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One
Far was dead, and I could not live without her.
I bought her body with two coins and a kiss, paid for it like all of the other things on the dark markets--the monkey feet and star keys and lover brambles, bought and sold, pressed to palms in shadowed alleys, far away from the wandering gazes of the Gray Coats. The Robber I hired didn't say much when I kissed him, when I gave him the coins. He turned, and he disappeared into his warehouse, and I followed him and was sick along the inner wall, because the building smelled of death and ash and excrement. I almost lost him in the dark because of my retching, but I stumbled after, willing myself to keep pace with his long strides, anger driving me forward when nothing else could.
He pointed to a slump of burlap, vaguely human-shaped, and I peeled back the upper layer, saw her hair, her beautiful brown face, saw how it didn’t look like her face anymore. I put down the cloth before I lost all I had left: my anger, my desire, my bitterness. I hefted her onto my shoulder and staggered under her weight and nearly tripped over another body on my way out of the nightmare.
In the dull glow of the city at night, I crept along the alley and prayed to things I did not believe in to shield me, hide me from the Gray Coats, from the prowling beasts and birds that lined the roofs of buildings--gargoyles and living monsters alike, watching the people below, hungry.
The shack wasn't a home; it wasn't even shelter from the citywide stench. But it had a door and a lock, and I was grateful to it for the first time in my life when I felt the solidity of wood and iron beneath my hands, shut out and bolted the city behind me, and set my burden down upon the floor as gently as I could. She seemed heavier than she'd been in life, unwieldy and stiff, and I wanted to be sick again when I peeled back the burlap and saw her not-face and realized all over again that I had lost her.
But I hadn't, I reminded myself, wiping my damp, shaking hands against my skirts, and raking them back through my disheveled mess of hair, thinking. My thoughts spun like swinging lanterns.
I had not lost her. She was here, in front of me. She'd only been dead for a single night. I might have enough time.
My hands were still shaking when I drew the circle in chalk on the floor, outlining her body in waves and points, writing out the words I remembered, the ones my hands knew when my mind did not: the language of the dead. I finished, and I sat back on my heels, touched her fingers with my own, winced at how cold she was.
I crossed the circle, put one boot on the inside, one on the out, and I felt the balance shift, felt the darkness draw close as a cloak, suffocating and heavy and almost comforting.
I stepped fully in, and everything was black.
It was quick, the change. Darkness, and then slight light, gray light. The shack and Far's body were gone, and the pair of stone lions stared down at me with their usual disdain as the wind blew from the yawning cave mouth, the entrance to After, and teased at my hair and face like rude children's fingers.
"After is closed to you," said one lion, unhinging its jaws, the sound of boulder against earth screeching into the stillness. "You are forbidden to this place, Mana."
I knelt, pressing my hands together, hoping the lions’ eyesight was poor enough to overlook my fear. I was cunning. I had always been cunning. I could still be cunning.
"Oh, lords of After," I said quietly, bowing my head to them, eyes fixed to the dark earth, the shards of bone that stuck up through it like dead flower stalks. "I know that I am forbidden to this place."
"Then why have you come? Why have you returned, when we have warned you again and again that you enter After at your peril?" One lion lowered its massive head and affixed me with a granite gaze. I quaked and swallowed and felt the exhale of its breath between sharp and shining stone teeth.
"I lost something important here," I said, standing, never removing my eyes from the ground, my entire body tense. I had used so many ploys in the past to trick the lions, or confuse them, or flatter them, but now I had no heart for games. This was too important. "I come with an offering for you, that I may take a few heartbeats and retrieve what is precious to me. Surely you would not object to so short a dalliance through After? I will be gone before you can even blink your eyes."
"Surely you do not think us stupid," said the lion on the left, rather dryly. "First, you are forbidden, and second, why should we grant you any favor?"
"I would leave you my soul, until I return. If I do not return, it will be yours to keep." My voice was barely a whisper.
The lions looked to one another. The one on the right roared to the left, "A soul is a soul. She could not trick us in this."
They both stared at me together.
"Know that, if you deceive us, we will repay you in full, Mana, daughter of the city," said the one on the left, voice dangerous and soft, a rumbling purr. "We will hunt you over the city, and we will devour you whole. You will cease to be in all ways."
"Of course," I said too quickly, taking out a pin from my hair. "Here." And I pricked my thumb, sucking on the blood until it flowed fast, steady, and then I let it pool upon the ground, dripping out an amorphous shape upon the earth, over the bones. I let a hiss of pain escape as a lion pressed its paw to the dirt, sucked up my spirit through my blood until I felt faint enough to die, faint enough to waver, devoid of the courage to take another step.
"It is ours," said the lions, as one. "Go. Be quick. If you do not return in one thousand heartbeats, we will claim your soul forever."
I fell to my knees but stood, just as quickly, stumbling between their great shapes and through the cave into After.
I could find Far in one thousand heartbeats.
I would have to.
Darkness, the line of glowing souls, the density of earth overhead—the atmosphere of After never changed. Souls glimmered a sort of blue-white in the half light, like milk at midnight, standing one after the other in succession, beginning right at the gap and gateway of After and ending in the Recycler Chamber.
I raced along the line, looking at each face as the dead moved forward, step by slow step. They didn't notice me; they never did. It was so familiar, this sensation--my blood roaring through me as I tried to find the mark and tried not to get caught.
The Prehend’s approach was silent as death, so you had to watch for her. Just because I never got caught before didn't mean I wouldn't now. My skin crawled, and I kept glancing over my shoulder as I crept quickly along, between the rock wall and the shimmering spirits.
Please, Far--please still be here.
The Recycler Chamber glowed up ahead, a rounded room made of alabaster at the top of the hill. The line of souls fed up into it and disappeared inside. No soul ever came out of the Chamber. Rumor had it that the Chamber made a soul into someone new, so hopeful people got into the habit of calling it the Recycler.
I called it a curse. Who would trust their soul to a machine?
If Far had gone through the Chamber, I had already lost her.
I tripped as I turned a corner, tripped and put out my hand against the wall to steady myself. If I hadn't tripped, I might have missed her, might not have seen her flickering face. It was strange, how her face was duller than the others, how her whole body glowed less, but it made her easier to spot. She was there, standing there, and my heart leapt up, and I almost wept and cried out at once. Far, my Far, was still safe.
I stepped forward, placed my arms about her waist, pressed her to me and in me. I felt the familiar swell of my heart as a foreign soul entered and engulfed my insides, and I shook, euphoric with the sensation of housing another’s essence within my body. Far did not think or move inside of me but remained still and quiet in my belly, and heavy, as if I'd eaten a too-full meal. I stood for a long moment, making certain she was secure, and I stepped back along the wall.
That was when I saw her.
The Prehend drifted along the line of spirits, shimmering in her own right, not blue but a deathly white, floating just above the ground. Her round black eyes were counting the dead, always counting the dead, and her mouth was closed, but I had seen her teeth from a distance before, knew how sharp they were, how full of them her mouth was. She moved sedately now, languid, as if in a dream, but if she saw me, pursued me, I would never be able to run fast enough to get away.
My heart pounded, and all my trickery left me. I didn't know what to do. She came from the direction of the gateway. She would have to catch me or pass me by, and she never passed anyone by.
I dropped to my knees and stopped breathing. I prayed and hoped the force of my prayer would be enough.
She slowed as she neared my crouching form, slowed to a crawl, and I saw the wisps of her garments twining with the souls as she mulled them over, as she ceased counting. She was too close to me, would surely see me, devour me. I knew it was over; everything was over.
But she moved on.
She kept drifting down the line, and I began to edge backward until I rounded the corner and scrabbled up from my hands and knees to take off at a flat run. My feet pounded against the dull hollow of the earth, and I ran from After like I had never run before.
My leg muscles burned with disuse, but my heart was elated. This was me, what I was--a Runner. I was the best at stealing back souls, or had been. Far had begged me to stop because my fellow Runners got…bad luck, failed to evade the Prehend, were devoured. Now there was only one other Runner left in all of the city, and he would never be as fast as me.
I burst out of the gap and stopped, gasping for breath between the two stone lions.
"Trouble?" asked the one on the right, malicious grin splitting its face.
I shook my head, held out my hand, and my blood pooled up from the earth and flowed back into the tiny wound upon my finger. There were two souls in my body now, and they shifted and warred but eventually lay beside one another, curled round each other, at peace.
"No trouble at all," I whispered, and left After.
~*~
"Who did this to you?" I asked her, pressing my hand to her hand, to the wound in her palm that opened like a vicious smile across her skin.
"No one," she sighed, taking her fingers from me, pressing the wound to her shoulder to quell the flow of blood. "I did it to myself."
I tore at my hair, knelt down beside her, ready to weep or rage at her. I didn't know what to do. I never knew what to do with Far.
"It's all so messed up," she said, looking down at me with clear, deep eyes, so dark they reflected the light like mirrors. "It shouldn't be this way."
"What are you talking about?" Wary, I looked at the chinks in the shack's walls, the tiny holes where anyone could press an ear, hear her treasonous talk and, drag her away, lock her away, so that I'd never see her again. "Far, everything is fine…" I whispered, holding out my hands to her, my eyes begging: Please stop talking about this. Please don't talk about this.
"It's so fucked up." She backed away from me. "And you only add to it."
"I keep you safe," I said, pain lancing my heart. "I earn enough coin so that we don't have to worry, so that I can feed you, so that we can buy time."
"I don't want time," she whispered. "I want to be free."
I took her hand from her shoulder. She wept soundlessly. I poured unguents into the wound, and together we watched the slash on her palm close, the flesh pouring into itself until the wound was gone—though, when I closed my eyes, I saw it still.
"Why won't you let me die?" she whispered to me, pillowing her head on my shoulder, and her tears traced familiar grooves along my chest. "Just let me fucking go."
I covered her lips with a finger, felt myself shaking.
Outside of the shack, stone claws scraped and clicked. The gargoyles began to hunt when the clock chimed twelve.
~*~
I pressed the herbs against her mouth and eyes and lay, bone weary, on the floor beside her. Far's soul had ported over to her body smoothly, but waking up was always difficult for the Reanima. This last step would either seal her back to the body or break the link, and if the link was broken, her soul would be lost to the city, to After…and to me.
I closed my eyes and prayed.
I never prayed to anyone specific. There were so many gods in the city, constructs born of overactive and desperate imaginations. But I suppose, in a sense, I prayed to ideas--the idea that she would wake up, that we could go back to the way things were. The idea that I had done the right thing in buying Far’s body, fetching her soul, and willing her back to life, back to me.
She breathed in once, back arching up of a sudden, bending like a bow, and I leapt to my feet, terrified that, out of the hundreds of reanimations I had enabled, somehow I had botched this one--this most important, most precious one.
But she breathed in and out again, and her eyes opened, milky, and she turned her head and looked up me.
"Mana?" she whispered, a growl low and deep in her throat. She coughed, coughed up blood, bile, and she said it again, my name. She said my name: "Mana?"
I gathered her into my arms, pressed her close to me, but she was pushing weakly against me, and she was crying out, saying my name over and over again--not in joy but in despair.
"Mana, what have you done?" she wailed, looking down at her hands, her blackened nails. Her wrists moved stiff as dolls’ limbs. "You brought me back?"
"Shh," I whispered, pressing my finger to her lips; she slapped it away.
"I will not be quiet!" she raged and staggered to her feet--awkwardly, leaning against the wall of the shack, beating her breast with one loose fist. I stepped forward, held her arms to her sides, and she was as weak as a child, struggling and crying out.
"You've cursed me," she spat, and she pressed her face to my heart, and she gave in, then, sobbing against my breastbone, tearless. The Reanima could not weep.
I held her until she stopped, until--together--we knelt down upon the dirt floor once more. My heart pounded in my chest, knocking against my ribs as I listened closely to the world outside of our shack’s four thin walls. I heard nothing; no one was coming. For now, in this moment, we were safe, both of us. Alive and safe.
"Why did you do this to me?" she hissed, her milky eyes red now, red and enlarged, and dazed looking. I stared at the floor, at my hands. I tried, but I could not look at her.
"I love you…" I began, but she was laughing and wailing and rocking, shaking her head as if I'd just said the funniest thing she had ever heard.
"If you loved me, you would have let this rot." She waved at her body, pounded her fists against her thighs. "You would have let them bury me and be done with it."
"I did let them bury you," I whispered, but she was wailing again, and I couldn't let her wail; they would come for both of us if they heard her. I leaned forward, pressed my finger to her lips. It was a familiar gesture for both of us, but somehow it felt different now.
Far stopped, stopped sobbing and stared at me, and I looked into her eyes and felt myself falling away.
I had reanimated so many corpses. So many, I’d lost count. I was proud of it, my success as a Runner. I’d put souls back into bodies, reanimated them, and then let them go on and live out whatever life they had left in them, until they began to rot, until they could no longer hide from the world what they truly were. Their bodies eventually ran out of energy, like a broken machine, and then--where did the resurrected soul go when its mortal house crumbled? No one knew; no Runner knew. We just did what people asked of us, brought their dead ones back to them, restored lost life. Those who feared the Recycler, who mistrusted its purpose--well, we offered them another option. We offered them time.
But Far had waited all of her life to die. And I had stolen away her one wish.
"Why?" she whimpered, putting her face in her hands, and her hands on her knees. She crumpled before me, silent, piteous.
"I love you," I repeated, an explanation and apology in one.
~*~
"Don't you ever wonder what this is all about?" Far licked her fingers before grabbing another handful of taffy from the bag. "Where we come from, where we're going? Don't you think it's a little strange that none of us knows?"
I shifted uncomfortably, held the bag out to her again, hoping the sticky candy would close her mouth for a little while. It was an uncharitable thought, but when she got into these moods and muttered treasonous words out loud--and in public, no less--my heart panicked. All it would take was one sentence overheard by one pair of ears. If Far got turned in to the Gray Coats, she would be gone fast as dreams, and I would lose her.
So I offered her more taffy.
"No, I mean, really," she said, twirling about a gravestone. "The Robbers dig up the bodies, and the Runners fetch souls and reanimate the bodies, but some souls go on to the Recycler, and where do they end up?
“One day we wake up here, and we have a place to live and some coins, and we're just expected to accept it all, to never wonder about what it means, or what could be…out there.” Far pointed to the darkness surrounding the city. "This place doesn't even have a name."
"It's home," I told her, and pressed the bag of taffy into her hands. I had paid three coins for it, and the paper-wrapped pieces tasted of brackish water, but Far loved it, and I would do anything to make Far happy.
But Far was never happy.
"Don't you ever feel…trapped?" she whispered, dropping the bag onto a grave, gliding her fingers over my collarbones. I sighed, leaning against her hands.
"No, Far. I don't feel anything but love."
Her face twitched, and I saw how disappointed she was in my reply. In me. But I'd spoken the truth.
"We live our lives in this tiny place, in these tiny ways, and you never wonder why, or if there's more." Her words were dull, flat, but they entered my ears like sharp things. I shook my head, put my arms around her.
"You don't understand," I whispered, holding her close, squeezing her against me. "None of that matters."
"It matters very much, Mana," she said, but I stopped up her mouth with a kiss.
~*~
"Please eat," I begged her, holding out the bowl of rice, waggling it before her. Far stared down at the ground, as she had for hours, and did not acknowledge me, did not move, remained as silent as a statue, and as lifeless.
But she had life. I had given her life.
"Leave me," she whispered.
“No.” My hand trembled, and I nearly dropped the bowl. I was afraid to leave her, was desperately afraid that somehow she would undo what I had done, slip free from her mortal coil, become an untethered soul and lost to me forever.
"Please eat," I whispered again, heart beating too fast. She pressed her face against the wall.
How long could this go on? How long could she refuse to nourish her body? How long would it function without food? In the beginning, the reanimated soul’s ties to the physical were like spider silk, tenuous, and the connection had to be nurtured.
Far knew this. She knew, and she still refused to eat.
She was as stubborn as a Reanima as she had been in her first life, and I was going to lose her again.
Tryx knocked his special knock--three fast, three slow, two fast. The sound surprised me; I jumped, and the bowl clattered to the floor. Rice spattered my feet, Far’s feet. She didn’t stir. I got up and opened the door and ducked outside, let the holey panel of wood shut fast behind me.
"We need a Runner," Tryx said, leaning close.
"I can't. Ask Gand."
"Gand is gone."
We stared at one another for a very long moment.
“Gone,” I repeated, and the word felt like lead on my tongue.
Tryx nodded. “Last night.”
It might have been anything--Gand could have simply died, died in his bed, even--but I thought in that heartbeat of the Prehend and her promise to all Runners: torture first, and then the soul devoured, lost for all time. It's what we faced; it’s why we were paid so well, and, really--in the city, our disgusting and dark little city--it was one guarantee in a haze of uncertainties.
"Will you do it?" asked Tryx.
If I Ran this last time, I would earn coin enough to buy food that would entice Far, food that she would be helpless to resist. I pushed my fingers through my hair, shut my eyes, breathed out the word before my brain could find reason to object. I said, "Yes."
"When the clock swings to six, at Baron's. You'll know the client when you see her."
He was gone before I could respond to this, melting into the darkness.
The clock struck five.
"I have to go," I told Far, putting blankets about her--a useless gesture, for myself more than for her. She stared at me, and my eyes slid away from her accusatory gaze.
"You go to steal another soul," she said, voice flat. It would do no good to lie, so I didn't, didn't say anything, just filled another bowl with rice from the pot and set it on the table beside her.
I turned to leave. "Please eat something," I whispered again, my parting words, because I knew it wouldn't matter if I asked her to stay. She would do what she wanted, as she always had. She would leave the shack if she wanted, would die again if she wanted, and there was nothing I could do this time to stop her. To save her.
"You had no right," she said, and the words latched onto my heart like leeches, slithered out the door with me, into the darkness.
~*~
Her mouth was warm and soft--softer than anything, everything in the city--and it held mine captive. Between kisses, I gasped for breath. Her fingers tightly wrapped my own, and then they were around my waist, pulling me close, closer, a shift of skin and velvet that made my eyes roll back as her lips moved down my neck, as her sweet breath blew across my skin, her hair draped upon me like a swathe of darkness. I felt…everything.
"I love you," I whispered to her, put my hands in her hair, arched against her. "I love you," I said again, when she did not respond.
Her mouth devoured me; her tongue and fingers claimed me as her own.
But she remained, even in the most sublime of those moments, utterly silent.
~*~
I knew her on sight, as Tryx had promised. She wept in a corner booth, black death-veil shrouding her face but not concealing the shudder of her shoulders, not muffling the discordant sound of her sobs. I made my way to the back, sat in the booth beside her and stared straight ahead.
"I'm your Runner," I said, voice soft; she inclined her head toward me. "Who are you looking for?"
Her fingers grazed a picture on the tabletop--a man with reddish curls, haunted eyes, full lips.
"Please," she said, and pressed coins into my hand.
I closed my eyes, saw the man's face hovering there, embedded and suspended. I was too tired to do this, but the weight of the precious metal in my hand felt familiar, good and right. It had been too long since I'd Run for real, for coin. I could do it; I was the best, and this woman needed me. She rubbed at her face beneath her veil, and I stood, nodded.
"Stay here until I return. Or, if eight chimes come and I'm not back, find someone else," I said, clearing my throat.
"Find someone else?" Her voice caught on the last word. "But there is no one else!"
I shrugged and left, skin chilled. It had never been like this before. There were always Runners, always Robbers. I shook my head, shuddered, tried not to think about the implications; still, a half dozen terrible fears crawled up my spine and took root in bone.
I made the chalk circle in an abandoned warehouse, listening to the click and clack of stone paws overhead as the gargoyles made ready for their nightly rounds. "Please keep me safe, for her, for Far," I beseeched everyone and nothing as I stepped both boots into the chalked circle, felt the darkness rise up and seize me.
The stone lions looked down in disgust.
The Prehend floated between them.
I opened my mouth to scream, but there was no time; it was too late. She drifted forward, fast as lightning, fast as heartache, jaw unhinged to gobble me up.
Blackness.
~*~
"Who is she?" I whispered to Tryx, biting my lip and shifting from foot to foot. He looked me over, scowled, and shook his head.
"She calls herself Far."
The woman walked through the dark markets, head bowed to each person she encountered, watching their hands whenever they gestured. She wore a dazed expression at first, but--gradually--that fell from her face like a discarded mask. She said little--listening, instead, smiling occasionally. That's what made her stand out. Few people in the city smiled. She was different.
"When did she arrive?"
"How would I know that?" He shrugged. "Go talk to her."
"She's new," I said, more to myself than to him. "She looks happy."
"Give her a day or two more. She'll change," he said.
I watched her, and I gathered wisps of courage to craft a heart. Then I walked up to her and waved my fingers in front of her face. "Hello. My name is Mana. Do you…need anything?"
She smiled at me, and I felt myself smiling back.
"Hello, Mana. I am Far," she said. "Do you know how to get out of the city?"
My mouth slackened, and I shook my head. "You don't…get out… How long have you been here?"
She looked up at me shyly, dark eyes shining. "I don't know. This is all so strange. Isn’t it? I feel as if I'm in a dream…"
"I’ve been here for a long time. I can help you. Let me help you." I offered her my hand.
She smiled again. All that I was before, desired before, disappeared, replaced by only her.
I could not live without Far.
Two
They didn't name the city. They had no need to name the city. No one ever asked what it was called, why it was, why we were here. They accepted it all, complacent, and they ate and they fucked and they chatted with each other on the grimy streets, and they avoided the Gray Coats and the gargoyles, and they lived to die.
No one ever asked why.
I did.
Mana always told me that I'd be found out, that they'd come for me because I asked questions. I couldn’t understand why she thought that, where the knowledge--or the notion--came from. The Gray Coats were menacing in appearance, but I had never seen them exert force against anyone. People weren’t ever taken away, didn't disappear; they just died.
And, oh, how I wanted to die, had always wanted to die, for as long as I could remember.
"Be quiet, Far," Mana would tell me, feeding me taffy as if I were stupid, as if I could be distracted. She didn't mean to condescend--I knew she didn't--but it made me bristle when she kissed me so I'd shut up, when she fucked me so I'd still my tongue. She told me, over and over, how much she loved me, but I'd wipe at my mouth with the back of my hand, wipe off her kisses, and I would get so angry.
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