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Welcome back for our second issue of Port Iris Magazine, and welcome to those of
you peering into Port Iris for the first time.
For those of you that have been active on the website lately, you may have already
noticed that the forum has been deactivated. The decision to temporarily shutdown the
forum is two-fold: firstly--the time expenditure required to manually protect the legitimate
users from spam was detracting from the time that could otherwise be allocated toward
the magazine and secondly--work has already started on creating the 2.0 version of the
portiris.com website.
To ensure that the magazine remains as the first priority, the website will focus
soley on the magazine until the release of the revamped version of the site or until the
implementation of an automated system.
Your input is still valued and desired, so an online feedback form will soon be
available.
Without any further ado, please enjoy.
							

Best regards,

							

Casey Seda, Editor

From the Editor

Dear Reader,

Illustrations:

CONflux Contributors:

Buguanle lives as a student in the People’s
Republic of China. Samples of her artwork
can be found in her online gallary at
buguanle.deviantart.com.

Bethany Powell was the On-Site Programming
Chair for Conestoga XIV, which she views as
due punishment for volunteering too much
at the three previous conventions. Her first
publication, a poem themed on spinning flax, was
in the Dealer’s Room in Aoife’s Kiss Magazine,
while her handspun yarns were in the Art Show.
She also hopes to publish something that has
nothing to do with spinsterhood soon....

Nicholas Corbell is an art student attending
James Madison University. While often
busy with class, in his spare time, Nicholas
enjoys creating and studying fantasy art
work with an emphasis in digital media.
His artwork can be found at aethyrcall.
deviantart.com.
Gloria P. Muñiz is 28 and is from Spain.
She has worked with many different
traditional media till 2007, when she began
with digital work. Now, she teaches other
local artists the basics of digital media.
Nowadays, she places all her work online
on her gallery at gloriapm.deviantart.com.

CONflux Photography:
Marc Carlson
Francine Mullen
Greg Turner
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Conestoga XIV

Tulsa, Oklahoma

C

onestoga XIV convened on Friday, April 23rd,
opening its doors to the Science Fiction and Fantasy
community of Oklahoma and the surrounding area.
Tulsa’s SF/F con is the biggest in Oklahoma, drawing
up to 500 writers, gamers, LARPers, and your garden
variety fan to take part in the convention’s various
tracks each year. Fans flock to Conestoga from
Texas, Kansas, Arkansas, and further
away. We recently changed the time
of year from July (which in Oklahoma
often rates 100 degree temperatures)
to the end of April—yes, anything for
our fans.
Conestoga is primarily a literary
SF/F convention. It focuses on
discussions about genre books, with
some panels on other media and some
themed tracks. The real draw, however,
is the author guest list; many pulled
from Oklahoma and surrounding states, talking about
their craft and genre literature. The con has brought
in distinguished authors like Laurell K. Hamilton,
Diana Gabaldon, and George R. R. Martin to speak
to local genre readers.

CON ROOTS
Conestoga had its first gathering in 1997. At that
time, there had been an interim of several years
since the last Tulsa convention, OKon. Many of the
organizers for the first Conestoga had been involved
in this previous convention in some capacity and
brought with them more experience with
the vagaries of running a convention than
one would expect for a fresh convention.
These dedicated men and women continue
to volunteer to run Conestoga and can
often be found in the hallways muttering
direly of “stupid hotel tricks” and “next
year...”.
Another element of Conestoga history
is The Penguin Playhouse. This group is a
feature that is truly unique to Conestoga—
the troupe creates parodies of the previous
year’s genre movies, full of punning glee and a
long tradition of audience involvement. This year’s
“Derivitar” drew in a full crowd, proving a popularity
which seems to amaze the creators. The troupe is
made up of some core members of the convention
committee and long-time con attendees.

Penguin Playhouse actors performing Derivitar
Photo by Greg Turner

PROGRAMMING

Of course, it also serves as a hub for SF/F fans to
get together and geek out. The con-suite is always
alive with debates on politics, literature, and the
comparative nuances of anime.
4
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Conestoga is intended to appeal to all sorts of
genre fans in the area. Main programming consists
of panels on genre topics, but fans can also attend
writing workshops or browse the art show. Gamers
can enjoy a well stocked game room or participate
in Live Action Role Playing. This year’s Conestoga
also hosted a Dr. Who video room, an international
film festival, and a Masquerade.
The Writer’s Workshops feature authors giving
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interactive lectures on their areas of expertise, like
bestselling author William Bernhardt’s discussion
on structure. This year, our other topics included
“Taste, Touch, Feel: engaging all your senses”, “He
Said, She Said, They Heard: Making Dialogue Ring
True”, and “Structure: Organizing Your Novel or
Story for Maximum Impact”.
This year’s guest of honor was S.M. Stirling,
perhaps best known for his Change novels, which
encompass his Nantucket series and the Emberverse
series.
The Artist Guest of Honor was Bob Eggleton,
whose career in SF/F art has brought him to create
cover art for the likes of Robert A. Heinlein and
many other authors, including Con Chair K.D.
Wentworth’s collaboration with Eric Flint. The
original painting for their book The Crucible of
Empire made an appearance at the con art show,
which was very exciting.
A fun event that will hopefully return was SpeedDate the Author, a chance for fans to meet writers
face to face in a low-pressure environment. It gives
authors a chance to introduce their books and fans
a chance to ask a few questions. One would think a
bunch of book lovers and writers would be quiet, but
the room gets uproarious.
Conestoga also hosts concerts that run throughout
the weekend. Groups that usually perform at the
area Ren Faires get the opportunity to sing some
non-traditional tunes, too. Since these groups
are launching into the Faire season after a winter
sabbatical, the energy of reuniting and kicking off
the year was palpable.

THE FUTURE OF CONESTOGA
Conestoga was slated to return in 2011 with
Guest of Honor, Tim Powers, and Toastmaster,
Jim Blaylock, to support a steampunk theme to
the programming. However, the Conestoga Con
Committee has recently come to the decision to
temporarily postpone Conestoga XV. In its place, a
small “Relaxicon” with a single programming track
and some auxillary events will convene to satiate the
dedicated fans of the area.
The decision for the year-long sabbatical was
based primarily on the hard-hitting effects of the
current economic situation. This need to take a
reprieve further demonstrates the necessity for fans
to support and attend local conventions to ensure
their continued existence.
For more information about Conestoga, visit
http://sftulsa.org.

www.portiris.com
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Interview with S.M. Stirling

Conestoga XIV Professional Author Guest of Honor
S.M. Stirling is perhaps most widely
known for his Nantucket and Emberverse
books, which comprise the Change series.
He was born in France and has lived in
several countries before settling in the
United States. After achieving a BA in
history, he once had ambitions to be a
lawyer, but decided against practicing.
It’s a good thing he did – he sold his first
book, Snowbrother, in 1984 and became
a full-time writer in 1988. His books are
often alternate histories and explore the
themes of technological development and
military conflicts. When he’s not writing,
his hobbies are often linked to these
themes; he is an avid student of history,
anthropology, and archaeology, and also
enjoys martial arts.
Port Iris (PI): I’ve been asked to do a little writeup on Conestoga for a new webzine called Port Iris,
including a bit of Q&A with our guests of honor. I
was wondering if you could answer a few questions
for me?
S.M. Stirling (SMS): Sure.
PI: You spoke a bit about the various odd-jobs you
did before getting to write full time. Is there any
particular work experience that you’ve drawn on a
lot when writing? Any that came in handy?
SMS: All of them helped. When you’re in the
middle of a painful breakup with your girlfriend
and you notice that you’re marking down stuff for
future reference, you’re a writer!
PI: You’ve been in the publishing biz for some
time. We hear all about things going down-hill, but
is there anything you’d say has improved in SF/F
publishing?
SMS: Digital submission of manuscripts. That
saves a -lot- of time and money. As recently as
1998 I had to make up 12 copies of a 1000-page
manuscript and send them out and I was broke at
the time.
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PI: You expressed that you’ve tried to write different
kinds of things, try different series’, and you unite a
lot of different interests, too. What are you working
on now that you’re excited about?
SMS: I’m always most excited about my most
recent project. Right now it’s the Shadowspawn
series, which starts with A Taint in the Blood.
This new series is Mr. Stirling’s take on urban
fantasy. He seems to have had have had some fun
playing with this new field, if his sly references to
putting everything into it the urban fantasy can offer
is any proof.
PI: Is there anything you’re reading up on that you’re
finding particularly interesting?
SMS: Hard to say; I read constantly. Right now
I’m reading about the Russian Civil War, which is
entertaining, in a horrific sort of way. History is a
tragedy to those who feel, and a comedy to those
who think.
PI: Again, thanks for being a great guest at
Conestoga!
SMS: You’re welcome; we had a great time.

Interview with Bob Eggleton
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Conestoga XIV Professional Artist Guest of Honor
Bob Eggleton is an award-winning science
fiction, fantasy, and horror artist. He first won the
Hugo Award for Best Professional Artist in 1994,
and has won the award an astounding eight times
in total. He has also won the Hugo Award for Best
Related Book for his art book, Greetings From Earth,
and has been awarded the Chesley Award twelve
times. Eggleton’s paintings and drawings cover a
huge range of topics, but his favorite themes revolve
around dragons and spaceships styled after the pulp
sci-fi visions of the twenties and thirties. Recently,
Eggleton was involved as a creative consultant
on the American remake of Godzilla. His focus
since then has been in concept work for animated
films, as well as illustrated books and book covers.
Port Iris (PI): During the slide-show of your artwork,
you pointed out where pieces were designed for the
wrap-around cover. There must be a certain amount of
pre-set structure you work with when creating cover
art--how does that affect your working process?
Bob Eggleton (BE): I just think in terms of a long
scene, carrying the front art onto the back because
they’re going to dump a bunch of type all over the
back anyway, with quotes and all that stuff. So I
think of this longish scene, and you can see it as a
part 1 and part 2 when you open the cover flat.
PI: You mentioned that it sometimes is rare for you
to work on the book of a living author, since you
are doing a lot of artwork for reprints of classics in

the genre. Your work does have a classic SF feel -what is it like to create the image for a book so well
known already?
BE: Some ones I have a preconcieved idea. That’s
how some of the Heinlein’ s have been for me. I
know just what I will do. Classics do that to me.
PI: How about working on the concept art behind
animated movies like Jimmy Neutron? What was
that process like?
BE: Concept art for movies is a lot of fun with the
right crew working with you. I was fortunate to
work with a great director, John Davis. The idea is
you just make tons of art and much isn’t even used
for the concepts. It all starts with a pencil.
PI: You mentioned going out to the Gilcrease and
being fired up by seeing some of the work of artists
you admire. Can you name the artists (I didn’t quite
catch that) and how they inspire you?
BE: Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran and many
of the great landscape painters. They looked at
the big picture and showed people of their time
what the American West was going to look like.
I mean, they had openings for painting shows
that went over the same way, that today, a movie
opening would go. People would line up to see a
curtain pulled back and the painting or paintings,
revealed. I am a landscape artist, first and foremost,
just sometimes those landscapes have dragons and
spaceships on them!

Interview with K.D. Wentworth
Author and Conestoga XIV Con Chair
K.D. Wentworth is a science fiction author and
the coordinating judge for the Writers of the Future
Contest. She started her writing professional writing
by winning this same contest in 1988. Since then, she
has published several novels and over many more
short stories. One of her novelettes and three short
stories have been Nebula finalists. She has been a
full-time writer since 2003, when she retired from
being an elementary school teacher. However, she
has stayed in Tulsa, Oklahoma, where she served as
this year’s Convention Chair for Conestoga XIV.

Port Iris (PI): Before you became the winner of
Writers of the Future Contest (WotF) winner in
1988, did you ever think that you would be a judge
for the contest, joining such a group of distinguished
individuals, no less that you would become the
Coordinating Judge?
K.D. Wentworth (KDW): I am constantly
amazed that this opportunity has come to me, of
all people. I am both flattered and honored that
Algis Budrys and the staff at Author Services, Inc.,
have entrusted me with this great responsibility
www.portiris.com
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and that I now have the chance to give back to
other aspiring writers at least some small measure
of what was once given to me.
PI: How has participating in the WotF Contest,
both as promising writer and in an official capacity,
contributed to your career as an author?
KDW: Winning in
the Contest was the
first indication I had
that I wasn’t wasting
my time and that it
was possible I could
have a career as an
author. The boost to
my self confidence
was invaluable.
Now,
as
Coordinating Judge, I
have daily reminders
in the stories I receive
what works in fiction
and what elements can knock your story or novel
out of consideration to be published.
PI: What do you believe are the benefits of submitting
to contests like WotF as compared to publishing
markets?
KDW: In WotF, you are only competing with
other beginning writers so it’s a goal that should
be within your grasp. Also, part of your prize is
a trip to the WotF Workshop where we do our
best to boost you up to the next level as a writing
professional.
PI: You have served on the Con Committee for
this year’s Conestoga. Do you often volunteer for
conventions, and why?
KDW: Chairing Conestoga pretty much crept up
on me. First I was Pro Liaison, then Programming
Chair, Hotel Liaison, Dealers Tables Salesperson,
and, then, before I knew it, I was Chair! I work
on Conestoga because it’s focused on the written
word and I think that’s important.
PI: You have once again teamed up with Eric Flint
to pen a new book, The Crucible of Empire, the
second book in your Jao Series, which is came out
this March. Would you mind telling us a little about
it?
KDW: Crucible of Empire takes us back to the
setting of The Course of Empire two years later. A
Jao ship has just discovered something unsettling
8
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and potentially important in a distant nebula and the
combined Human/Jao forces on Earth launch their
massive new ship, the Lexington, to investigate.
The maniac Ekhat are lurking there, ready to wipe
out the new ship, and the mixed crew of Humans
and Jao must work together, not only to save their
own lives, but to right an ancient wrong.
PI: How has working with another author for this
series altered your approach to writing?
KDW: Eric is a generous collaborator and easy to
work with. He writes the outline and then I write
the book. At the end, he usually adds a bit more.
I think our strengths complement each other. The
only difference from the way I usually work is
that the plot is laid out in advance.
PI: The first book in this series was printed in 2003.
Is there a particular reason for the lag between
releases?
KDW: Eric is very busy and it just took that long
for him to find time to write the outline.
PI: Do you have any other projects in the works?
KDW: Eric and I have a contract for a standalone
book, The Torus War, and I’m working on a project
of my own.

Jim Baen’s Universe
A Bold Experiment Comes to a Close
by Stephen Euin Cobb

Stephen Euin Cobb is an author, futurist and
host of the award-winning podcast The Future
and You. He is a columnist and contributing editor for Jim Baen’s Universe Magazine; and has
written for Robot Magazine, H+ Magazine and
Grim Couture Magazine. He is also a game designer, artist, essayist, transhumanist, and is on
the Advisory Board of The Lifeboat Foundation.
More information on Stephen Euin Cobb can be
found at his website: www.stevecobb.com.

Bold experiments generally have a simple goal:
to prove or disprove something. Jim Baen, founder
of Baen Books, one of America’s most successful
science fiction and fantasy publishing houses, decided
he wanted to prove whether or not an online magazine
could prosper using the traditional subscription
business model that magazines printed on paper had
used for over a century. Armed with dozens of popular
SF&F writers, as well as twenty years experience giving
readers stories they enjoy, he was in an ideal position to
conduct such an experiment. His question was simple:
could the subscription business model migrate to the
Internet?
In late 2005, Jim consulted a number of his
friends and colleagues about the idea including the
writer David Drake. David liked it and immediately
recommended Eric Flint as the new magazine’s
editor-in-chief. An award-winning writer and editor
of anthologies, Eric had strong ideas concerning how
the major publishing houses were handling electronic
books and magazines.
“The reason others have failed,” Eric told me in an
interview at World Fantasy Con in November of 2006,
“is because they did two things wrong: they overcharged
and they encrypted the product. Afraid they would
lose sales from people making endless copies, they
tried to prevent copying with encryption. But in the
real world, that’s really hard to do. The encryption

produces very few speed bumps for actual pirates but
makes enormous headaches for legitimate customers.
In the end, it just pisses people off. Combine that with
charging twice what a paperback costs, and you’ve just
killed the market before it got off the ground. The
encryption eliminates 90% of the market because the
buyer has no guarantee he will be able to read it two
years from now. Its proprietary software platform might
be eliminated or no longer supported. Where are the
players for your 8-track tapes today? That technology
is gone. But people know they can go out and buy a
paperback, and as long as they know the language it
was written in they will be able to read it.”
Eric wrote a series of editorials during the
magazine’s run explaining in great detail and with great
persuasiveness the folly of every kind of electronic
text encryption, most notably DRM. This is one of the
reasons Jim Baen’s Universe Magazine was sold completely
unencrypted and in standard formats such as doc and
rtf. Another is because this is the way Jim Baen had
always sold his ebooks. All of them.
Another area Eric and Jim pushed for was quality.
They felt that quality was something one must pay to
receive. Mike Resnick (winner of five Hugo awards)
joined as executive editor in February of 2007. He
started by writing an editorial introducing himself to
the readers and giving a few pointers about what he
expected from those writers thinking of submitting
stories to the magazine. He wrote, “Jim Baen’s Universe
is not just paying the best rates in the field, but much
the best, literally three times more than Analog,
Asimov’s and F&SF each pay for short stories by major
authors, and for that kind of money, we expect—and
I demand—stories that are worth what we’re paying.
Simple as that.”
By paying far more than any of the SF&F magazines
printed on paper, Jim Baen’s Universe Magazine was able
to attract some of the biggest names in the field. Ben
www.portiris.com
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Bova, David Brin, Kevin J. Anderson, Catherine Asaro,
Gregory Benford, Fred Saberhagen, Alan Dean Foster,
Nancy Kress, Jack McDevitt, Brian Herbert, Cory
Doctorow, L. E. Modesitt, Jr., Jody Lynn Nye, John
Ringo and Charlie Stross, just to name a handful.
To introduce the youngest generation of fans to
the earliest pioneers of the genre some of those who
had long passed from this world were included too: H.
G. Wells, Jules Verne, Jonathan Swift, Rudyard Kipling,
Herman Melville, Jack London, and Mark Twain.
And it was a big magazine. A typical digest-style
SF&F magazine printed on paper is about 80,000
words. But Jim Baen’s Universe was generally about
120,000 words, with some issues over 200,000 words.
Eric laughed, “If that were a hardcover it would be a
500 page book!”
A few months before Mike Resnick joined the
magazine I was invited onboard, and my participation
also began as an experiment. In an effort to try an
innovative advertising method which was targeted to
those who love science fiction and fantasy as well as
being completely online, Eric Flint approached me at
the World Fantasy Con in Austin Texas on November
3, 2006. At his side were the magazine’s managing
editor, Paula Goodlett, marketing director, Walt Boyes
(AKA: The Big Bananaslug) and associate art director,
Stoney Compton.
Eric’s goal was not to make me a columnist at
this point; he just wanted to buy commercials on my
podcast. Even today I’m not sure if he took note of
my show because two months earlier I had won the
Parsec Award for Best Speculative Fiction News or
because I had already interviewed seven of his best
selling authors, as well as Toni Weisskopf, the publisher
of Baen Books—Eric’s immediate supervisor.
Naturally I was surprised and flattered by his offer.
And I thought about it for a minute or two before
turning it down. He was very polite and did not press
to discover my reason.
I was equally surprised and flattered when he came
back the next day to make me a new and improved
offer. His magazine and my show would partner in an
effort to promote each other mutually. I would be in
10
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every issue of the magazine and one of his authors or
editors would be in every episode of my show. This
arrangement worked beautifully. For three and a half
years Walt and Stoney produced audio segments for
my show and I became a columnist, and eventually a
contributing editor, for the magazine.
Late in 2007, about a year after I joined the
magazine’s staff, I asked Eric how the subscriptions
were coming along. He confided that there were too
many subscribers to say that the experiment had failed,
and yet not enough to say it was a definite success. It
was somewhere in the middle. He and Toni decided
to continue it for another year and see if the results
became more decisive one way or the other.
Apparently the results did.
In the August 2009 issue, Eric wrote an article
announcing that the magazine would be closing,
and that the April 2010 issue would be its last. “In a
nutshell,” he said, “we were simply never able to get
and retain enough subscribers to put us on a sales
plateau that would allow us to continue publishing.”
The article described some of the details of the
subscriber shortfall and emphasized that the winding
down of the magazine would be done over a period of
six months to minimize its impact on its writers and
subscribers.
Paula Goodlett, summed up the feelings among
the staff, “Sigh. It was a hell of a try. I’ve enjoyed it all.
Pity it’s ending.”
Like her, I’ve enjoyed being a part of this great
experiment. I’ve learned a lot, and made a lot of
wonderful friends.
The obvious temptation is to characterize the
experiment as a failure. But maybe that’s wrong. Maybe
we shouldn’t think of it as anything less than a roaring
success. All things end eventually. Just because a thing
has ended does not mean that it failed. Lincoln is
dead, Washington is dead, Franklin is dead; yet no one
pretends that they were anything less than successful.
They accomplished many great things; and in its fouryear life span, Jim Baen’s Universe Magazine accomplished
a few good things too. It published nearly three million
words of science fiction and fantasy, it presented onto
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the world-stage two dozen writers who had never
before been published, it fought the good fight against
DRM and other forms of proprietary encryption, and
it mailed a lot of big checks to a lot of writers both
new and established.
As Mike Resnick said in his editorial in the final
issue, “...weep not for it. It served its primary purpose,
which is to say, it created a market for professionalquality electronic stories that paid professional rates at a
time when the short story seemed to be an endangered
species.”

As a writer and editor, Mike has watched the short
story market change over the last few years. He points
out that, today, “There are twenty-two professional
science fiction (and related) magazines. Four of
them are print; eighteen of them are electronic.” His
interpretation? “It looks like the science fiction short
story has been saved. I like to think we had a little
something to do with it.”
Mike’s a pretty smart guy; maybe he’s right.

The Swan Maiden
by Lindsey Duncan

In addition to her work as an author, Lindsey Duncan has studied, competed, and performed extensively in folk harp music. Her fiction work has appeared in Electric Spec, and
the Best of Abyss and Apex Anthology, Volume
1. She has publications forthcoming in Sybil’s
Garage and GUD Magazine. More information
about Lindsey Duncan can be found at her official website: www.lindseyduncan.com.

The advantage to madness is it gives the afflicted
the potential to be invisible. The eye looks away
without telling the mind, whether out of politeness or
fear of infection. Like most, I was too absorbed in my
own troubles to spare much thought for the woman
by the lake, except when her very presence assured me
that my life was safe and normal.
The autumn morning everything changed, Risley
Thain arrived after breakfast and asked to speak
to me alone. I led him to the drawing room in a
flutter of confusion and anxiety. There had been an
understanding between us for months, but I knew he
had not spoken to my father; he could not be asking
for my hand--yet what other reason was there for a

private dialogue?
The maid brought us a tray and then fled; I wished I
could do the same. Risley stood by the window, elegant
in a dark blue morning waistcoat and his red hair tamed
just so. Though only through my imagination rather
than practice, I knew he was the perfect height to rest
my chin on his shoulder. He seemed uneasy, scuffing
his shoes on the viridian carpet.
I took one glass of the ozyat, a drink with almonds
and sugar. I sipped--too sweet--and waited.
“Velvet,” he said, grey eyes serious, “our times
together have been the best in my life. You know that,
I hope?”
I tensed. “Of course. I--” the word was too
perilous. I reeled from the brink, “--care for you. With
some depth.”
He winced. “You’re a strong woman. You don’t
need me. She needs me.” He pushed on in a rush,
gesturing with a glass. “I cannot deceive you about my
intentions. I think I’m in love with Alita.”
I sank onto the couch with a soft cry. My mind
spun, angry, confused and resigned at once. I asked the
question I least wanted answered. “Who is Alita?”
www.portiris.com
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“The swan maiden,” Risley said. “Velvet, I’m truly
sorry to …”
I wasn’t listening, trying to recall anything of the
woman except the stories that swirled around her. She
went barefoot in the winter, mumbled in tongues and
seemed to hate machinery; she had once thrown herself
at one of our few horseless carriages and beat it with
her fists, screaming. She lived by the lake without kin or
acquaintance, seeming to prefer the company of birds.
She claimed to be one herself, hence the phrase used
to mock her--but Risley had not meant it as mockery,
and my heart drained out through my feet.
“How have I wronged you?” I asked.
“It was not you.” His tone was fervent. “I will
always hold you in the highest regard.”
The wild urge to shake him, shout at him, beat
on him until he came to his senses swept over me. I
fought it down. Risley was a Keeper, one of the elite
who monitored the magical protections of the enclave;
it made him above other men. It certainly should
have protected him from the unseemly displays of a
hysterical woman.
My self-control focused on a stiff spine and a cold
smile. “You are dismissed,” I said.
I sat in numb silence after he departed. It seemed
to take eons before silver fury rose within me, but it
was not wholly directed at him.
The swan maiden, ridiculed, forgotten, had no right
to steal my Risley. How could she claim she needed
him? She should have found herself a man who was
not already taken.
With determination, I took my cloak and headed to
the lake. It was close to the city limits, the circumference
of my world. There were other countries, but with so
many luxuries close to home and savages abroad, I
never had reason to leave.
I followed the lakeshore to the swan maiden’s
cottage. It had neither steps nor a porch, and the yard
was a tangle of withered vines and trampled grasses.
Alita knelt by the shore, but looked up at my
approach. I had seen her before but never marked her:
a bony and yet strangely elegant face, hair the color
12
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of spilled ink and eyes even darker. Her gown met no
fashion I knew; she wore neither gloves nor shoes,
making her unsuited for company. I wanted to look
away while she tidied herself, but I was too angry.
“How dare you make a claim on my Risley? We
have an understanding.”
She smiled sadly, watching me with level eyes. “He
has what I need.”
“And what I need,” I said. “You cannot topple
lives on a whim, just because a man catches your eye
and you fancy him. It doesn’t work that way--”
“What doesn’t work that way?” Her gaze was
indistinct, haunted, tracking through memory and
returning only with effort. “Before I flew here, I saw
cities in ruins, swallowed up in the belly of iron beasts.
People scattered like animals and the heavens scorched
with smoke. How can there be order in a world like
that?”
Her voice pled with me to understand her. How
could I? She had invented this tragedy, perhaps as
familiar to her as the world I knew, but it was nothing
more than fiction. There were no ruins, no iron beasts.
Even if I had wanted to sympathize, each word made
me angrier.
“There has to be order,” I said, “or the world falls
apart.”
Alita seemed triumphant, though without
conviction. “Exactly.”
Risley had fallen for this? I was bewildered. Still,
I knew she had some hold over him, and his honor
would keep him to it. The only thing I could do was
convince her.
I had some advantage, mystical power in my own
right, I admit. As a Star-child born under Virgo, I had
a glow of sanctity and a lyrical, soothing voice, though
not so brilliant as some of my sign. But that was not
what moved her.
“This is about more than social order,” I said. “This
is about love. I have admired him, stood by him, and
seen our future in my mind.” I swallowed, gathering
strength for the question. “How long have you cared
for him?”
Her shoulders trembled. “I do not. I have not
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loved since my husband died.”
“Then why?” I considered she might want his
wealth. No, I couldn’t imagine this creature seeking
money or social standing. I wasn’t even sure she knew
what those things were.
“Freedom.” Her eyes flitted skywards, as if hunting
for an invisible barrier.
“How did you convince him?” I asked.
Alita looked at me shrewdly. “I put a spell on him,
of course. You should not be too mad at him. He could
not help himself.” Her hands smoothed her skirts, dirty
white. “I am sorry to do this to you.”
A spell! I wanted to laugh. That was impossible.
Black sorcery was a legend--the gifts of the star-children
were the only remnants left. But if she believed, I
might be able to use that to my advantage. I pushed
on, though my ears burned.
“Break your spell and surrender him,” I said, “or you
will be in a great deal of trouble with the Keepers.”
“They wouldn’t believe me. Neither do you. But
you could help me.”
I bit back my first response. Help her! Then I
pondered … if she wanted to leave, then why not?
It would solve the problem, and she could be a mad
wanderer elsewhere.
“Break your spell,” I said, “and I’ll help you.”
“You believe there is no spell.” She turned away
and climbed the porch-steps. “Come back when you
believe and we will talk.”
I do not know how long I stood there, watching
the closed door, before I finally left.
I spent the day in frustrated anxiety. I couldn’t
concentrate on my embroidery, and my brother was too
occupied with the hounds to play cards. I must admit,
as much as I cared for Risley, I was also attracted by
the image of domesticity. The tending of household
and family would consume the free time that left me
feeling lost and unsettled now.
The Harringtons were holding a ball that evening,
and although I dreaded it, it would not have been
seemly to decline. I chose a modest pale blue gown and
hoped to disappear in the crowd. I had always fancied
that I enjoyed dancing, but without the right partner, it

was no more than vigorous walking about.
The Harringtons had tailored their guest list with
skill; knots of conversation formed everywhere. I
managed a brave smile to my friends and conversed
about the princess and her recent escapades, waiting
for someone to mention Risley--but no one did.
I heard his voice and stiffened. I thought about
imitating a rabbit, in the sense of running as fast as
possible and slipping away under a fence. The girls
who were my shelter parted around me.
“Velvet?” His voice was worried. “May we
speak?”
I found my pride and gave him my best chinelevated, eyes-like-ice look. “If you have something to
say to me.”
He did not try to take my arm, which was a relief.
We made our way into the Harrington study, close
enough to the crowds that we were not unsupervised.
Risley turned to me, face drawn. “I’ve been a
fool beyond any measure,” he said. “What I put you
through--what illusions my mind conjured--none of
it makes any sense. The swan maiden,” this time he
used the title with care, to establish distance, “means
nothing to me, and she has made it clear the feeling is
mutual.”
Relief rushed through me, along with a trace of
indignation. Of course she had released him. He was
not hers to have. “Why the change of heart?” I asked.
“I … cannot put a name to the sensations that
brought me to abandon you this morning,” he said
slowly. He picked the words as if describing a dream.
“I have no idea what came over me.”
I found myself worrying at my lip. If one of the
Keepers did not think of magic, then of course it was
the ravings of a madwoman. Even though he had
come to his senses, I had, and would always have, the
knowledge he had turned away from me.
“Please, Velvet--can you possibly forgive me? Can
you find it in you?” He reached for my hands, awkward
and fumbling.
I almost folded them in front of me, pulling away,
but then the thought surfaced that I could lose him,
that everything we had built over the past several
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months might vanish over a simple misunderstanding,
along with the life I had always imagined for myself.
I reached out and clutched his hands, holding onto
that.
“Of course,” I whispered.
Risley melted into a smile. “I don’t know what I
would have done if you had said otherwise. Thank you
for giving me back … that is …”
I had never seen him flounder, but before he could
finish, my friends descended on us in a whirl. “Velvet!
Mr. Thain! Join us for the quadrille!”
Our eyes met; we exchanged rueful smiles, the
familiar gaze of words unsaid. He offered me his arm,
and we sailed into the party.
Later, he walked me home in a silence neither of
us had enough courage to break.
I sat on my bed for what seemed hours. When I
finally slept, I dreamt of flying. I woke with a soreness
in my heart I could not understand.
I returned to the lake, not because I wanted to
thank Alita, nor because I believed her, but because I
had given my word.
She slid from behind a tree, soaking wet, her hair
plastered to her neck and back, though her gown was
dry. To swim nude in this weather! Well, any weather,
but with winter fast approaching in particular.
Her state of dishevelment didn’t seem to bother
her as she smiled. “Velvet. I’m glad you came back.”
I am a woman of moderate temper, so I did not
say any of the things that first came to mind. “Perhaps
we should go inside? I can start a fire for you.”
Alita’s eyes sparkled as if with a secret--or more
likely, with madness--but she nodded. “Please.”
Her home was spartan inside. She had only one
set of dishes on the table, though there was a second
wineglass, grimy with dust and age. It was filled halfway
with red wine.
“For Eldur,” she explained. “I know he will never
come back for it, and yet …” She sighed. “I can
imagine his lips on the glass--such rich, full lips!--and
be content.”
I busied myself with starting the fire. “You said
14
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you wished to leave. Where would you go? To our
sister city in the south? To the Ebon Coast?”
“Does it matter? None of those places exist.” She
knelt on the hearth across from me.
“Maybe they are not quite like we imagine them,”
I said, “but they are still there. If not there, then
where?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she repeated. “Everywhere
beyond this place is the same--cold, desolate, hopeless.
But I must have my freedom, or I will die.”
I frowned. How could the capacity to move be so
important, particularly when she didn’t think there was
anywhere to go? “I don’t--”
“Do you know what I am, Velvet?”
What, not who? I decided to tactfully avoid stating
my opinion. “I’m not sure.”
Her eyes lightened a shade, as if she suspected I
was humoring her. Now she seemed curiously lucid, if
one ignored the content of her words. “I am a swan.
I must change my shape every winter and fly with the
winds, or I perish. I’ve flown for years without mishap.”
Her voice took on a note of pride. “None of you have
ever noticed.”
I thought back. Certainly, it was true I had never
seen the swan maiden in winter, nor heard anyone
remark on her absence, but that was neither proof nor
any great feat. Who would pay attention to the strange
woman by the lake in any season?
“What changed?” I said.
“The Keepers altered the force barrier at the height
where I fly,” Alita said. “I can no longer cross it. I got
a jolt of electricity for my troubles.”
I blinked. “A what of what?”
“Never mind,” she said. “I can’t leave, but I must.
Your Risley is a Keeper, so I thought--do you see?” Her
tone was slightly pleading, slightly frustrating. “I knew
he was too devoted to his position to compromise it-except perhaps for someone he loved.”
“You thought you would steal him.” I had
considered the idea that I might not be angry with her,
but I could feel it burning within me. “If you’re part
swan, prove it.”
Alita flinched. “I can’t do that,” she protested.
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“I just returned from a swim. I can’t change again so
quickly.”
Of course she couldn’t. I forced myself to calm
down. “So the only thing I have to do is find a way to
lower the protections?”
She huddled against the stone. “Yes.”
A grand vision filled me. I would lead her over the
rises, I would show her that the good land continued
without end, and I supposed, somehow, everything
would be all right. She would recover from her
delusions and perhaps be well again. It would help if I
knew something about the world she saw, however.
“Who is Eldur?” I asked.
A pained sound escaped her lips. “He was my true
love, my husband, the one who held me in his arms
and chased the world away. He was tall and strong with
a face like a light--we were trying for children when he
was slain. They took his beating heart from his chest.”
I blinked, shocked at the statement despite myself.
“They what? They who?”
“The nomads with their hoverships--flying
carriages,” she amended. “They killed him because
they claimed he had caused the apocalypse.”
“There was an apocalypse?” I asked. I knew the
word from my religious studies. What kind of person
would invent this?
“Yes.” Alita hesitated.
“Go on,” I said.
“Machines,” she said. “High science. An interlocking
web of communications across civilization. When the
dark magics came, they used this interweb as a channel
to pour through.”
I thought of the mechanical looms the weavers
used and the newfangled clockwork devices no one
thought would catch on. How could she even have
come up with such a thing? It was not something a
reasonable person could simply imagine. Of course,
there was no reason involved.
“The magics ripped a hole in reality and made us
who we are--sorcerers, star-children, swans. What the
burst did not destroy, the invaders that came through
the rift did.” I had thought her lost in her story, but
she looked up with piercing eyes. “I am not crazy,” she

said, “exactly because I know how mad you must think
me.”
“Why cling to a truth that no one believes? All it
does is isolate you. You could be normal, when you’re
not--” I paused, “flying. You could be accepted.”
“Without Eldur? There is no point.” Alita looked
towards the glass. “I could have the world--except the
part of it I want. That would hurt more, I think. You
know what it is like to have your life revolve around
someone, don’t you?”
I stared, confused, for a second longer than I
should have. Oh! Risley. “Of course--yes.”
“What would you do if you thought I was telling
the truth, Velvet?” she asked.
I laughed. “I would curl up under my covers and
never come out.” Had I taken her seriously, I might
have meant it, but her pretense of lucidity was not
enough to overcome the impossibility. “Luckily, that is
not our world.”
“Would you not be terribly bored there?”
I looked at her suddenly. It sounded as if she
was teasing me. “Clearly, you’ve never been a lady of
leisure,” I said in similar tone.
But now it was her turn for seriousness. “Maybe I
am luckier than you.”
I wished, then, that I could take to the air.
Instead of fleeing, I rose with as much dignity as I
could. “I’ll come back when I have a way to lower the
protections.”
“Maybe you should come with me, Velvet.”
I did not answer, showing myself out. It was only
when I stood in the cool of the morning that I felt
my heart thunder in my chest, excited or apprehensive
about I did not know what.
I sent an invitation to Risley for afternoon tea and
met him in the parlor. The question of how Alita had
won him gnawed at me. With difficulty, I swallowed
my doubts and met him with a smile.
He kissed the back of my hand, his manner still
wreathed in anxiety. “To what do I owe the pleasure
of this invitation?”
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“Please sit,” I said, not so brave as to answer him
right away. “What did you think of the party?” And so
through pleasantries we went: the same things we said
every time, sweet as ever.
“I’ve been hearing stories about the outside,” I
said finally. “Some people claim the most fearsome
things.”
Risley frowned. “Who have you been talking to?
The Prime Keepers assure us that everything outside
is pristine. A safe, monotonous world.”
For some reason, I noticed he didn’t claim to
have personal knowledge. “It’s not true, then? There
is no fire on the horizon, no smoke that chokes and
shrouds?” I was proud of myself, for I might have
sounded sensible.
He shook his head. “Nothing like that. Only the
barbarians that the wards were designed to repel, and
they have not been through in years.”
“Oh.” I sat, quiet, pretending to look dubious. I
even gnawed my lip.
Risley sighed. “Trust me, Velvet?”
“I have never been outside the city in all my life,
only listened to the stories of others since I was a babe
and never seeing anything with my own eyes.” I had
meant to sound sorrowful to lend conviction to my
words. I was startled to realize I was convincing myself.
“Would this be such a great thing?”
His forehead creased, a variety of emotions
warring in his eyes. With the help of lingering guilt,
affection won out. “I could lend you my bracelet,” he
said. “It would let you walk through the barrier. I could
accompany you.”
One bracelet for two people. That seemed to mean
I could walk both myself and Alita through the barrier-I hoped. “I think this is something I need to do alone.”
My Virgo nature rose to the surface; even he, knowing
of it, did not seem to suspect me. “Please?”
“Of course,” he said. “You have to promise me
one thing, however.”
I bit my tongue before I said that I would promise
anything. “What is it?”
“Don’t go beyond the second ridge. Just because
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there is nothing more dramatic than the natural world
out there does not mean it’s safe.” Risley looked rueful.
“Even we Keepers aren’t permitted to go further than
that.”
I doubted I would have to take Alita any further
than that. “I promise,” I said.
He pushed up his sleeve to reveal a slim silver band
studded with turquoise. He removed it and clasped
it over my glove, depressing two of the gemstones.
“When you come back,” he said, “there is something
important I would like to speak to you about.”
The portent in his voice was unmistakable, and my
head spun. I smiled at him, barely trusting myself to
speak. Only the feel of the braided copper metal against
my wrist grounded me. “I will fly back to you.”
An image flashed to my mind unbidden, swans
against the sun. I stepped out before he could reply.
Alita answered on the first knock.
“I have our way out,” I said, raising my wrist.
Alita gave a glad cry and swept upon me, hugging
me. “You have saved my life,” she said. “You have done
me more than I can ever repay.”
I felt a blush of guilt for my unkind thoughts, even
for my doubts. “We should go,” I said.
“Wait.” She disappeared within the cottage,
returning to thrust a piece of green-glazed pottery
into my hands. “Here.” I must have been staring, for
she laughed. “From my nest,” she said. “If you choose
not to return it to the cottage before sunrise, you will
become one of us.”
I turned the cup over, puzzled. What did this
have to do with a mystical transformation, even in a
madwoman’s world?
She seemed to sense my doubt. She said, with the
air of common wisdom, “Wolf-folk bite. Bear-folk
fight. Swan-folk gifts bring feathers of flight. It’s how
the magic travels.”
“Why?” I asked.
“I’ve caused you trouble,” she said. “This is my way
of making amends. I think you will choose to keep it
when you see what is out there.” Her eyes challenged
me. “Everyone needs wings.”
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I met her gaze and put the cup in the pouch at my
side. To become a swan! Impossible.
We started around the lake. We walked in silence
until we reached the faint shimmer that marked the
barrier. Apart from the marking stones every thirty feet,
the unwary eye could miss it. She walked until she was
almost on top of the barrier, then paused and waited
for me.
An absurd question occurred to me. “What happens
to your clothing?”
Alita laughed. “I leave it behind. Why would I need
it?” She held out a hand. “Take me through?”
I braced myself as we walked, expecting to be blown
backwards despite the bracelet. Nothing happened.
I cast her a quizzical look, then caught myself. Of
course I had never expected anything else.
She moved surely, never pausing. Moving quickly
through the close trees and the thrust hills, we were
soon over the first ridge.
“Come with me, Velvet.”
I made a sound of protest, but perhaps she needed
to go a bit further before her delusions were satisfied.
I frowned at the peculiar aroma of charred wood. It
must have blown over from the city, perhaps from the
factory furnaces.
We reached the second ridge. Alita kept going,
heading for an upthrust rock, but I was frozen by
the memory of Risley’s words. “Don’t,” I said. “It’s
dangerous out there.”
“You have no idea,” she said over her shoulder;
then, she was gone. And I realized with sudden dismay
she could be hurt and even killed out here. I rushed
after her, stumbling, nigh-tangled up in the trees before
they released me onto the promontory.
The sight that awaited me struck numb my protests.
A world barren of color or distinction stretched to the
horizon, without forest or wandering water, though
I could see the parched memory of riverbeds. The
only other markings were pits and scrap-heaps in the
distance--my sense of scale suggested they could be
dozens of miles across--that seemed to be sculpted
of rust and rock. Occasionally, flickers of lightning
snapped in their depths.

And the sky--blackened clouds seemed to press
down upon me. The city barrier must somehow generate
an illusion, for I had never seen daytime sky so dark.
It would have been past my comprehension, except
for the sight of something like a wheel-less carriage
crashed at the bottom of the cliff. One of Alita’s
hoverships.
It was real.
“But I know people who traveled,” I heard myself
say.
“There are said to be technologies that can create
memories. Who is to say anyone has ever left?”
I felt it clutching me, a claustrophobia I had never
expected and could not understand--not with this as
the alternative. “But …”
“Your ancestors threw out their lives as they were,”
Alita said softly, “went back to a more elegant time,
permitting only enough technology to protect the
enclave--and they have been happy.”
But she could not. How could anyone, once they
knew? A world destroyed, nowhere to go … I wanted
to cry. The sense of order that bolstered and shaped me
seemed to disintegrate. “Farewell, Velvet. Thank you.”
She stepped back over the cliff, and despite what I
had seen, I cried out, even as a brilliant rush of white
overtook her. As a swan, she rose on perfect wings,
circled once over my head, and flashed out across the
plain. Her clothing fell and caught on a rock below.
It trickled into my brain that she had told the truth
on one other point: if all this was possible, she had
enchanted Risley. The Keeper, my intended in all but
formality, had never betrayed me, and there was no
reason to doubt him. I could no longer discern what was
magic and what was machine--both seemed impossible-but I knew my heart.
And I knew, with a lightning suddenness, that I
did not love Risley Thain: I loved the idea of him and
the life we would have together. I had waited for that
moment to rescue me from idleness all my life. Now it,
too, seemed empty.
I looked for a way down the cliff.
I could see Alita on the horizon and followed her,
but she was far too swift. After a time, she landed, and
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I hoped I might catch up. No sooner had I climbed the
hill beneath her, however, than she took off.
Feeling strangely calm, I approached her resting
spot. A building had stood there once, walls now
shattered and scorched like fire burned paper. Inside
stood a gleaming black box, one side ripped free and
broken wires scattered everywhere.
I tried to puzzle it out. “What are you?” I
wondered.
A monotone voice answered me. “I am the
computer nexus for this outpost.”
I whirled, looking for someone--anyone--but I
was alone. My eyes came to the box, and it seemed
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not impossible that it might be speaking.
“What are you called?”
“I am E-104R, or you may refer to me
as Eldur.”
My mouth went dry. “Alita’s Eldur?” I
gasped.
“Please repeat your query.”
“Do you know Alita?” I pressed.
“Please repeat your query.”
I did, and a dozen others--the reply
was the same. There was no thought there,
only an echo that would not die. Finally, I
dropped against its case.
This ‘computer’ was Alita’s love, the
man she had claimed held her, touched her
with lips--where? I realized with a sickening
lurch that just being right did not prevent
one from being mad. Had she been sane
before its destruction? Or was this simply
the fate of anyone who stayed out here
too long, who tried to live in this world the
Keepers had hidden from me?
I could not go back, for it was
impossible to erase what I knew. I would
slowly lose my mind in the surroundings
of my childhood, plagued by the truth,
and that would be worse than losing my
mind out here--if there was, indeed, no way to avoid
the same fate that found Alita. I could stay in the city
and take up space, bored, haunted … or I could look
for a haven of my own.
Maybe the fact that I believed it existed was the
start of my madness.
I made up my mind. I would leave the bracelet
somewhere Risley might find it. Then I would wait for
dawn and the transformation she had promised--the
swan-maiden’s gift--and perhaps I would find Alita.
We still had things to say, one madwoman to another.
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Introduction: This project originated out
of a previous project conducted under contract
#[withheld] between the Institute of Physical and
Nuclear Technology (IPNT) of Chattanooga, TN and
[withheld] of [withheld]. In the mentioned project,
sonic tomography was used in the failure analysis of
wood retrieved following the collapse of a railroad
bridge being used by [withheld], but owned by
[withheld]. On 10 August 2015, a commuter train bound
for Washington, DC derailed when a wooden trestle
bridge collapsed over the Potomac River, resulting
in 78 deaths from the impact and drowning. Sonic
tomography analysis of bridge materials determined

that incomplete penetration of wood preservative in
the supports and crossties resulted in decay of these
wood members, leading to structural failure.
During the course of sonic tomographic analysis
of the wood, certain anomalies associated with the
structure of individual cell walls were identified. These
appeared to be related to the deposition of cellulose
in the living plant, and were unrelated to the structural
failure of the bridge. In this paper, it is demonstrated
that these anomalies are, in fact, caused by sound waves
that bombard living trees. The work presented in this
report will demonstrate that living trees make “sound
recordings” in their cell wall structures. Furthermore,
it will be demonstrated that these recordings can be
played back as a record of historically significant
events. Several of these events are, by their nature,
controversial, but are nevertheless supported by the
empirical evidence.
Background: Routine analysis of wood samples
collected from the failed railroad bridge was conducted
by using wood soundness tests (including ASTM
3672, 3953, and 6589). The results obtained were as
expected for chemically preserved timbers used in
railroad bridges. Sonic tomography was undertaken
by using IPNT Protocol 1524 (revised). Analysis of
the timbers revealed several areas of weakened wood,
characteristic of fungal decay. Poor penetration of the
wood preservative was responsible for the failure of
the bridge.
With the samples in hand, an opportunity was
presented to determine if the sonic tomography
technique could be refined to determine features
at the sub-cellular level, which to this point had not
been attempted. With several refinements to the
instrumentation, individual cells and interstitial spaces
were clearly apparent, as were the cell voids remaining
after loss of the intracellular material. With further
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improvements, it was possible to detect voids between
the individual cellulose bundles that make up the cell
wall infrastructure. With difficulty, I could see varying
levels of detail in the cellulose bundles between
conifers and deciduous trees, between different tree
species, and between individuals of the same species
collected from different environments. Differences
between asexually propagated individuals (clones)
indicated that the differences were non-hereditary
and that environmental conditions particular to an
individual tree determines the precise arrangement of
cellulose bundles.
As important as these observations are, it was
intriguing to discover anomalies in the cellulose bundles
originating at the surface of the tree, just below the
bark. There variations differed from those only two
bundle layers inward. By comparison with archived
recordings, provided by the Physical Acoustics Center,
of chainsaws operating under various conditions, a
99% match was observed between the signal in the
wood sample and the signature of a chainsaw being
operated under load (i.e., when cutting a piece of
wood). Examinations of other portions of the same
timber revealed that the “chainsaw signature” only
existed within a few cellulose bundles below the bark.
These cellulose bundles would have been deposited at
the time the living tree was being cut.
This evidence allowed the following hypothesis to
be developed: vibrations experienced while cellulose
bundles are being deposited in growing plant tissue bear
the signature of those vibrations. If this hypothesis is
true, the sound of the chainsaw that felled the tree
was “recorded” in tissue growing at that moment.
Compression waves (sound waves, vibrations) appear
to deform and alter the cellulose bundles in quantifiable
and even predictable ways.
This hypothesis was tested by cutting a number
of loblolly pine trees planted in the same season. Two
living trees were cut via chainsaw and two others were
felled by axe. For comparison, four dead but standing
trees were cut by the same methods.
Examination of the cellulose bundles just below
the bark in the “living chainsaw” trees showed the
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same characteristic sonic signature as those found in
the bridge samples. It indicates a prolonged, chaotic
jarring of the tissues. The “living axe” trees, however,
had signatures resembling short pulses, which is
consistent with the chopping motion of an axe. The
four dead trees displayed no discernable signature in
their outer-most tissues, and the cellulose bundles
had long, regular, and almost textbook-perfect
arrangements. Clearly these trees had ceased growing
prior to experiencing any traumatic sonic events.
Further Examination of Sonic Signatures: Wood
farther from the surface was examined to determine if
past events could be detected prior to the death of the
tree. About three years prior to examination, a large
walnut tree in a city park had been struck by lightning
but not killed. After extensive negotiation with the
Park and Recreation Department, I was allowed to cut
the tree because it had begun to die and was posing a
safety hazard to park users.
The characteristic signature of a chainsaw was
observed directly below the bark. Growth ring analysis
confirmed that the lightning strike had occurred three
years prior to examination. A signature consistent with
a powerful jolt was detected throughout the entire tree
in any tissue that was actively growing at the time of the
strike. Similar jolts were not observed in more recently
or more previously deposited cellulose bundles. The
tree was 62 years old.
Wood Samples of Historic Significance: It is a
secondary hypothesis to this study that events of
historical significance can be recorded and played back.
If this hypothesis is true (and it seems to be based on
results presented shortly), the benefit to historians and
to society would be immeasurable. Modern listeners
would be able to hear actual historical events if wood
actively growing at the time of the event could be
found.
Wood samples used for radiological monitoring
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan were obtained,
with permission, from the IPNT. Wood that was
actively growing in 1945 showed areas of intense
disorganization at the precise margin where high
radioactivity begins to be detected. The playback
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of the signature is a prolonged roar lasting many
seconds. More recent wood within the same sample
does not show this signal, despite the wood’s exposure
to radioactivity for some time following the atomic
detonation. The conclusion that the disorganization is
the result of the blast is attractive.
The Park Service denied my request to cut any of
the oak trees in the Chickamauga and Chattanooga
National Battlefield Park. An increment sample from
one of the large oak trees at the Park was nevertheless
surreptitiously obtained. Although the results were not
as satisfactory as with the large samples, I was able to
detect several “pops” and one larger “boom” in wood
that was growing at the time of the battles at Lookout
Mountain and Missionary Ridge. These signatures
are almost certainly from rifles and a cannon. The
small sample prevented detection of the many more
signatures that would have resulted from such large
battles.
The effort to reconcile science and religion dates
to Albertus Magnus (1193–1280) and surely even
earlier. Quantitative demonstration of events recorded
in the Bible would do much to bridge the gulf that
divides modern society and that has stymied progress
since the first proto-man sacrificed his produce or
even his fellows for a bountiful harvest. A colleague
at the University of Jerusalem provided samples of
timber obtained from ancient homes. Radiocarbon
dating confirmed that these timbers were living 2000
years ago and stable isotope analysis indicated that the
timbers were grown in soil found in Jerusalem. Within
these samples, I detected an intense signal in a specific
area; based on tree ring analysis, this area corresponded
to the spring of the year in which the sounds were
preserved. Modern wood collected from San Francisco
had similar signals in areas corresponding to 1989 and
1906. From this evidence, it is clear that Jerusalem
experienced an earthquake 2000 years ago. Was this
earthquake perhaps on a spring Friday afternoon?
Historic dating of the Crucifixion is problematic, but
these results establish that it did in fact occur and at
about the time indicated by biblical accounts.
A further study must be described before I explain

the most shocking findings. What would I see in
petrified wood? The fossilization process obscured the
signatures. However, by transforming the signatures
according to bootstrap permutation of each data
point employing the Fibonacci Sequence to allow for
distortion caused by crystallization, the data are quite
workable. Petrified wood obtained from the Petrified
Forest National Park in Arizona was examined, and
several clear signatures corresponded to earthquakes,
thunderstorms, and volcanic eruptions (confirmed via
wood samples from Mount St. Helens in Washington).
But even more amazing, I can detect animal noises.
In order to confirm the preservation of large landanimal noises, I have attempted to obtain wood from
an acacia grove in Kenya to look for elephant noises,
but I have not yet been successful.
I would have not been taken seriously if I had
presented the following results earlier, but they are the
most important of this report, and in fact are the most
important of my career and of my life. These results
will demonstrate why this work MUST be continued,
at any cost. It is at the core of a very ancient sample
of petrified wood, the oldest ever found, from
Mesopotamia, in the very first cellulose bundles
deposited by the plant, or by any plant. I have diligently
tested and retested this sample. I have confirmed it by
using the best means possible, and by comparison with
the most reliable samples I could find.
I detected a voice in the sample. It is similar to the
signatures left by the human voice, but not quite. The
language is, of course, not yet determinable, and might
be a language lost to humanity. This word was spoken
long before humans walked the Earth.
Ladies and gentlemen, this signature is none other
than the Voice of God, recording the words spoken
at Creation.
Appeal to Continue Research: The results
presented in this report are accurate and convincing.
They have consumed my every waking moment and
the import of this work impels me to see it to its
successful conclusion, which will change the course of
humanity forever. No longer will the existence of God
be in doubt, and no longer will scientific inquiry into
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God’s works be seen as the enemy of faith. Instead,
the scientist will be the theologian’s best friend! With
the Light of Science casting a strong beam on the
Light of the Word, hand in hand science and religion
will bring us to the cusp of a new age, one in which
global conflict will cease to exist, advances in science
including time and space travel will be realities, hunger
will be a thing of the past, and medical advances will
flirt with functional or even actual immortality.
I must be allowed to continue this work. As the
discoverer of this phenomenon, I am the only person
qualified to pursue this line of research. I feel it
is imperative on me to carry on the Lord’s work in
the name of science. Please do not let this work fall
aside. If necessary, I would continue this research on
my own time; I only ask that I be able to use IPNT
equipment. I will even compensate IPNT a fair price
for the use of this equipment. Please (I cannot plead
my case enough) allow this research to continue.
Submitted,
/s/ Ira Taylor, Ph.D.
Institute of Physical and Nuclear
Technology
18 March 2017

Addendum by Dr. Stanley Becking, Institute
of Physical and Nuclear Technology.

To Whom It May Concern:
Although we are not required to produce
summaries or analysis of documents released under
the Freedom of Information Act (Amended), we felt
it necessary to do so under the present circumstances.
Dr. Leydig Prentiss, Director of IPNT, and Dorothy
Harkness, Secretary of Energy, have both approved
this Addendum to the released document.
On April 22, 2017, as a result of this report Dr.
Taylor was placed on leave to undergo medical and
psychiatric evaluation. On July 1, 2017, Dr. Taylor
was placed on indeterminate administrative leave. On
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September 30, 2018, after thorough review of the
data, Dr. Taylor was separated from his duties at IPNT
(i.e., “terminated”). Dr. Taylor will be re-considered
for employment upon his request and after his return
to health.
Upon rigorous scientific review of Dr. Taylor’s data,
we were unable to duplicate his findings. Fine structure
at the level of the cellulose bundles examined by Dr.
Taylor was not detected by using the technology Dr.
Taylor described. In some cases, we were not able to
locate the samples Dr. Taylor claims to have examined.
For example, although we have his written request
for such on file, IPNT does not maintain samples
of wood collected from Hiroshima or Nagasaki.
Repeated testing with some of the samples we were
able to locate and with the same equipment used by
Dr. Taylor failed to produce unambiguous results, and
in no case were any of the sonic signatures described
by Dr. Taylor detected. All of the researchers involved
in the review agree that the idea of sonic signatures
in wood is interesting and would be a revolutionary
finding, but the evidence obtained by the reviewers
does not support such.
Through interviews with Dr. Taylor, and based on
discussions with medical and psychiatric professionals
familiar with Dr. Taylor and his case, an independent
Government Accountability Office ethics committee
has concluded that there was no intent to deceive
or to commit fraud in the current study. Dr. Taylor’s
findings and conclusions are gross misinterpretations
of the data at best, and are the product of his illness
at worst.
We hope that this addendum puts to rest the
troublesome questions and controversy raised by Dr.
Taylor.
/s/ Dr. Stanley Becking
Institute of Physical and Nuclear
Technology
26 January 2022

Stella’s Last Dance
by Meghann McVey

Meghann McVey is currently pursuing a M.A.
in English at Cal State Fullerton. Her first novel,
Lachlan of Marinus has been accepted for publication with Westbank Publishing, while her other
works have been included in Volumes I and II of
Bardic Tales and Sage Advice as well multiple online locations such as Static Movement Magazine.

“I will take the part!”

Stella Esposito’s eyes
shone like embers about to leap into flame.
“Is there no feat you will not attempt?” Marina
Santiago whispered, her ever-soft voice lost in the
amazed cries that filled the foyer of the Romagio
Theater. Her large brown eyes widened in halfworshipping awe at her cousin.
The members of the Romagio Theater Company
silenced as Damiano Romagio, the impresario, raised
his hands.
“Marvelous! God Himself could not have chosen
better! Monte di Ton will remember your role as the
phoenix for years to come!” the impresario declared.
Marina agreed with him entirely. Crowned with curls
the hue of flame and imbued with fierce courage,
Stella had joined a year ago. In that time, she proved
her unrivalled skill in feats of acrobatics and dancing.
Stella’s myriad roles had one thing in common and
prominent above all else: danger.
Many actors protested Stella’s undertaking all the
risky parts because of her youth and because she was
a girl. But they could not stop the impresario or the
passionate young performer. Those who did not
understand Stella considered her a reckless fool.
Marina, however, knew that Stella underwent
the dangers for the sake of her beloved audience.
Although Stella was flamboyant and charming, she
was often unapproachable, residing in a rapture born
of her own inspiration. Marina and she had always
been together, even as infants, one cooing, the other
squawking.

They were not only cousins, but childhood friends
who seemed blessed with intertwined destinies; they
had even left Milan at the same time to come to Monte
di Ton. Stella came to perform; Marina had been sent
away from her family just before the quarantine. Now
she resided with Stella and their Uncle Alphonso in his
palazzo on the other side of town. Through Marina,
those in the theater with less volatile temperament
were able to connect with Stella.
Marina longed to return to Milan to care for her
mother, father, and siblings, but she remained an
obedient daughter even though the uncertainty of their
fates kept her living from letter to infrequent letter. She
could not stay in the palazzo without thinking of her
family all the time, and so she had taken to following
Stella to the Romagio Theater.
Marina herself was too grounded to be a very
convincing actress. However, she had found a special
role of her own: big sister to everyone in the Romagio
Theater. There was always some practical work that
needed to be done around the theater, everything from
mending costumes to carrying messages to patrons,
even painting sets or playing the harpsichord if the
theater’s musicians were otherwise occupied. Marina
found that helping these strange folk distracted her
from her worry about her family. Too, it was rewarding
to have found a practical outlet for skills and talents
that otherwise would have been confined to her father’s
house. Though Marina had no title or even wages, she
would have found it daring, even scandalous to hold
an official position. Stella was an exception, of course,
being somewhat mad to begin with. In no time at all,
Marina’s motherly kindness had made her the darling
of the theater.
The Monte di Ton clergy would have done well to
emulate her gentle, selfless ways. According to them,
the Plague of Milan had migrated here by the will of a
vengeful God. They prescribed devotions, confessions,
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donations, and seeking redemption through suffering.
In utter contrast, yet with her typical disregard for
all conservative views, Stella believed that the people
were better aided by utterly distracting them from their
problems. The Romagio Theater sought to remind
its audience how to smile again, to show that somber,
ephemeral life could be funny, even enjoyable. And,
as Stella’s dangerous dances exemplified, life could be
marvelous; Marina never believed in it so strongly as
when she watched her cousin dance.
The day she was anointed as the phoenix, Stella
practiced long after the others went home. Even
Marina, who was usually her shadow, bringing her trays
of pastries, water, and anything she asked for, left for
their uncle’s palazzo.
This night, Stella did not yet dance with fire.
Instead, two wooden sticks served as the torches she
would carry. When she finished the dance, she bowed
to the empty chairs in the auditorium. Scarcely had
the glamour of her practice worn off did Stella realize
the lateness of the hour.
The clergy of Monte di Ton were correct in one
aspect of their haughty assessment of the plague. Sinful
people, from rapists to murderers, infested Monte di
Ton. Before the plague struck Milan, there had been
fewer brigands, but even then, a woman walking in
the dark was in danger. Now, desperation made many
otherwise virtuous men turn to evil. And even these
men feared the superstition that endangered sinner
and righteous alike; in these dark times, Death herself
wandered the streets in the guise of an old woman
offering blood red carnations to those who would
soon perish.
Stella searched the theater for almost an hour
and shouted her voice hoarse, but no one remained.
Though she had done so before, Stella abhorred
sleeping in the theater. The empty seats and silence
filled her with thoughts of graves and crypts and their
voiceless occupants, forever stilled. If the Romagio
Theater failed and the people of Monte di Ton lost
heart, Death would win, would stalk the streets
for Stella, just as shadows prowled the empty rows
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tonight…
No, I mustn’t think of it! There must be a way that
I can get home, even through threat of harm, Stella
thought.
Then the idea came to her. Stella hurried back
to the costume room and took a cloak the hue of
captured midnight from the rack. I am an actress,
Stella thought. It is in my power to appear to be
anything. Then another voice spoke in her mind, the
one that uttered all her reservations and fears, the one
that gibbered insanely when stage fright seized her. I
can‘t believe I’m doing this. I’ve finally become a crazy
prima donna just like Uncle Alphonso says.
Her next stop was the dressing room adjacent to
the costume closets. Here, the faces of the mirrors
hanging on the walls alternated between radiance and
shadow in the light of her candle. Face paints and
brushes littered the many tables. Half in the shadows,
Stella masked her vibrant skin with sallow white. She
painted saggy folds under her eyes and added shadows
beneath her cheekbones to make them appear sunken.
With her face thus made up in the likeness of Death,
Stella wrapped the cloak around her. Uncle Alphonso
must have been joking, Stella thought. He takes such
pride in the family eccentricities, after all.
Assessing herself in the mirror, however, Stella
realized it would not be enough. Desperate men
would know a healthy traveler, even one who bore the
hated hue of decay. And so, Stella adopted a hobbling
gait, eyeing herself critically in the mirror. The only
problem would arise if they chanced to see her lovely
tresses. But Stella had no intention of taking off the
cowl. Still, there was something missing.
Stella wandered back to the stage, then used the
door behind the curtain. In this room, the impresario
stored smaller props like tiaras, pillows, and lightweight
tables. She sifted through the junk for several minutes
before she found what she wanted: silk carnations in
blood red.
Before the mirrors, Stella practiced a hiss and a
swift lunge; it would be useful if someone came too
close. Her ferocious appearance made her stomach
jump, and her heart knocked a little harder against
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her ribs. But the adrenaline would help make this a
flawless performance.
As Stella stood in the doorway, at the threshold
of the plague-sullied, chill night, she hesitated. Then,
blood roaring like the full power of the symphony in
her ears, she ventured into the darkness.
The road stretched like a black river into the hills.
Stella recognized the silence as the sound of men
in wait. Sometimes, even when several actors, men
and women, walked together at night, they still were
assaulted. Stella recalled one night she had walked
home with Tranio. The man who attacked them had
died laughing. Tranio said later as he washed their
assailant’s blood from his hands, that the man, like so
many others in these dark times, had been “plaguemaddened.”
Then Stella noticed the shuffle of her gait. It set
her teeth on edge. Uncle Alphonso’s house in the hills
seemed leagues away. She hoped her unease did not
show.
At one still, dark house a man sat coughing in the
doorway. As Stella approached, he looked up with
eyes glassy from fever. Fear as ancient as instinct
brought him focus, and he retreated into his tomb-like
abode. She passed many other houses and a handful
of people, beggars and citizens. None bothered her.
As Stella began the slow climb up the hill, she
thought she glimpsed someone following her. It was
difficult to be certain because the cowl obscured her
vision on both sides.
In her cousins’ courtyard, Stella edged between
the bone-pale columns, cold and smooth beneath her
fingers. A faint light flickered in the front windows.
Curious, Stella drew closer. When she could see who
sat in the light, her breath caught in her throat.
“Marina,” she whispered.
The light succumbed to darkness. Stella groped
her way through it to her uncle’s front door.

As she always had since leaving Milan for Monte di Ton,
she looked around for Stella. It had always comforted
Marina in strange places to see Stella sleeping at her
side, to know they braved the road to Monte di Ton
together. But tonight Stella was nowhere to be found.
Then Marina remembered the tray of panelle and wine
she had prepared in anticipation of Stella’s return.
The candle Marina had placed on the table had
burned out, the wick drowned in wax. It could not be
long before dawn. Beyond the palazzo’s front windows,
a shape edged between the columns. Marina stepped
back, suddenly fully alert. There was something out
there! Marina froze, torn between fleeing upstairs and
bolting the door to her room or continuing to wait
for Stella. Suppose she was outside with the shadowy
figure?
That cannot be, Marina argued against her worry.
If she has not returned this late, Stella must have stayed
the night at the theater.
Marina sighed heavily. If the lurking shadow were
locked outside, and Stella safely inside the theater – she
hoped – there was no sense in speculating further on
the matter. There was now the matter of the tray. She
did not wish to leave it out with the candle remains. At
last she decided she would take it to the kitchen, clean
the dishes, and put them away before retiring.
Shadows moved in the corner of Marina’s eye.
Somehow the door had opened, permitting ingress to
night and something darker.
The tray fell from Marina’s hands. “No,” she
whispered, frightened even more from the low moan
of her own terror. “No, no!” She backed away until
the cold stones of the wall were at her back.
The figure robed and cowled in black came for
Marina swiftly.
“Marina, it’s me,” it said in a familiar voice. Two
young, supple hands, not the gnarled fingers of the
Flower Lady, touched the tears on Marina’s cheeks.

When Marina woke, she experienced an uncanny
disorientation. As her grogginess slowly faded, she
realized she had fallen asleep in a chair in her uncle’s
sitting room, and her back and neck were stiff from it.

“Look! It is only paint and a costume that I borrowed
from the theater.”
Dazed, Marina lit the candle placed near the door
for the benefit of late-night visitors. Stella’s face was
ghastly, but her hair was vibrantly red.
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Marina threw herself into Stella’s arms, weeping.
“Stella, why?” she moaned. “Why did you stay so
late?”
“I had to practice,” Stella said. “The part
commands it.”
“Could you not have remained in the theater for
a few hours more? Your dressing room has all you
need.”
Stella shook her head sharply, her tone defiant. “I
won’t let Death or fear determine what I do!”
“Then…why this monstrous disguise?”
“There was no one to bring me home. I sought to
protect myself as best as I could.”
“It was cunning of you.” Marina tried to smile.
“Had you encountered the flower lady, herself, you
might have driven her from Monte di Ton with
surprise. But after tonight, promise me-” Marina’s
voice trembled. “You will never do this again.” Then
Marina took Stella in her arms, an embrace that
trembled even as it comforted.
“No. I cannot make this promise,” Stella said with
her head resting against Marina’s shoulder. Marina
thought of a play she had seen in which a man stabbed
his dearest friend in the back while embracing him.
She stiffened as though the words had struck part
of her dead. “You have not forgotten,” Stella said,
“how we watch each week for letters from Milan, to
hear how family we love fare in these plague-stricken
days. Every letter brings me hope that we will see one
another again and laugh. The people of Monte di Ton
need that hope, too.”
Marina stood. “You speak of others. But what
would I do if something happened to you? What
would I write to our family? What would I say to them
if we were to meet again?”
Stella had no answer.
Marina held her gaze for a long time, then left
Stella alone in the candlelight.
The next day, Stella told her story in the theater
foyer, gathering quite a crowd. The undivided
attention of her rapt audience almost made her fright
worthwhile. Midway through the telling, Stella decided
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that the ending was rather dull and unflattering to her.
She would have to improvise something that would
impress the other actors and actresses. As Stella
recrossed the dark streets of Monte di Ton in her
memory, the theater company walked with her. Some
members whispered prayers with terse faces; others
murmured of superstition and ill tidings. It was then
that Stella knew what she would do. “And even those
who the plague contracted to Death did not recognize
me as an imposter.” Stella’s voice trailed into a whisper,
let the actors hang on her last words. Then she sprang
at them. “Will you take a flower before you die?” she
rasped and pretended to hold out a carnation.
Startled, those at the crowd’s front jumped back.
Then the whole foyer was talking at once, some
shouting at Stella.
Marina put her hand on Stella’s thin arm and
looked at her imploringly. “You go too far,” she said
without words. Her gaze, like that of so many other
actors, warily searched the shadows, as though Stella’s
mockery would summon wrath-filled Death.
At this point, the impresario, harried and baggyeyed, scurried down the stairs. “Stella, Stella,” he said,
raising his hands to soothe her. “My starlet, you must
understand the way things are now. Frightened men
outnumber the courageous. You must not agitate their
superstitions!”
Stella pouted.
The impresario wrung his hands together. “I
cannot stop you from practicing. This theater is open
to its performers at all hours. But I beg you, Stella.
Repent of your wild stunt last night, and confine
your future ones to the stage. That is the place to
dazzle others. Everyone knows there is no one to defy
gravity and fire but you. You are the reveler of life, the
champion for us all! But the flower lady is one whom
no man or woman can fight.”
Stella knew it was useless to explain that when she
had danced in the deserted theater, inspiration had
burned like fever through her blood, and her body
had soared as though lifted by the invisible hands of
angels. And only Marina would understand that Stella
sought to encourage the people against the plague with
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her every breath, not just when she performed. So
although Stella did not contradict the impresario aloud,
she knew she would follow her heart’s command.
Three times more, Stella practiced alone in
the darkness of the theater, then stole home in the
guise of the flower lady. On the third night, as Stella
watched the rough men cringe at the sight of her,
she felt remorse. Traveling alone in this garb was not
promoting the defiance of Death. If anything, she
was strengthening its power. But how else was she to
perfect her routine?
On all three nights, Stella noticed the stalking
figure in the corner of her eye. But because it neither
came closer nor lingered, Stella thought little of it.
The next day Stella awoke to Marina’s calls. She
rose to see the dark cloak hanging from its hook. Its
shadow seemed unnaturally long this morning, but
perhaps that was because she was still groggy with
sleep. When Stella peered closer, primal terror jolted
her to full wakefulness. An old woman stepped forth
from the robe, her step as silent as shadow. She held a
basket of carnations in one arm, but the basket design
was cruder than Stella remembered. Her chest heaving,
Stella backed against the wall. She wanted to scream,
but her throat would only make choking sounds.
“Stella!” Marina called again.
However, Stella could not break her silence until
the woman reached the opposite wall of her room.
There, she dissipated. Stella sank to the floor. She
had seen so many magicians disappear that the art
of illusion held little wonder for her. But this was
something entirely different.
“Are you alright?” Marina asked from the other
side of the door. She sounded calm, save for concern
for her. With a sinking feeling, Stella realized she
had not seen the apparition. In that moment, Stella
decided she would not mention it. They will think I
am practicing too much, she thought. But perhaps I
will leave early tonight.
On the way to the Romagio Theater, a slow-moving
crowd blocked Stella and Marina. After several minutes,
Marina said, “If we keep this pace, we will be late, and

the impresario will be angry.” She took Stella’s hand,
and together, they wove through the crowd. At the
edge, they saw several dead collectors with ramshackle
wooden carts piled high. The faces of the deceased
were blackened and bloated, a grotesque parody of
humanity. The grind of cart wheels against the stone
and the groan of the wood under the weight made a
strange, sad accompaniment to the melody of weeping
and low, dread-filled murmurs.
“More deaths,” said Marina with a shiver. “The
flower lady has been busy.”
Stella clenched her fists. She hoped that all who
mourned would seek escape in the theater. For their
sakes, she would dance her very best!
A fortnight passed. The Romagio Theater
Company’s focus changed from practices to their first
dress rehearsal. To Stella’s dismay, her sightings did
not cease. In addition, the black-robed woman was sly
and made certain to appear to Stella only when others
could not perceive her.
As Stella saw it, there were two benefits to being
haunted thus by the flower lady. First, it honed her
acting skills, for she dared speak of it to no one, not
even Marina. The second reason was Stella’s personal
vanity. Death might feel threatened by the Romagio
Theater’s production. Or even more delightful,
perhaps Stella’s impersonation had personally offended
her and she thought the petrified citizens of Monte
di Ton might not be able to distinguish between the
two of them. Yet despite Stella’s bravado and selfencouragement, it did not change the fact that the
flower lady terrified her.
The day of the first dress rehearsal, Stella garbed
herself in red-sequined satin, a costume that made this
dance the most dangerous she had ever attempted. If
Stella was not careful, she could set herself afire. Yet,
it was this very sort of challenge, dancing with flames
in a gaudy, voluminous costume and making it seem
easy, even pleasant, that Stella enjoyed the most. As
she turned about to watch the light dance upon the red
sequins, she thought she saw the shadows deepening,
spreading like dark water from the far corner of the
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dressing room. Yet behind her, Stella saw nothing.
She thought of her sightings – they had not desisted
with time – and shivered.
I will go home early today, she promised herself.
The actors had all congregated at the back of the
stage. Stella was the last to emerge, just in time to hear
the impresario say wryly, “Let us see Stella’s fire dance
first. I am certain it is the most eagerly anticipated
act.”
The rest of the cast grinned sheepishly as Stella
proceeded to the center of the stage. As she waited
for the flutes to cue her to begin, Stella found her
eyes wandering the rows of empty seats. But one was
occupied!
A hunched woman clad entirely in black stood
in the third row. Her hood concealed her face. But
near where her hands should be, Stella thought she
glimpsed a hint of red.
It must be a joke to teach me a lesson, Stella
thought frantically. Nonetheless, trembles overtook
her arms, and the torches fell. Stella watched the
theater’s reaction as though they were players, and she,
the spectator. Everyone gasped. Tranio and several
other young men flung their jackets atop the flames,
choking them off. Marina made no move to help,
when normally she would have reached the stage first.
She hung back, pale and trembling.
Because of me, Stella thought. But the torches are
so light, and I am well-trained for this dance. I don’t
understand how this could happen. Suddenly her head
felt very heavy, as though she might faint.
The impresario scrambled out of the wings. “Are
you trying to scorch my stage, Stella?” he demanded.
“I don’t understand, sir,” Stella said.
“I
practiced-“
“We’re well aware of that.”
Laughter from behind made Stella’s head spin. She
clenched her fists, watched the knuckles turn white in
an attempt to recover her composure and self-control.
Even so, she felt as though she were a stone hurtling
through a dark well, becoming heavier all the time so
in another few feet, there would be no hope of ever
seeing the sun again.
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“Go home, Stella,” said the impresario. Silence fell
like a death knell. “Perhaps you’ve worked too hard.”
Stella tried to lash out in indignation that was the
prima donna’s right. Who was not present at the stage?
Who was imperiling the entire theater with their foolish
joke? But the words choked her as they formed in her
throat. Instead, Stella bowed her head and returned
to the dressing room. There, her gaze went to the
black robe on its hook. Now that she did not wear
it, a shudder of revulsion ran through her. Fear and
disgust followed as she remembered that despite what
she had seen that morning, she could not bear to leave
it behind. Her dropping the torches and seeing the
flower lady were more reasons to stop impersonating
Death. Yet Stella could not bring herself to return the
cloak and her basket. Just in case, she thought as she
entered the blinding afternoon light. Just in case.
The next day, Stella returned to the theater, dimly
aware of the stiffness of her muscles and leaden feet.
Again she attempted the fire dance onstage. But
when she tried to dance, although the flower lady was
nowhere in the auditorium, she could not even begin
for her shaking hands and chattering teeth.
The impresario took the torches from Stella’s
quavering grasp and commanded that she dance
without fire. This task, Stella executed perfectly. The
impresario scratched his head. “Remember, Stella.
You will have to dance with flames for the actual act.”
“Perhaps you should hang red and orange ribbons
from the sticks,” a voice called. Jeers and laughter
followed.
Stella flushed. Tonight I will stay, even if there is
no one to escort me home. I will practice with fire
until I am as perfect as the phoenix!
Deliberately Stella waited until the theater had
emptied. That way, there would be no one to play
tricks or mock her. However, the unsettling silence
made her dance a thousand times worse. Sweat poured
down her body, and at last she was forced to quit early.
To practice with diligence was one thing. To burn the
Romagio Theater down was another matter altogether,
one she felt certain the impresario would not forgive.
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Stella set off for home, her form hidden under
the black robes, the basket of carnations on her arm.
Because her face was already made up in the fashion
of a firebird, however, she did not paint her face like
the flower lady’s. Normally she would have fretted
about it, but tonight, she was too despondent about
her clumsy performance to care. How will I ever
inspire the audience now? she wondered.
As Stella traveled the winding paths of shadow
and stone, she heard a scream that stopped her in midstep. She cowered against a wall and stared into the
dark in all directions. The yell’s similarity to Marina’s
voice made her increasingly uneasy. But… “Marina
would not venture out at night,” Stella muttered to
reassure herself. Soon silence fell again, but dread
kept her pressed against the wall as she remembered
the things she recently had seen and heard, things no
one else had perceived. At last, Stella forced herself
forward. She had to investigate.
Around the corner Stella found the source of the
scream: Marina. A gang of wretched, plague-stricken
men drunk on cheap wine surrounded her.
Stella’s mind raced.
Despite their ongoing
argument, Marina had come back to the theater
tonight to get her. And now, if Stella could not save
her, Marina’s death would be on her hands. Stella
steeled herself. Tonight would be the ultimate test of
her performance as Death.
Even as Stella prepared to reveal herself with a
chilling shriek, she saw a silent, still figure just beyond
Marina’s assailants. It could be no joke, this terrible
coincidence! Could it?
Suddenly Stella found herself as incapable of
budging as she had been when she tried to dance with
fire. The men advanced on Marina with guttural voices
that, even as they promised her pain, quaked with their
own suffering.
Death shuffled closer. Realization nearly made
Stella cry out in dismay. The flower lady was not here
for her, but Marina.
The men knocked Marina to the ground. Death
extended its robed arm as though to help Marina
stand. “Flower…” The voice was as ancient as dust.

A hand emerged from the coarse, dark fabric, a skeletal
appendage colder than the most ancient grave. It was
a wonder the flower she offered lived through her
touch. Stella gasped as the wind blew the cowl from
her head. The men stared in fear, their dirks hovering
just above Marina’s throat.
At this point, Stella abandoned all deception and
fear itself. She flew at the men with a wild scream. The
black robes billowed, and behind her, her red-gold hair
flew like the wings of a phoenix. Her eyes smoldered,
and the men’s lights shimmered in the paint bedecking
her face.
The men’s eyes widened, and panic mingled with
despair made them drop their dirks and draw back.
Death lowered its hand. As the wind mellowed its howl
to a breeze as soft as flute song, Stella began the fire
dance. She had always loved the dance’s deceptively
gentle beginning. This frenzied waltz drove the last
sense from the men’s minds.
When they had fled, Stella fell, gasping, to her knees.
Then, Stella’s blood stilled. The flower lady’s eternal
eyes bound Stella’s mortal gaze; iron chains seemed to
wrap around her heart. No, Stella thought frantically.
Not me, not yet! Not before I have rekindled the
people’s hope with the fire dance. And Marina…she
would be so angry. So much she had to live for, and so
much to lose should Death have her way.
The flower lady broke the stare first and shuffled
into the darkness. Stella expected the dry-leaves sound
of rustling cloth and ancient limbs, but the flower lady
was silent and vanished as entirely as night into morn.
Death has never shown mercy before, Stella
thought, though she has been tricked. I must have
scared her with this costume. But the thought didn’t
feel right.
After meeting Death’s own stare, Stella felt changed,
as though an understanding had passed between them.
But even with Marina’s help, this was knowledge that
she could never articulate. It was something to be
sensed, the lowest of the primal instincts and the most
exalted of metaphysical enlightenment that could only
pass from one intuition to the next. As Stella pondered
these thoughts, which she feared would rend her mind
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beyond repair, Marina stirred.
“Stella!” Marina whispered. She attempted to rise,
but only stayed upright with the support of her friend.
“You reckless fool! I have never been so glad to see
you!” To Stella’s great surprise, Marina wept. “Truly,
you are ‘she who does not fear!’”
“That’s not true,” Stella answered. “There are
things I fear, like danger to you.” Her voice cracked.
“Why are you out at this hour?”
Marina drew in a gasping breath. “I came for you.”
As Marina embraced her, Stella knew all was forgiven.
The next day, the impresario again asked Stella to
attempt the fire dance. This time, not only did Stella
dance it perfectly, but with sensitivity that rivaled all
her former dances.
“What has happened to you, Stella?” the impresario
asked her afterwards. “You are different today.”
“What do you mean?”
“Always before, your dance was rash and reckless,
like a fire burning out of control. Now you dance with
restraint, but it has not dulled your performance. If
anything, it has made you more powerful, like a single
flame that shines in a dark room. ”
“Is that so?” Stella answered, but her mind was not
really on the impresario’s praise. Opening night was
the next day. However, she felt no need to practice
now.
All the patrons Stella could have desired came to
the opening night performance. Everyone with means
and their health came to the Romagio Theater. Even
the poorer citizens of Monte di Ton clustered in the
standing room and pointed at the stage.
“The applause is like thunder,” Stella whispered in
her dressing room.
“Are you nervous?” Marina said.
Stella laughed. “I have never been.”
“I see.”
“There is something you aren’t telling me,” Stella
said.
“Surely it is only the late nights you’ve been
keeping.”
“What?”
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Before Stella could dodge her, Marina placed her
soft hand upon her friend’s forehead. “Your face is
the color of yesterday’s ashes. But fire burns beneath
your skin.”
“It is excitement,” Stella insisted. “Nothing more.
Now do not make me nervous, or I shall miss my cue,
and I will be furious.”
At last the orchestra sounded the coda. Marina
and Stella crept to the edge of the curtains. “Do not
fear,” Stella said with an easy, genuine smile. Marina’s,
however, reflected the turmoil Stella was masking.
“Watch me and be amazed. I will show you the wages
of practice. This last dance of the night, I offer for
you.” Marina blinked her lovely eyes. Stella pressed
her lips against her friend’s cheek and parted with a
caress. Then she mounted the stage.
Marina’s breath caught in her throat. In this dance,
Stella had never seemed more vibrant, one at the
pinnacle of health. The flames in her hands were two
dueling stars. Stella spun and leaped amidst the other
dancers. Her sequined garments caught the light, an
afterimage of the flames she carried.
As the music rose to its crescendo, the trumpets
and flutes invoked the firebird’s scream. Suddenly
Marina saw her friend and the phoenix she portrayed
conflated, the flames of vitality blazing with light in
utter defiance of imminent death. Then the music
wound down, and Marina’s heart drummed loud in her
ears, a strange anticipation. Stella sank to one knee.
Her vigorous dance had dispelled the flames in her
torches. These she laid at her side. Stella bowed her
head, her chest heaving. Her pallor alarmed Marina,
but the spell her friend had woven over the stage held
her fast. Amidst the deafening applause, Stella raised
her head, her eyes like two weary stars about to wink
out in the light of dawn. Her smile was the last vestige
of vanishing moonlight. She held her pose until the
curtains closed, and then she fell forward.
Marina screamed and raced toward her. “Stella!”
She attempted to rouse her friend, but the life warmth
had already fled her skin. A shadow fell across them.
Through her tears, Marina glimpsed an old woman
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in black. Carnation petals rained around them like
phoenix feathers. Meeting the woman’s eyes, Marina
suddenly understood. Of all deaths, this was the one
Stella would have wanted. With her red clothes radiant
around her, Stella was the phoenix, cradled in flame in
its last moments, dead, but never entirely gone, so long
as the last spark survived.
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