking.


  Here ends part one of the chronicle of Ophelia and Rowan in Antilia. Part two tells of how they come into their power, and journey to the final stand against forces of untruth and hate in


  Antilla - Seer and Sacrifice
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