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‘And now, go write it before them on a tablet and inscribe it in a book, that it may be for the time to come as a witness forever.’ 

(Isaiah 30:8)


THE CAPTIVE ERA
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Now here is the first era, before the beginning of the world; listen now, here is the first era, lest you wish to forget.

And all that began, began in the wild, lest you wish to never know; the resting weapons, the trembling breaths taken to bear the silent wait.

Firm hands grip the handles keeping the cold protectors upright.

The sun hardly awakening, disrupted by the hushed voices, three of them, the only human ones to be heard for distances long and uninhabited on the outer edges of the woodlands, of the sharp-eyed Hunter, the gaunt Teacher, and the mutant who would be the one to endure the wilderness.

 

She sat between them, listening to their remarks on what one must know about the living and the dying, alert for any possible snapping of a twig nearby.

One is always the butcher, the Hunter told her, and one is always the fallen.

The way of man and animal, a law unwritten: remember it now not to succumb to the wild. The sun floating for hours until burning orange to black and sinking into ash at the end of day was the purest fact: between life and death there was light, in the air and on this ground.

Fire with which to see, to kill, to outlive, not to succumb to the darkness.

Nature tells no lie.

 

Moving between the trees was proof of nature’s truth. The deer far ahead of them was grazing through the forest, living prey now, soon the fallen. The men abruptly rose. She followed, slowly. She was the pupil still.

This performance was hers, yet she was the pupil still.

The graceful protector she put upon her shoulder, her own crossbow carved from oak, her time to perform. She lowered the forepart onto the ground with care. Laced her foot into the cocking stirrup, pulled the bowstring back over the latch, looked up to find the animal between the green.

She reached for her shoulder bag, her gloved hand grazing the bolts. She pulled one out and placed it in the barrel groove, gently, gently, for this performance required grace.

Positioning the ensemble back upon her shoulder, forming her proper hunting stance, aiming between the pine trees.

The hushed coaxing of the Hunter and the Teacher behind her, the joy of seeing one of her spoils fall to the ground, but she was interrupted before she could.

The pains in her stomach! Sharp, silent, unseen. She dropped to one knee.

A gasp escaping her throat, the surprise at her own faltering.

Remember it; such pains were to last in times to come.

 

She lowered the crossbow, clutching her aching stomach. She rose back onto her feet. Still lingering between the trees, her spoils. The warning glare of the Hunter behind her, rushing her performance. She acted swiftly, the bolt landing in the nearest tree. The deer ran out of sight.

A deep silence followed.

She was not one to fail: she was hunter-raised.

‘A misfire,’ the Hunter commented.

‘Unusual,’ said the Teacher. ‘You look strangely pale today.’

Two pairs of eyes set upon her. The early morning light catching the shadows of the Teacher’s face. He wore a brown woolen tunic underneath his woolen cloak, his pants of the same color, rabbit’s hide around his neck. His upper lips a distinct cupid’s bow half-concealed by his facial hair. His large eyes set closely under his brows. Eyes she knew, eyes of trust.

The Teacher glanced at the Hunter, the elder of the two.

At a quick glance one would consider them brothers, but where the Teacher’s nose was broad, the Hunter’s was pointy and thin. His small eyes were hooded, his skin was worn. One believed in righteousness and one in revenge, one to obey honor, one to obey clamor. Both wore daggers on their hips though only one enjoyed using it. Bound together to these mountains but their comradeship as fickle as the Hunter’s temperament. An alliance born in tragedy, the need to survive. Not were they brothers; not even the threat of death would make them so.

 

The three of them carried out the silent wait until the second deer appeared. The Hunter stuck out his hand and gently gave the girl a nudge in the back. And so the mutant raised her weapon. The ache had gone and she was given the chance to redeem herself.

She positioned her body, located her target.

The swift sailing of the bolt, the thud of the carcass. Her spoils were hers to declare.

‘We thank you, earth,’ she mumbled, ‘for granting us one of your creations.’

They carried the fallen deer back to the butchering shed next to the cabin. She watched it being passed over onto the table, the animal with large sentimental eyes still gleaming with moisture, dirt still on its shiny nose through which air had rushed only moments earlier. This was the fallen. A carcass of hope. A death from which she could live. More to come.

 

The Teacher washed his knives with water from the well outside before starting to skin it delicately. Unwrapping the hide to prepare it for leather-making, the flesh to be taken to the kitchen. As he cut, he avoided her gaze. By now he would have spoken to her. Something he knew, something he had dreamed. What kept him silent was worry. The ramifications of her hindered hunting performance. The repeated training the Hunter would submit her to, the tedious repetitions until blood was drawn.

She would obey, for she feared him.

Now the Teacher spoke. ‘Young one,’ said he. ‘Go on and collect the wood.’

She nodded. She obeyed, for she honored him.

 

The mutant had a name. Her name was Gaia Marinos. The mutant was a young woman, not yet old enough to be fully grown. She walked across the clearing and entered the cabin, the place to call home, where to dream, from which to hide and from which to flee. She placed the crossbow in the hunting cabinet where all the weapons were held: two wooden swords – used for training – and two steel swords – used for sport – three crossbows; dozens of arrows; three bows; and six throwing knives.

Twelve outlaws roaming this remote area, attempting to thieve, had been killed with these weapons. A cabin, lived in and warm, so far from all things civil, spoils great and plentiful. A gift to take in a place so wild, to plunder a place where most laws could not hold strong.

Twelve human bodies she had seen succumbing, perished, bloodied. Outlaws, most wild of humans. No home and no wish to have, having long lost any value of humankind.
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She approached from afar, the mutant who would endure the wilderness. She watched him now, the Hunter, and his ferociousness. No greater fear. He pulled the axe up in the air and vigorously threw it down, a loud spectacle of flying splinters, so loud in a place too silent, too distant to fear that humans would hear.

She would always be safest in the wild.

Outlaws roamed this remote area too rarely to concern herself with. They came and went as any predator.

The nearest civilized nation lay far to the east, villages built from wood and stone, true homes with chambers and wells outside to pull water from. And the villages led to the towns, and the towns to the great cities whose honor was protected by armies of warriors. Their citizens were honorable men, and their women bore children for the future, always growing.

The self-proclaimed nations of this land. Territory continuously gained, wars were fought, outlaws were slain. The places where Natural Law reigned, slowly built word by word after The Day came.

Ah, but what was law for them was death for Gaia Marinos!

 

Her gloved hands reached for the butchered wood.

She heard him behind her as she stacked the blocks, felt the Hunter’s gloom. His boots crumbling the leaves, silent killer. Swinging his axe around, taker of all things holy.

A tickle down her spine, only her sweat.

Lingering of his eyes. He would pay one day.

She finished stacking the wood and prepared the tub inside the cabin with water that she brought to a boil. She sat down before it to wash their dirty clothes and breathed in the steam. Her stomach aching as it had during the hunt.

And she removed her gloves. The peeling off of her armor.

Starting with the left.

Carefully, so as not to cause too much friction, the skin of her hands, as it had always been, like that of an ancient creature, cracked and blistered, as if melted and torn apart and re-sewn. Shadows of pink and dark patches of red as though perpetually stained with blood. Marks of purple as though bruised from birth, webs of veins scattered throughout so dark they appeared black. Blisters and sores, tears and fissures from existing. When one healed another oozed; when one closed, another opened.

Off with the glove on her right.

The skin twisting its way out of the leather grip, a procedure precisely executed.

Her left ear, the same texture, its shape that of a shell. No hair grew from the surrounding area and so she was bald on nearly the full left side of her head, exposed for all to see what veins crawled there.

From when she was young, she was taught to shave the right side of her head to regain some sense of symmetry, leaving only the hair on the very top of her head untouched, which she would then weave into a tight braid leading from the center of her skull down the back of her neck.

She lowered her hands into the boiling hot water. A sigh escaped her mouth.

And as unsightly as those hands were to the eye, still they were put to use from morning to night.

She scrubbed and brushed and dug and fired, she cut and plucked and pulled.

Every day a reunion with that which made her live in exile, with that which made her born to die. But her body was strong, you see. Her hands were strong. It would not be weakness that would kill her. No mutant to ever live had lived for long. Succumbing to sickness, dying from disease and weakness, too frail to move, too frail to breathe.

As though there was some luck, in being the last mutant. As though all that death had come together, for the last mutant blood in her veins to be more potent than any girl human living.
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These hands accidental. This face born from the depths of deformation.

Even where the toxic air seemed not to reach still it seeped into her unborn blood long after the last mutant had been executed.

 

It may seem peculiar, but for years she had begged for them to be cut off from her limbs. The monstrosities, as she used to call them, were all that separated her from the world of mankind that the Teacher had taught her.

She had the means to. The Teacher had blades in various sizes. Cleavers and slicers and forks and peels. The Hunter and his axe and his crossbows and swords and daggers and hammers.

Raised around tools of death, why would she not believe she could cut off the parts of herself she did not want?

But even without her hands, still her face betrayed what she was. A mutant is simply ill-fated.

 

Such death, such deformation that had sprung, nothing of the old world remained. The nuclear reactors oozing misery in their wicked deaths, all that The Day had so drastically changed. The mutated and diseased among the survivors, the children they birthed more foul, more doomed.

The blistered, the oozing, the peeling of the pink skin, the purple veins through which coursed all that death, all that sickness.

And these days were behind them. Natural Law had proved it so.

But suppose there was a baby, born from two humans, born long after the last mutant had been killed.

To remember! Once there was a man, during an era long ago, during the old world, who would describe such a phenomenon as survival of the fittest.
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Gaia Marinos was no stranger to the fate those of her kind had lived. The Teacher taught her all she needed to know. The Hunter taught her all she needed to kill. She knew her life was a death sentence. She knew she had had a mother and father killed by outlaws; she knew she was here because she had been saved. She knew mankind was the great enemy. She knew she was a mutant, a wildling; she knew death would be all she would ever know.

And to stop her from crying about her frightful self when she was still little, when she was still fearful, the Teacher sewed her a pair of leather gloves. A new pair, every winter, as she grew.

How much these hands would do, hidden still.

 

She placed the gloves beside her and washed the clothes. She hung them one by one on the washing line in front of the wood-burning stove. Once she was finished she put her gloves back on and she buttoned her coat.

The animals were waiting for her.

She stepped outside, where she felt the waves the strongest. Out in the open there were no barriers to prevent them. There were two streams to be felt in one’s lifetime, one pointing upward and one downward, one ancient and one new.

Upward were the waves of life, transmitting through all beings. Manmade objects they curved around unless finding a way inside. These types of wavelengths could sometimes be seen, and sometimes they could not. The unseen could be found in all life with physical roots attached to the ground, growing between the branches, painlessly passing through the body, opening up her lungs, filling her nose with scents. The seen wavelengths were like the growth of ivy climbing up the wall of a house, curling around the edges of the windows, continuing on and on, outgrowing whatever stood in its path.

She did not learn about the other wave stream – the waves of man, or, as she liked to call it, the waves of misfortune – until she was taught about the history and customs of man. In the irradiated regions the breathable air was once limited and the waves of misfortune had seeped through everything alive or dead.

Manmade misery, bodies deformed, including hers, and she had sworn to forever condemn mankind for it.

Indeed, if she lived alongside them, they would have killed her for it long ago.

 

She unlocked the fence and entered the farm. Watch her steps, how lightly, watch her braid bounce, watch her, so rarely, walk like a child. As she entered, the bell attached to the wire around the fence rang, as it was designed to do if ever a wild creature managed to enter or climb over the perimeters.

But not was she one of them.

The bliss to know that she was no stranger to these particular animals, that she was loved by these creatures. That they could not see what others saw. That she was no predator to them as she would be to the rest of the world! And yet, it is for you to decide – once all is done that could have been done, and all has been fought for that could have been fought for – if the world had been mistaken.

 

Three sheep crawled out between the legs of others and made their way to her, loudly. By spring they would be one winter old. Beings of goodness. Even amongst them she was a ghastly sight.

Mutant and animal, an unlikely pair. Their thick wool pressed against her hands. The two cows stared at her lovingly, side by side. Their gaze tranquil, a trust uncomplicated. The donkey, fixated on the air vibrating between the trees outside, stood still in solemn obedience; he, too, was utterly undemanding.

Still the land here was good.

Though the Hunter trod here and breathed this air, still these animals lived and prospered here; still the land was good.

 

And she loved the sheep and the cows and the donkey

and the horse and the chickens, and she loved them

as though they were her own kin.

And she knew not all would live to see old age,

and she knew the sheep would be slaughtered

and the chickens would meet their fate.

What else was there to love in a place so wild?

 

She wrapped the donkey and the horse in their blankets before she let them outside.

The cold mornings of a lingering winter. She lowered to her knee and inspected the pregnant ewe, unmoving. She knew it was time when the animal’s head started to pull upward, reaching for the sky. The contractions beginning, the signals of the waves of life. Without making a sound she was there to witness the birth.

And if books had still existed then, such scenes would have been written about, and she would have read them, and she would have nodded, and she would have known what it was like.

The mutant sat watching between the surrounding eyes of the other. The front hooves came first. Once lying on the floor the lamb was smelled by its mother, her nudging muzzle encouraging it to breathe. The second twin’s arrival was licked clean as the first, and so the mutant was there to witness it all. She added fresh water, hay, and a blanket for warmth.

These times of peace she would long remember.

 

How silently the other sheep approached, to smell the new life, then the donkey and the two cows and the horse. An official naming ceremony was to take place, Gaia decided, and she cleaned out the compost, and she replaced the hay, and she walked over to the chicken coop around the corner outside, and she greeted every chicken and looked for eggs. She took her time.

These were the moments of peace, these farm creatures were her allies. It was her duty to protect them.

Whatever human killer she might become,

whatever duties would be bestowed upon her,

there was a time once, in the wild,

when she was only a farmer.

 

She went to look for the Teacher to tell him the news of the birth. He said it was a sign of new beginnings when she found him inside the butchering shed. He praised her for handling them with care, and told her to wash her hands to help him with preparing the deer hide for leather making.

She obeyed him. She always would.

 

The fresh hide, from the deer they had killed days ago, was to be immersed in a solution of urine to remove any remaining fat, hair, and flesh. It would then be washed, made to soften in a solution of bird droppings, and washed again to be covered in layers of ground oak bark.

It was a long process before it could be used; rags of deer leather still hung to dry in the cabin cellar that had soaked for a full winter at the least. Nearly ready. A process with a terrible odor, never to be conducted in the cabin cellar. After she had gone to wash her hands, she met the Teacher outside.

She held her gloves in her grip.

The Teacher took them from her, inspecting the wear at the corners; in some crevices the thread had loosened.

‘I think it is time you receive a new pair,’ he said.

Gaia had already imagined stitching her own gloves with the deer leather hanging in the cellar.

Humbly, she argued, ‘They are still in good condition.’

‘They covered your wrists once,’ he said, ‘you have grown.’

They wrapped fabric over their mouths and noses against the smell as they dipped the skins into the solutions. Afterward, they poured water over their hands and arms outside by the well, and she asked him to come with her and see the newborn lambs.

He followed her.

He would always follow her, for she was his mutant.
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Once evening came she cut a piece of fabric from an old lace tablecloth and she wore it as a white veil over her braid. She sat between the animals; the cows awoke from slumber to attend, their eyes following Gaia’s movement as she bent to give the twins a kiss on their foreheads, with each kiss stating their name.

‘Two of the first words I could read, and so Honor and Grace you shall be named,’ she said, stroking their heads, and by the time she stepped outside the sky had turned dark.

 

She retreated back to the cabin, her hands filthy from washing away the remains of the birth. She stopped. She was not alone. She heard his footsteps.

Following the sight of her shadow. He appeared as though being part of the blackness around her. Her body knew before her sight. She approached the door; he passed by her and, as she reached for the doorknob, she felt the grip of his hand around her wrist.

‘The veil?’ the Hunter asked.

‘I had a ceremony,’ said the mutant. ‘There are two new lambs.’

‘Ah! A time of fertility,’ he said, and he let go.

She knew him, his every riddle deciphered.

She knew the way of life, animal and man alike, and her stomach began to cramp.

 

She rushed buckets of water upstairs to the bathing room and retrieved her items to wash her hands. She scrubbed them hard, quickly, with her eyes closed and fists clenched.

A cleansing rough, unloving.

Purging of all things terrible inside her – but the Hunter had left his mark.

The water mingled with dark blood.

‘Mutant!’

The Teacher’s voice. Supper was ready. She poured the dirty water out the window and dried her hands, the towel stained red. She ran to stuff it down the laundry basket, the yelp of the Teacher again.

‘Coming!’ she replied, shrieking when the door opened.

The Hunter stood there.

‘What is the commotion?’

‘I made a mess while washing, that is all,’ and a groan slipped out as she held onto her aching stomach. Her body growing hot, she avoided his glare.

He leaned his head to the side. ‘Indeed, you have been acting unusual.’

‘I am not feeling well. Supper is waiting.’

‘Gaia, have you had your monthly bleed?’

‘No.’

He shuffled closer. He placed his hand upon her belly with care, feeling the slight curvature. She pushed it away. He a man, she a mutant, a pair unlikely.

He had trained her to be strong, but on a dark day she had failed in her defense.

Slowly their eyes met.

His gaze told the tale.

A child is a girl is a woman to the wicked men of the world.

She left him standing in the doorway, her body still aching; not yet had she considered murder.

Not would she be a mother before she would be a murderer.
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But there was light in the darkness. And the light was good. The Teacher was the man who gave it. The Teacher was the man who taught, and the wildling mutant was raised a learned one. Lessons of secrecy.

Now there were things to know of the new world, and things to know of the old. For the folktales that the Teacher passed on to her spoke of the old world as being one of light. Indeed, there was always light then, day and night; what a revelation. What a world it was, all necessities were within one’s reach, they said, built in countries far from here that you never went to and never had to, but that you could still go to if you wished, for this world was large yet reachable on all ends. And though all the governments owned lead weapons with which to police their people there simply was no need to know how to fight. It was all here. Even for those in poverty, there was light for the streets were never dark, and water never stopped running, and such things one did not think twice about. There simply was always light.

But in the never-ending light one found gluttony and greed. The Day was man’s punishment, so they said.

Natural Law was the promise that the world would face no such punishments again.

That was the old world. The decomposing skin of a time long gone. Only spoken words remaining. Man relearned the way to hunt and gather, how to shepherd their remaining sheep and ride their remaining horses to new habitable land and breed them for the future, how to start their own fires. They learned the order of Natural Law.

Slowly they remembered.

 

Only a wildling. Only a mutant. The stories but dreams of another world’s past that she could not imagine. But she could dream them. The life she knew was of the silent hunt, the scrubbing of dirt, the smell of smoked meat. The sound of scraping rock and flint. In the woodlands one merely survived, and the only thoughts deemed useful were what could happen between today and tomorrow, and how to prepare oneself for it. But the Teacher never ceased to teach what the Hunter never could.

What the Hunter never could. What no human was supposed to know. There were more things to learn, of the old world.

Words unspoken. What The Day had brought, and what it had taken. All the books burnt, swallowed by the waters, ripped apart by the winds. The books that were left, found in the dust by survivors, were burnt for warmth. There was nothing then but the storms and the howling wind, and all things good, all books, were used to survive. There were folktales that lingered still, of a few books remaining somewhere deep, somewhere far. But such folktales could not hold truth. Not here.

The written word did not belong in this world.

Still it did not, for most.

Still it did, for a select few.

Six figures in every nation.

Six figures held in high regard, who read from Natural Law and the other six Scrolls. Six figures to do what was outlawed for the rest. Six figures to read, and when they passed, their oldest sons to take their places.

His father was one of them, Supreme Reader of the Gregorian nation. He would have been one of them, too, for the Teacher was not born a lone ranger. When Gaia asked him about it, he would go silent. His father had never looked for him. Too many summers had passed for reconciliation.

He had had an older brother, a home, a city to live in, for the Teacher was not born in the wild.

He taught himself the written word in secrecy, where his brother was given lessons.

Imagine the horror, imagine the pain, of a boy turning into an adolescent turning into a young man who could not string letters together as he was supposed to. For when he read aloud he missed the words, and when he read in silence, he did so too slowly. And imagine the horror, imagine the pain, of a younger boy turning into an adolescent turning into a young man, who could read as swiftly as the old and learned, who could write as though he was born to it, when he was not meant to.

Jealousy is followed by blood. He left the city behind for a town where none would know him. The lettered exiled, banished from tradition. If only he had not fought for his life, if only he had died in his older brother’s stead.

But the mutant was more ill-fated than he was.

He would make her learned and lettered in her loneliness.

What else was there to give to one who did not belong in this world?

 

A quiet knock on her door. In his hands the wooden tablet decorated with the delicate shapes drawn with pigmented clay. The shapes formed different sounds when spoken out loud, such as ‘a’, ‘b’, and ‘c’, and some required the most peculiar use of the tongue and throat, such as ‘q’ and ‘r’ and ‘s’. He seemed as fearful now as the time he taught her the first letter. The Hunter’s wrath if he knew, the threat of his envy. To teach on regardless. Duty over fear.

After she could read properly, he began to write the stories. Brief fables that he imagined or remembered from his childhood. Fables unfinished, whose endings he did not know. No proper beginnings, trains of thoughts of another time. All fleeting, to be later thrown in the fire for warmth. All evidence set ablaze.

And yet, in the secrecy she was committed to uphold, how Gaia wished to see the Hunter’s face as she read her name aloud. To spell out the letters, and to see him one last time, before their eternal departing, to strike him with, ‘I know how, I know how.’
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Mist masked the mountains. The trees thinly veiled, their pointed tops breaking through the grey. Here in central New America, the weather was most like it was before The Day, the seasons seen and felt and rainfall good and pure. The further south in this world, the hotter the air. Dust covered the ground. Smoke smoldered from the eternal fires. The more north, the ice froze all to the bone. Too cold for man to live and only a few animals who could withstand such conditions. And that is what was left of the land the ocean had not swallowed in her sorrows.

There, in the deepest carvings of the mountains of Idaho, stood the cabin. Built from oak. Still the smell of ash from the fire the night before.

The Teacher, the Hunter, the mutant. All as it was.

In her chamber the mutant was just now awakening. Her body aching, sweat sticking to her skin. She got up and moved through the cabin in silence. Fog lingering in every corner. Shadows following behind. The sun outside would not show itself today. She greeted the animals and cleaned the shed.

And as she walked back to the cabin she saw him, waiting behind a tree – just a glimpse as he retreated. He was waiting for her. She knew he was waiting for her, because his wooden sword by his side had betrayed him. Early for training, but battles waited for no one.

She slowed her pace.

It was best not to refuse.

She walked away from the cabin to where she had seen him. She knew he had scurried away to another hiding place. Slowly she trod in a circle. There was a blowing of leaves to her right; only the wind. A twig fell from the tree ahead of her, but he would never attack from the front. Even in silence, she knew his pace. A swing from behind, aiming to strike her between her shoulder blades. She spun around and jumped back.

He watched his sword stick into the ground. He threw her hers and she caught it with a stifled gasp.

He swung at her again. She deflected it, her arm trembling under his brute force. On his fourth swing, she let him strike her. He eyed her belly every time he did, careful not to harm the part of her that was his. Tomorrow, the bruises would settle under her skin.

It was best to receive them; it was best to mark her failures. She knew better than to want to win again. She carried around the aftermath still.

 

She carefully placed their training swords back in the cabinet. She felt his arm graze hers, reaching for his weapons, the Hunter. The blade of his steel sword nearly touching her. He thrust it in its sheath and attached his bow and quiver of arrows on his back. From the corner of her eye, she watched him tread to the front door, the man to blame for the wickedness hidden inside her still.

 

So the tortured would become the torturer,

is that not the tale to tell?

There is light to come, do not forget,

but it always begins and ends in darkness,

such is the mutant’s tale.

 

She watched him, for she knew the Hunter was leaving. Out on patrol for sign of strangers, firepits, evidence of man.

As he adjusted the weaponry upon his back, he said, ‘I return tonight.’

She said nothing. Through the window, she watched him take the horse from the shed and mount it.

His exile was not of shame. Unruly and drunken, raping and murdering, his village had banished him long ago.

But with banishment comes freedom.

In the wild he was only a man, his history forgiven.

She waited until the rumbling of the hooves could no longer be heard. She bent her knees back and forth slightly, squeezing her fingers and toes, a discreet dance of celebration. Walking up the stairs, she bumped into the Teacher.

‘Put on your coat,’ he said. ‘You are coming with me.’

‘Will we read today?’

‘We will.’

Her hand rested on the railing, her sleeve sliding down. He took her arm.

‘Did you have another training session?’

‘Yes.’

‘Too often he strikes you. Too often he leaves marks.’

Let her stay the mutant as he knew her. Let her not be more rotten, impure, and foul than she already was. Let her remain as he saw her, stripped of any and all womanhood, only a child, only a mutant. Learned and innocent, unknown to the wicked men of the world. Not beaten, never broken, not to him, not to the man who had taught her righteousness.

‘I strike back…’ she said.
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They moved to where the trees grew thickest,

where beyond ran the river.

It was the first snowless winter she could remember,

a silent morning, too cold for birds to sing.

They prepared the bait. Fishers still. Farmers still. Allies always. These mornings quiet and these lands good and wild, but these fishers would come to kill more than beasts.

He wrapped a blanket around her as they sat down. His hands brushed her blackened shoulders. Still she was the wounded prey.

‘Tell me what lives in here,’ he said.

She shut her eyes calmly now, where with the Hunter much could happen in a single blink.

‘It is home of the bass,’ she answered, ‘nestled in the deepest parts of the water between debris they are resting, safely hidden away. They are sleepy during this time of the season. Few will want the bait.’

‘And what do we say, when we catch our spoils?’

‘We say, “we thank you, earth, for granting us one of your creations.”’

 

At midday, they returned to the cabin. Three bass to be salted and dried. They went back outside to search for mushrooms, berries, and herbs. Slowly moving through the trees, the bucket hanging under her arm, twigs and leaves crushing under their boots. She watched the Teacher nearby, his back bent, his gaze fixed on the ground. She saw honor in the breadth of his shoulders, the profile of his face. He would never harm her, but it was too late for him to save her. There was only solace in death where she would not remember him.

 

A faint knock on her chamber door.

A light behind him as he entered, her Teacher.

The brightness carved his figure sharply, the dark folds of his clothing colored by the candle light which she had already lit for him. His face was expressionless, but she recognized the shape of his head, the shuffle of his steps. Through the windows came the glowing colors of twilight. She urged him to enter. Over her clothes she wrapped her blanket. Her belly covered, her secret secure. Only a child, only a pupil.

Holding the wooden tablet, he shuffled over. He took a seat on the edge of the bed. He placed it before her, the gift. And so the lesson began.

‘The Law of Lead,’ she read. ‘One who assembles, manufactures, invents, distributes, administers a lead weapon of any shape, size, or model shall surely be put to death… one who finds a lead weapon of any shape, size, or model in any type of earth, soil, dirt, rubble, or body of water shall surely be put to death…’

He listened attentively. When he needed to, he corrected her on the lost language of the written word. It was best she knew. It was best she knew the law in a world that wished her dead.

Once the sun went down, he left quietly. The words were gone, the room empty. Her hands still carrying the scent of the clay. The light of the rising moon falling upon their ragged, blistered skin through the glass. A full moon. Beckoning of the imminent. A little more than four full moons since her last bleeding.

He would be arriving home soon.

Could she do it? Could she kill the one she was bound to?

Could she kill the man she was bound to by blood, by suffering, by confinement?

All things unholy. His doings still left behind.

His offspring in her arms, his eyes to still look back at hers in a new face.


 

I Law of Lead

 

 

One who assembles, manufactures, invents, distributes, administers a lead weapon of any shape, size, model shall surely be put to death; one who finds a lead weapon of any shape, size, model in any type of earth, soil, dirt, rubble, body of water shall surely be put to death; one who finds a lead weapon of any shape, size, model, in any type of earth, soil, dirt, rubble, body of water and does not return it to the authorities of their tribe, clan, nation, kin, or the authorities of any other social order in which they dwell shall surely be put to death; one who fires, utilizes, exploits, bestows a lead weapon of any shape, size, model at any creature born on this earth dead or alive and any object of any kind shall surely be put to death, under Natural Law the authorities of tribe, clan, nation, family, kin, or any other social order are ordered to destroy it on the day of its collection. For this is Natural Law.
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She scraped her rock and flint in the bathing room. Candles set ablaze, and there was light.

She boiled the water on the wood-burning stove, then took trips carrying it up the stairs to fill the tub. A window set ajar. Undressing piece by piece, until her swellings glowed in the shadows. She had never seen the body of another woman, yet she had cross-examined her own for many winters. Under faint candle light, her every mark and hair exposed. Legs solid, their muscles protruding. Ankles slender and feet cushioned by hardened skin. Two humble hills growing from her chest that were gradually expanding. She found it important to inspect herself for ticks and bug bites and to see if she had grown stronger. She sought proof that she was working hard at survival. Rarely, about once every four seasons, the Hunter and the Teacher inspected her hands. Were the terrible skin to be slowly spreading, the radiation in her blood would cause an expanding disease. As of yet, her hands remained the same. As disfigured as they were but never worse than they had been.

She pushed a chair under the doorknob. Hot steam rose up in shapes of flowers. It was a relief when the boiling water finally entered the pores of her hands.

They did not look that monstrous in the dark.

The blisters not noticeable unless touched, the pink rawness not visible unless put under the light.

She lowered her body into the water.

The bruises that were coming to color.

Her swollen belly large enough to rest in the palms of her hands yet small enough to hide under the layers of her clothes. Here in the water an unmistakable hill.

She scrubbed her skin and stood up. The water dripping down all the shapes. Her body slowly becoming not her own. Her heart beating in her chest. She stepped out and dried herself. Trembling, she shaved the side of her head, re-braided her hair, and blew out the candles.

Downstairs, the front door opened and slammed shut. His heavy footsteps. A brief greeting between the two men. A report from outside.

He was going to call for her.

She knew he was going to call for her, to be welcomed. In the darkness she felt in the cupboard for the glass pot of animal fat the Teacher had prepared for her. She rubbed it over her hands to prevent her skin from cracking and shedding. Back in her chamber, she rushed to change into her nightgown, over it a knitted sweater and a thick wool cardigan, her gloves back on her hands. Her cheeks still pink with warmth, her black braid glistening on the back of her neck.

When she was an infant, carried through the wilderness by the protective arms of the Teacher, they came across a stranger in their path. Wandering the wild just like them. The stranger eyeing the infant with curiosity as the Teacher tried to shield her, but he had seen. When it became clear they were both on the path of exile, the stranger agreed he would never betray the mutant child’s existence. If he could stay with them.

Stepping into her slippers she trotted halfway down the stairs until she nearly fell against him. The stranger, the Hunter.

He still had his coat on. He was unclean. Grease and filth. His heavy-set eyebrows glistening with sweat, his pointy nose like a terrible beak. Sleepless, lawless, loveless. Lines and marks on his face which had not been there before, his wickedness had aged him. He observed her. He locked her in his arms, her lungs collapsing inside her ribs with the pressure of his limbs, and he smelled like all things terrible, and she tried holding her breath. She thought, this is the Hunter. This is his scent. It is a repulsive scent. His smell, and her own, had fused together before by now, living in this cabin. Forever would she carry his scent, just a whiff, until she would die.

He pulled away to look at her, then lowered his arm. She could feel his hand reaching out and landing slowly upon her stomach.

‘All will turn out well for us,’ he whispered.

‘Under Natural Law you would be just as doomed as I am,’ she said softly.

‘Under Natural Law you would have been dead a long time ago,’ he answered, ‘had I not saved you.’

‘Not you. The Teacher did.’

He narrowed his eyes. He patted her shoulder and walked up to the bathing room. She continued down the stairs.

The Teacher stood at the bottom watching her calmly. She froze.

Had he heard?

She felt her stomach turn knowing he had observed her interacting with the Hunter in what seemed an intimate display. His gaze followed her descent. She felt his eyes in her back as she went to sweep the hall dirtied by the Hunter’s boots.
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Coming of spring, watch it glow

lest you wish to never know the singing of birds.

The touch of color where long there had been none,

the animals awakening, the prey and the predators.

Life returns and all its dangers,

but softer the mornings to bear against the skin.

Still cold the nights, but warmth was advancing,

here where the seasons still came to be.

 

But not in the far north. The frozen land where the slow melting of the ice seduced the lost world underneath to return. Only waterdrops, never a wave. Only a splash, never a flood. The oceans that once flowed now still, ever so rigid.

And there was the south. The land of sandstorms, which ravaged the remains of the cities and villages. Scraping away the carcasses of what once was, stones that were once building blocks now pebbles shaped by time. Desert plants that grew through the death, those whose roots had not been torn by the winds. Ash and grime and all things terrible for the living. Only a howling wind that welcomed the dust that came with spring.

In a few days, the sandstorm would settle. None in New America would know of its existence; none would know of the snowstorms in the north. None in New America would know what lay beyond the ocean in the patches that once made up the lands across from them. The sea too wild to cross. All too merciless, brutal waves shattering any and all ships that dared try.

And how heart-wrenching it would be for those living in the west to know of those in the east and to never be able to unite. To not be able to greet the foreign men they thought had been lost and embrace them as though they were long-lost brothers. And what had they held onto, in this new age, and what had they forsaken? What had been forgotten there, what had been invented? Blessed are the unknowing for they can never miss what they do not know they lack.

There simply was no world beyond the shores.
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The morning came early. A cloudless sky, but by evening a storm would pass over them. She laced her boots and left the cabin. Her animals were waiting for her.

She would go to them, but not yet. Not yet, for the mutant was not alone. A black bear stood watching in the distance. Giant, dark, menacing, it was no stranger to these lands. It had passed through before, with its cub. A violent encounter. The Hunter had had no choice but to flee back inside the cabin, one bolt to shoot during the ordeal, one bolt that the cub did not survive. The mother scraping the cabin walls with her scratching claws for days.

Standing on its four paws, the lonely animal observed her. Nose in the air. The door behind Gaia was still open. A mother returning to pay her vengeance. A life for a life. An unsuspecting mutant, an ever-mourning beast. Who but the lucky survived the wrath of the great royal of the forest?

They had been lucky once.

This, her most perfect blameless death, would she choose. Not her but the wild to be at fault that the Hunter would never hold his own child.

One last look up at her chamber window. Between its walls where she had been taught the written word. The Teacher and his goodness.

She stepped forward, her organs churning, soon to be torn apart. Distant, beastly grunts. A deep breath, the shutting of the eyes, a swift pull at her limbs. Where were its sharp claws? Opening her eyes she saw herself being carried back inside. The slamming of the door behind them. He threw her upon the floor and, just before she cowered in shame, he gripped her shoulder and made her look at him.

‘I was already thinking of names for our child. Our son.’

‘You…?’ she whispered, staring into the eyes of her savior.

‘Yes,’ said the Hunter. ‘It was I. Is it shame you feel? Is it guilt? Knowing that by taking your life you take another’s, an innocent’s?’

‘Am I not innocent?’

‘You. You are the mutant…’

‘And if the child is a mutant?’

Rumbling above. At the sound of the Teacher’s chamber door shutting, the Hunter pulled Gaia to her feet. From the top of the stairs, the Teacher now came walking. She ran over to embrace him. His grasp held no wickedness. He was good. He pushed her chin up and looked into her eyes, searching to see what was at stake, what tormented her, but he was still blissfully unknowing.

‘Did you lose your temper with her?’ he asked the Hunter.

‘The black bear paid her a visit.’

‘Where is it?’

The Hunter peered through the window. ‘Gone.’

The Teacher opened the weapon cabinet. ‘Let us make sure our animals are safe.’

Gaia nodded. He would always care about the same things she did. He would always be her righteous one.
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Two travelers were trekking through the forest, putting down a fire they had lit the night before. Watch them climb and tread, travelers who know how to survive man and wild. It is to them we now momentarily bring our attention. Under their armored clothing they bore markings on their chests of a nation great and mighty. Its lands vast but not yet vast enough.

These were nationmen.

In low voices, in a tongue strange to the forest, for no humans had spoken in this part for a long time, one said to the other, ‘Leave no lit ember behind.’

The elder of the two was bald-headed and scarred. His left eye bore the marks of a knife battle. He would survive the journey home. He had momentarily taken the helmet off, showing a forehead low and broad. His companion was more youthful, though his skin had been aged by battles. They carried swords, knives, bows, and arrows with them, and had come so far on two horses. They were not wicked. Their motives not foul. They did as they were told. They, along with other groups, had been sent out north, south, east, and west, patroling the land for spies, enemies, and potential land to conquer. They would fight for their nation should they need to. They would die for their nation should they have to. These were warriors.

They had departed on their journey many days earlier. Soon they would come to find out their journey was not in vain.

 

All was still as it was, yet every ache she felt marked the passing of time. Comings and goings of fevers. Something brewing inside her. Waiting to reveal itself, occupying her blood, using her body as a home before it would be released.

She was scrubbing the floors when he called for her. He to whom she would always answer. She dropped her sponge in the bucket and went down into the cellar. Down below into the glow of yellow candle light. She walked down the steps. He stood at the bottom, knife in hand, its tip pointing to the dried leather hanging from its hooks. She knew. This was their unspoken language. This was what no one could ever take from her. He gracefully handed her the weapon and she cut off two patches of leather.

She forgot about her duties and cut and stitched her new pair of gloves on the living room floor. The old ones she pulled off her hands. They had come a long way. She had worn them as she had taken life. The first time she had ever slipped them on she had been crying. She was not crying now. Silently she let the new pair glide over her fingers and cover her palms.

More lives would be taken with them.

The stitching had taken hours of concentrated precision, and it had kept her from her duties. She finished scrubbing and gathered the dirty clothes around the cabin. Upon opening her own chamber door she found her laundry basket had been toppled over. Her filthy clothes lay scattered, surrounding him. He was on his knees. A strange submission. She had never looked down at him. She shut the door, fearing the Teacher would find them here.

She watched the Hunter shake his head in grief. In his hand the stained towel she had wiped her bloodied hands with.

‘Is it true?’ he muttered. From his voice she could tell he had been crying. ‘Did you bleed this month?’

‘I…’

‘Are you or are you not with child?’

Oh, how deeply he wished to have lived another life entirely! To shed himself of what he was! She saw it now, all his trust put into her, to mold him as such, blindly immersing himself in his hope for a new life. For her to give birth not only to his child but to a new form of himself! For him to forget his wickedness!

‘Are you or are you not with child?’

She threw down the pile of sheets that she had been carrying in her arms. She approached him, and he looked up at her with pleading eyes. ‘Have you not felt the terrible swelling of my stomach?’ she spat as she shoved his hands against it. ‘Have you not felt what brews inside of me? He will find out. He will punish you…’

‘Go on and tell him, mutant. You will mourn the outcome.’

‘You mean to kill him,’ she softly affirmed.

‘There is no room for four of us here.’

She threw his hands off. ‘You would not dare. I would kill you if you tried…’

He held onto her wrist still. ‘You? You cannot kill me… I taught you every strike you swing, every hit, every turn. Every trick you might pull, I taught you. Your moves will betray you because I invented them! Your attempts will betray you because they belong to me.’

He got to his feet, eyeing her. She stepped back. He opened his mouth, he intended to speak, but the farm bell rang outside.

He froze, and so did she.

The Teacher was still down in the cellar. All as it was or should have been. The Hunter took a look through the window, then bolted.

‘We are not alone,’ he said, rushing downstairs.

She heard feet trotting on wood – the Teacher running up from the cellar – something dropping and shattering on the floor. Cabinets opened, cabinets closed. Readying their weapons. These were the rare moments when Gaia had to hide, when the quiet of the wild was not enough, when the remote cabin had been stripped of its concealment. She looked through the window glass.

A saddled horse that was not her own stood waiting by the farm fence. Yet there were two humans, for they had lost one horse on the way. She watched a man pull her horse from the field, and, having found the bridle and saddle, put them on. He had taken off his helmet to soothe the animal as he exited and closed the fence behind him, again ringing the bell.

The second man she now saw standing by his own horse. They positioned the animals for exit, then pulled out their weapons. They were not done yet. They had traveled here from far, these nationmen. They had not come for a horse alone. Where there was such life there were humans, there were spoils.

Two strangers moving into her view.

Watch closely, the birth of regret.

Have it written here, to remember

there will come a day where her Teacher will say,

‘we should have stayed in the cabin,’

and she will say, ‘yes, we should have stayed.’

Ah, if the mutant had known then what she knew later, as she pulled off her gloves.

Her claws, for all to see, forfeiting her life in the wild.

Her knuckles against the glass.

Three knocks against the window.

Three knocks to confess what she was.

Three knocks for them to know.

The men raised their heads to look at her. She waved her mutated hands, the left side of her monstrous face in the light of day. In a flash, one fell flat on the ground, gulping for air, the arrow sticking in his throat. Courtesy of the Hunter.

Gaia’s own horse panicked at the commotion and fled through the trees. The second horse was already galloping away with the other man upon it. Escaping. Fleeing to the world of man. His helmet securely on his head as he looked back to see who was following him. Arrows hitting his armor, one slipping through the slit between his armpit and shoulder, penetrating his flesh. He slumped forward, nearly sliding off, and a second arrow rushed past his helmet. She saw the Hunter and the Teacher dash out of the cabin. Without the means to gain on the nationman, the Teacher quickly came to a halt. Desperately, the Hunter ran through the trees shouting obscenities and warnings of murder and massacre as the nationman galloped out of sight, still in control, wounded but still riding; still alive he was, and he would not return alone.

Silence. The Hunter stumbled back and threw his bow in the dirt. Left with nothing but a corpse. Gaia put on her coat in a hurry and ran outside to observe the dead man, but the Teacher violently pulled her arm back to keep her from approaching the body.

‘But he is dead!’ said Gaia.

‘We do not play with the dead,’ snapped the Teacher.

‘How could you? I heard you. I heard you. You knocked on the window. You warned them. She warned them,’ spat the Hunter, towering over her.

His finger in her face. That human finger, callused and darkened by physical labor but still human, still everything she was not. That gaze of betrayal. The Teacher cautiously stepped before her. She leaned to the left to observe the corpse. The sky glistening in his eyes. How fantastically different the face, the head, the shoulders from the men she lived with, and yet the same. Fresh human blood gleaming. More free than she would ever be, but there was still hope for the survivor that had escaped.

‘I heard nothing,’ said the Teacher calmly, stepping over the body.

He crouched down and observed the number of lines inked on his neck. Twelve lines, twelve battles. Only those living in civilized nations performed such rituals. Establishment of loyalty, order, distinctions between warriors. He now undid the man’s armor and pulled down his coat. The symbol inked above his collarbone on the left side of his chest, above the heart, marking which nation he belonged to.

‘Gregorian folk,’ he said. ‘A handful of days before they return.’

‘Do you hear that, Gaia?’ said the Hunter. ‘They will come back with more and capture you. They will stand around in a circle as they fry you to a crisp. Does that sound appealing?’

Why else would she have knocked?

Her end was coming.

What beauty there was in knowing the Hunter would never hold his own child.
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Scavenging like vermin, the tribe of Gregor Nicola had been formed by mere chance many generations ago. A handful of conjoined families following the path to nowhere. Alive by accident. Those who joined escaping a past unspoken. Beaten valor unable to heal with no hope for a future spent alone. Any security they had was merely imagined, the dogs untamed, the children unwashed. Meals of silent contemplations eaten at the bonfire. No one spoke of The Day. Like nomads, they traveled through New America and found the lands which had not sunk under water, which were not blackened and smoldering but had blossomed into fertile fields. Where life could come again.

One calls them the First Generation.

Gregor, who was the strongest, the first to fight against the despair and sorrow, began the building of homes and taking refuge in the skeletal remains of cities.

The planting of crops, the planting of life. He who led them into new civilization, back to the ways of man before modernity had come and gone. Never again.

The men hunted, the women bore children, and, if they were strong enough, trained to be fighting maidens.

Animals fit for breeding were kept. Those fit for eating were utilized to the bone, skin, and fur. Plants and herbs were harvested from the dirt. Water was found under the ground or from old wells they stumbled upon. Strangers who ran into them came to stay or fought till the death. Those they met who were mutated, young or old, were believed to bring disease, famine, and misfortune, and so were sacrificed back to the earth.

Never again.

And so the establishing of the tribes began.

It was Gregor who initiated it, the order of Natural Law.

The rules were formed over the years, taught from word of mouth and spread throughout the land, slowly becoming the way of life for all humans. Later on, when the savage outlaws came to be, they, too, often abided by some of the rules, if not all of them. A shred of order, a shred of humanness.

It was he who began the digging of mines. Silver, copper, gold the earth gave him, from them were molded a currency.

Gregor has long passed. And his tribe came to be the largest, known to be the first to re-establish civilization. The Gregorians, covering parts of Idaho, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming. One of the four great nations. The second-largest, the Calistonites, their strained ally. Years of warfare and truces made and broken and made again. Their territory spreading through parts of Wyoming, Kansas, Nebraska, and Iowa. The Arican folk living throughout Iowa, Illinois, Indiana. The Franciscans, North and South Carolina.

Doomed is the mutant who will come to know them all.
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Gaia traced her finger across the weathered skin of the Gregorian warrior. She had been given permission to observe him before he was burned.

The twelve inkings commemorating twelve battles marking his neck, fading into a deep blue color. The symbol above his collarbone illustrating a cutthroat trout inside a circle, blurred by the friction between fabric and skin. His face reddened by overexposure to sun. His mouth agape, the blood that had poured from it now dark and hard. His sweat had dried, but she still smelled it. The scent of man.

She looked up at the Teacher and gave him a nod. She watched as they stripped him of his clothes and weapons and lowered him into the hole they had dug.

They kept her inside by the weapon cabinet. She was sharpening every weapon they owned. The Hunter and the Teacher were carving new arrows between the trees. She was trembling. Her heart thumping in her throat, her stomach churning, sweating from the crevices of every limb. Waiting for death, fearing it, longing for it. She pushed the tip of the spear against her skin, ensuring its sharpness. Watching it shine like new in the reflection of the light.

She stood up to store it, but her gaze fell on him through the window. His back was to her as he sat carving in the distance. Unaware, unknowing. From here, were the window open, she could strike him. Her grip tightening. Even her legs positioning themselves for attack.

She watched his neck turn, his eyes glowering at her as though he knew.

 

Once she stored the spear away, she approached them through the trees.

‘Go back inside,’ said the Hunter.

‘Let her make herself useful,’ said the Teacher.

He handed her one of the carving sticks. Without a word she sat down on a tree stump.

His looming presence, his Hunter gaze. She, the traitor. He would punish her. He always would: she was his prey. She was his pupil, trained to kill anyone but him. What would it be? An attack on her honor, but that had already been done. An assassination of the Teacher? By tomorrow he might not be living.

Abruptly, her shoulders tensed. Back straightened. No birds were singing. Her breathing paused. She felt someone or something was performing the silent hunt on her, or on the men. The air still. Branches of trees lazily swaying to the side. The waves rolling through them in a lightness ever unattainable by her. In the midst of the trees, in the distance, a heaviness moving. Gaia stood up.

She said, ‘There is something here.’

‘I see nothing,’ said the Hunter.

The Teacher had stopped to look around.

Leaves were cracking in the distance. All three of them heard it now. They raised their weapons. The dark figure of a horse, their horse, returning unharmed and alone. It knew this was home.

She stood up to stroke its nose and scratch its neck, and she thanked the animal for its loyalty in a whisper.

‘We are lucky it returned. I will go out to patrol,’ announced the Hunter, latching the bow onto the arrow quiver on his back and sticking the readied arrows inside. He jumped on and galloped away.

She watched him leave. She wondered if he would return.

‘Why did you knock?’

The Teacher was bent over his arrow, fixated on the carving. Now the shame came to her, and her cheeks flushed red.

‘I did not.’

‘Yes, you did.’

‘I did not.’

‘The righteous do not lie. Three knocks. Three knocks for what? A wish for death, battle, blood? Were you curious, bored, angry?’

Silence.

‘You hold a secret. You have for some time.’

‘He means to kill you.’

‘Who?’

‘The Hunter.’

‘He has a bad temperament.’

‘He means to kill you.’

He frowned in disbelief. Could he recognize his mutant still?

He sent her back inside to do the laundry, and she scrubbed clean the blood-splattered clothes of their victim until nightfall. They had supper when the Hunter returned from patrol. As they ate, he reported a two-day-old fire pit not too far from here. He had not spotted any humans along the way, but he had seen some terrible rainclouds in the distance.

The moment he said it, they heard the coming of the storm. The window blinds clattering relentlessly. Running to the front door in her socks she slipped and scraped her knees. There was no time to put on boots. She ran to the farm where the animals had already made their way into the shed. The winds were starting. She locked the doors. Her duty to protect. Shivering, she returned to the cabin. Her lack of breath wearing her down. And the mutant was strong, stronger than any girl human she would meet. And the mutant was strong, stronger than many men she would encounter, but it would not be long before her body would protest. All her daily duties to become barely endured. Every task a burden. Every duty an effort the more she swelled. As she sat down at her table she wiped the sweat off her forehead. Her body would betray her.

The Hunter eyed her cautiously. The Teacher watched him watch her.

‘The nationman is wounded and alone,’ announced the Hunter after the crack of thunder.

A flash of white enveloped the forest in light.

All wild creatures had gone into hiding.

‘Let us hope the storm kills him.’


 

II Law of Murder

 

 

One who commits any wrong toward a fellow man by means of taking their life shall confess the wrong that they have done. They shall pay restitution in an amount decided by the authorities of their tribe, clan, nation, kin, or the authorities of any social order in which they dwell to the man that they have wronged. If the man has no kinsman to whom restitution can be made, the amount repaid shall go to the authorities of their tribe, clan, nation, kin, or authorities of any social order in which they dwell. One who commits any wrong toward a fellow man by means of taking their life shall be imprisoned for an amount of time decided by the authorities of their tribe, clan, nation, kin, or authorities of any social order in which they dwell based on the violent nature and conditions of the crime. One who commits any wrong toward a man by means of taking their life with the nature of the violence being the purpose of a duel shall be imprisoned for an amount of time decided by the authorities of their tribe, clan, nation, kin, or authorities of any social order in which they dwell. One who commits any wrong toward a fellow man by means of taking their life shall be judged leniently granted that their own life was in danger during the act; proof shall be provided through physical injury, eyewitnesses, destruction of property, and record of crimes. One who commits any wrong toward a fellow man by means of taking their life through the act of self-defense or not shall forever carry the crime with them until their deaths and their crime to be recorded by the designated authorities of their tribe, clan, nation, kin, or authorities of any social order in which they dwell. For this is Natural Law.
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Every afternoon, he went patroling. Unwaveringly. In his wickedness, he had an uninhibited courage. Every afternoon, he went patroling and every afternoon, she hoped he would not return.

Shortly after dawn on the morning of the sixth day after the incident came the singing of birds. Flocks covering the sky, morphing into their dances. From southern New America they were returning after winter. Families of sparrows soaring over the cabin. She looked out her window and saw them flying above the treetops.

Her body rattled with fever, nausea pumping from her stomach. She dressed herself slowly. Every limb in her body pulling her down. She descended the stairs and saw the glowing of candlelight under the Teacher’s chamber door. He was awake.

Downstairs, she discovered the debris of a duel. The raging of the storm was not the only roar she had heard through the night, but she had been too weak to move and look. Amidst her feverish nightmares she had concluded the noises, in her intervals of half-awakening, were part of her sleep.

One chair had a broken leg; jars had been shattered into pieces. In the window was a crack in the shape of a circle, in the wall a dent. It could not be that they had been invaded, or she would have been taken. This duel had taken place during her sleep between the two men she knew best.

The storm had left a disarray of torn branches and leaves but the farm had suffered no damage. As she cleaned the shed, she came to the conclusion there was one animal too few.

One less mouth bleating. An absence. A twin lamb was missing.

She looked behind every bale of hay, every corner of the enclosed farm. The lamb had been taken, and she knew it would not return.

The Hunter had chosen his punishment.

She was weeping when she re-entered the cabin. She knew better than to love those she raised. She wept silently while removing all the glass from the floor. She knew better than to love those raised to be killed. Not had it been their time, not had she said farewell.

With a broom, she gathered the broken mugs. She found blood on the rug. Of man or of animal? She scrubbed all that needed to be scrubbed until only the wall and the window revealed evidence of the quarrel still. Footsteps coming down the stairs. She could not look at him. Not now, she could not face him, she would forego all she knew about righteousness and strangle him.

His shuffles approaching her from behind. Those were not the steps of the wicked. It was the Teacher. His eyes bloodshot, his lower lip bruised purple. She spoke before he could.

‘It was him,’ she croaked.

‘I know. It was I who caught him.’

‘Is it dead?’

He nodded, and her teeth began to rattle with the chills.

‘Look up at me,’ he said. She did, but only briefly. ‘Has he ever hurt you?’

She did not let him ask any further. She struggled to support herself and held onto the counter, her ears buzzing. Pouring with sweat, mucus gathering in her mouth, suppressing the vomit.

‘Please, what did he do with it?’ she cried out. ‘Did… did he throw the poor body away? Please… I beg you, I must bury it, I must lay it to rest!’

She threw the cleaning cloth onto the floor and rushed up the stairs, but she could not make it. She held onto the railing, gasping for breath, stumbling into her bedroom, the defeated, the conquered prey. She collapsed onto the floor, her shaking knees slamming against the wood. She climbed back up onto her feet and grabbed the bed frame. A rushing fever. No space to breathe. She pulled off her gloves, she threw off the wool sweater that was soaked with her sweat. The camisole underneath clinging to her skin, too small to fit. Her belly exposed, her belly contaminated, tainted, tainted, tainted, staring at it protruding from her. She tried to catch her breath, the creaking of the wood, she raised her head and looked into the eyes of the Teacher.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
. -~
S PONGHERS, 2 :

N,

DE WINTER





OEBPS/image2.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg
SOLOMONICA DE WINTER

NATURAL

LAW





OEBPS/image1.jpg





