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         Behold! Hawlucha... err Hyathka!
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         She sat at the center of the rocky clearing, which was surrounded by massive tree trunks with serrations like pineapple skin. Around her, motionless shapes stood, outlined dimly in orange from the distant firelight. Saurian shapes, with improbably large heads and tall feathery crests. All marred by the signs of violence, chipped and scarred, parts missing…



A thing like a dragonfly, but which had three pairs of wings and was as large as a hawk, buzzed past her and was lost to sight. She looked up to the blue evening sky, the breeze ruffling her black hair.



It seemed wrong, that the stars could still look the same. The Ursae, Major and Minor, spun overhead about Polaris, the center of the grandest pinwheel visible from Earth. But bears didn’t exist here, and Latin never would, either. The Arkies called the constellations Gutting-Claw-of-the-Foot and Gutting-Claw-of-the-Hand. 



On this version of Earth, a mammal was just a thing the size of a swamp rat, and exactly as endearing. 



And she had nothing for herself, but handfuls of clay, and a glue of dark red.



She stepped up to one of the figures, a thing full of holes like a smashed vase, and started to add pieces back to it, using the red glue to bind and fill. She used the clay to add more volume to the bony crests that ran from the tip of its snout to flare up over its eyesockets like eternally surprised eyebrows. An Arkie face was much fleshier and fuller than the cadaverous reconstructions that museums often made of dinosaurs; still, it was always a challenge to get the thin parts like the ridges and feathers to stand up straight, and she often used straw inside for support, or her own hair. The nightmare-teeth and claws were usually conical enough to stand on their own. 



She stood back to check her work, and studied the textures of the feathered back and scaled belly. She wasn’t happy with the musculature around the hips, it was a bit too scrawny. Did she have time to correct it now? Probably not.



She saw motion from the corner of her eyes, and threw the clay back into a wooden box and covered it with a cloth. She used another clay-smeared cloth to dry her hands. Her apprentices might use the clay, or perhaps Chyesh, the most curious of the Arkie hatchlings, would eventually pick up an interest. Or perhaps it would all just topple over into the rain and be gone in a few decades.



A living version of one of the dark statues stepped into the clearing, brushing aside enormous ferns with his feathered arm. He wore a shoulder-belt and side pouch but was otherwise naked. His feathers were brown, striped and crested with flashes of color appropriate for tropical birds, and the scales of his belly were speckled like pebbles on a riverbed.



He strode to her and touched his snout to her neck. “They are ready, Kh-Teh”, he hissed. It was how all of them mispronounced her birth name, Katie.



She rubbed her forehead on a similar spot at the base of his neck, and hissed back at him. “I’m ready too, Hyathka.”



He stood still, his gutting-claws tucked back and his scalp crest lying low. “Kh-Teh, I wish again that you do not do this. You are many things to me, to the tribe, that we do not want to lose.”



She sighed and her nostrils flared. She took hold of his right claw and stroked the tiny feathers on the back.



“Hyathka, it’s… it’s how you said, the day after I came, when you were still teaching me what plants were poisonous. Remember? ‘Nothing is hard about dying. It can happen any time.’”



He stared at her with golden slitted eyes, then dipped his long crested snout in yielding affirmation.



Together, they left the clearing of shattered sculptures and headed towards the fire, and the end of it all.








She had never found out what had happened to bring her here, five long painful years ago.



She’d been working her way through college, doing part time stock work at Pearl Arts and Crafts, and a woman had asked her to get a box of paper from the back. She’d slipped on that old worn ladder that was covered with band stickers and flaking paint, and fallen, and somehow when she’d hit the floor she didn’t stop there. Something shifted all of her senses at once, and she was gone, departed from the world. A divine wind, magic fallout from an ancient ceremony, an errant beam from CERN? In the end, just another missing person report, like the thousands that go unsolved each year. Perhaps some of them just went further than anyone could ever dream.



Like a bug that had flown into a car which then made a cross country trip, she had been dragged between worlds by bizarre events beyond her control, and only an equally monstrous and improbable event could reverse what had happened. Further, it was very likely that whatever forces had moved her cared as much for her well being as the car’s human drivers would care about the fate of the bug, separated forever from the only life it had ever known.



She’d awoken at the edge of a primal forest under a blue sky, and ringed by the Arkies, who all erected their scalp crests in surprise and shrieked, exposing their many, many sharp teeth. The first few moments were a blur. She’d scrambled to her feet and run from them towards the forest, which in retrospect would likely have gotten her killed if she’d succeeded. But one of them grabbed her from behind, and she screamed and struggled in full scale panic until she realized they weren’t actually biting her to death, and they were all holding tools—recognizable hoes and rakes that they were using to plant rows of odd seeds that looked like cones.



They’d led her back to their village, and put her in a pen meant to hold a kind of meat animal distantly related to turkeys, but which had snouts instead of beaks. She then sat there fending off the fat stupid beasts, while the Arkies stared at her, and hissed and gestured around her until they reached a sort of consensus. Though she was extremely odd-looking, and smelled like nothing they’d ever encountered, she was clearly Chaisahk just as they were, and therefore taboo for eating. 



So she wasn’t on the menu. 



But then, where was she?



There was no very satisfying answer.








The next day, they’d fed her on a sort of gruel made from a plant like yucca, mixed with chunks of meat from the turkey-critters, and then sat her down with Hyathka, the Arkie who’d originally saved her from running blindly into the forest. He began slowly to teach her how not to die from random environmental causes, along with the first bits of their language. She would learn over time that his skills were not considered particularly valuable for farming, as he tended towards daydreaming and staring at the sky. However, this made him one of the best candidates to assign to trying to learn more about her, and to communicate with her. Since she had nowhere else to live, he set up a reed bed within his own hut for her, and at her request helped her to weave a privacy screen.








A month later, she was helping with basic farming tasks, could distinguish fifty-three poisonous wild plants and twenty-five toxic creatures, could gather food from the forest with reasonable confidence, and had a vocabulary of about a thousand words of their speech. She knew the name of this village, Rasakat-Hseich, and the surrounding villages as well.



“What is Chaisahk?” she asked Hyathka, recalling the word the Arkies had used in discussing her fate on the first day.



“It’s… people, I think.” said Hyathka. “But there must be more to it than that, because you’re not people people, but clearly still people. Am I being clear at all?” 



“Not terribly, no, but maybe I’ll pick it up over time.”	



She was still struggling to find ways that she could fit in. There wasn’t much you could do as an art student that was critical to the success of an agrarian tribe of sauroids. Farming and gathering bugs and vegetables did not seem like a fun life, but she kept on.



Her strongest dreams were that some lucky accident or happy intervention would result in her returning home, to the Earth of cellphones and smooth drawing paper and decent toilets and reasonably hot guys.








A year after her arrival, dreams of the miraculous return were keenly felt as ever, but the hope that had powered them was going sour.



She’d spent hours watching the sky, trying to spot contrails or satellite streaks, but she’d found nothing. She couldn’t be on some remote spot on Earth, and her other idea, that there was a more advanced culture elsewhere on the planet that might help her to get home, was dispelled by the natural sky and the testimony of the Arkies. There were no cities to be seen in the distance, just neighboring tribes of Arkies at the same tech level, who hadn’t heard any interesting rumors either.



Her attempts to find a larger place in the tribe had begun disastrously when she’d undertaken to help care for the hatchlings. It was usual for the females, once a male had quickened their eggs, to deposit them in a warmed basin of sand in a large hut termed the Nursery, and the young Arkies tended to remain here in a creche after they had hatched.



She was inattentive for just a moment while feeding one of the sharp-toothed children, and lost the tip of her middle finger.



While her wound was being bound by a mostly sympathetic and partly amused matron, she made inquiries about other lines of work. She was not cut out for extended hunting or for fighting. As for the healer’s arts, these were the purview of the physicians—the DoctorFather and DoctorMother—who held hereditary positions with closely guarded secrets that they were not likely to divulge to strange creatures such as humans from other timelines.



However, it turned out that pottery was something that everyone could appreciate, and she started to turn this into her niche. A small rocky clearing by the river, not being suitable for any other purpose, was given over to her use. She set up rude buildings there, brought the clay in basket loads from the riverbank, and set up a kiln. She dubbed it Pottery Glade and slowly started to upgrade the dishes, urns, utensils and other ceramicware in Rasakat-Hseich, with many of the pieces becoming trade items of some interest in surrounding villages.



Kh-Teh still held within her the pangs of her stillborn hopes, but resolved this by throwing herself into her work. She used the first kiln to build a second, the second to build a third. Soon, she was able to fire life-sized statues, and began to sculpt them from those of the Arkies who had time to pose for her. The clearing filled with her artwork and experiments, which she arranged into a garden among which the shouting hatchlings came to dodge and play. One of the more inquisitive of these, a lanky straggle-feathered sort named Chyesh, would sometimes come to peer over Kh-Teh’s shoulder as she worked. Chyesh, though cute for a sharp-toothed thankless serpent child, tended to remind Kh-Teh of the fact that she was unlikely to ever start a family here, or anywhere else at this rate; still, she put as cheerful a face on the situation as she could.








Two years after Kh-Teh’s arrival, an unusually strong hurricane season sent storms swirling far up the coast, and a bad one passed directly over Rasakat-Hseich with little warning. The Arkies knew to take shelter in a nearby cave system, so no lives were lost. But the thatching of the huts was entirely ripped away. This was no serious loss in itself, as thatching had to be replaced regularly anyway. 



But for Kh-Teh, returning to Pottery Glade and seeing the work of her years shattered on the ground, it felt as if every connection she had tried to build to this horrid and ungrateful world had been ripped away and dashed upon the stones.







A week after that, she stood in the clearing before the shattered statues, holding a flake of razor sharp obsidian to her wrist. 



There was a technique for restoring broken pottery called Kintsugi or Kintsukuroi. You weren’t trying to hide the cracks so much as acknowledge them as part of the history of the object, and make them look pretty. It was customary to use a powdered precious metal, such as gold or platinum, in the adhesive.



Precious metal wasn’t available to her in her experiments with making a strong glue. But over many tests, she’d found an alternative. While mixing one batch of resinous lacquer, she’d cut her finger and drops of blood had fallen into the mix. The resulting glue had proven superior to all her other attempts. 



She took a deep breath, opened a small vein in her wrist, and let a few ounces of blood into a bowl before applying sticky bark to close the wound. She stirred in the resin and other ingredients, then started to rejoin the pieces of her sculptures, one by one.



She was calling her process Ketsukuroi, “blood repair.”








Five years post-arrival, on a moonlit night, she was sitting by the open window in Hyathka’s hut, working on drawing a human male from memory. It was getting harder over time. Seeing her own face in a bowl of water was becoming odd to her. The Arkies had become her model for how other sapient beings were supposed to look.



She found she was drawing scribbly circles on the leafpaper, and decided to give it up for the night. She set down her pad next to her reed mat bed, which was now located next to Hyathka’s. The old privacy screen stood in the corner, rarely used. 



She gave off a long sigh of a sort he’d learned to interpret. He set down a rake he’d been repairing, and leaned over from his mat, extending his long neck, to rub his cheek smoothly against her left ear. She closed her eyes and reached out to him, pulling him closer.



They proceeded slowly, as if each was playing chess against an opponent with pieces of unusual shape, though they had taught each other the most important moves by now. He knew where he could safely and gently bite her shoulders, she knew which way to stroke the feathered skin on his lower back. Proceeding by learned rituals and not instinct, they worked to please each other.



Her eyes still closed, she wrapped her arms and legs around him as he slid against her, and she let the images drift in her mind and relaxed into the rhythm of her body. She still had Earthly fantasies sometimes, but they were often too painful and killed the mood. She thought abstractly instead, of wind in the conifer trees and the mountains highlighted in moonlight, intriguing shadows in the sculpture garden and the intimacy of bare feet treading on fresh soil, until her body grew into its senses and rose to his touches.



The rest of the act was formal and well practiced by both of them, and she gave herself over to release, hugging him and biting his neck as he writhed over her and reached his own climax



As her breathing slowed, she curled up against his long smooth scaly chest and belly and cooled herself off by giving him her heat.



“I wish I could do it for you, to quicken your eggs, Kh-Teh,” whispered Hyathka as he stroked her hair.



She stared over his shoulder, through the window, up and out at the familiar stars with their weird names. Despite her internal yearnings, she wondered what the point would be, to add more humans to the tangle of this odd path of history.



“I… appreciate the thought, Hyathka,” she said.








It was just a month later, while delivering a crate of crockery to the nearby village of Ceheik-Hseich, that she overheard some kitchen workers talking about the elderly father of the cook, who was suffering from a painful disease with no cure, and therefore had made arrangements.



 Kh-Teh got curious, and asked them for more details.



And that was when she found out that the Arkies did have a ceremony for physician-assisted suicide.








She’d taken extra time to think it all over, then she had visited the DoctorMother, stated her desires clearly, and declined to be dissuaded by the usual arguments. A date a week in advance was set.



She had spent the remaining time at Pottery Glade, training one of her assistants to become her successor, and continuing to rebuild the hurricane-riven sculptures, for this was work that soothed her. The days passed quickly, and at the appointed time, Hyathka came to bring her to the fire, where the ceremony was to be held.



The DoctorMother was dressed in a tall head-dress and costume of black bird’s feathers that muted the bright colors of her plumage. She held a squirming centipede in her left hand as Kh-Teh stepped before her.



“You are Chaisahk, as we are,” said the DoctorMother. “Thus, an animal’s death is not a fit way for you to leave us. And even though a warrior’s death is available to any who would defend the tribe, not all are truly suited to be warriors. Thus we have prepared a means fit for those who bear Chaisahk to end a life they can no longer endure.”



The DoctorFather emerged from the hut, dressed like the DoctorMother in black, holding a large square wooden bowl. The DoctorMother held out the centipede and opened its abdomen with her gutting claw. She allowed a blue slime to fall from it into the bowl, and the fluid inside roiled and smoked. She stirred it with her claw, then presented the bowl to Kh-Teh.



“One sip, Visions. Two sips, Death,” hissed the DoctorMother. 



 Kh-Teh took the bowl, inspected and sniffed it. In addition to the centipede juice, the sour goop in it was composed of things like pounded pine cones and other things like scorpions and some things like proto-pomegranates with woody husks. Some shaman or another had probably spat in it along the way, and she hoped that was with a p. 



Kh-Teh knew that there was a chance that one sip would just kill her anyway. She was lucky that most of the foods that the Arkies ate were non-toxic to her; she’d gotten sick from some of their chow, regardless. And what was a sip anyway, as a dose? Something that would fill their large snouts or her small mouth?



She settled herself on the ground and raised the bowl to her lips, looking over the rim. The DoctorMother held herself in a neutral attitude. Hyathka stood by her side, and he trembled, but she assumed he wanted to be reassuring. The young hatchlings dashed about chasing dragonflies; the older ones that had watched her at work at Pottery Glade stared in interest or perhaps apprehension…



There was a life behind her that might as well have never been, and a future of… what, exactly? Helping to uplift the culture of a pack of sapient raptors? She wasn’t a paleontologist, she’d just watched some Jurassic movies, and she wasn’t an engineer either. She couldn’t remember how to build a flush toilet that didn’t splash all over, and she’d been trying for a year. Hyarkha could relieve her heat, but he couldn’t sire a child for her; nothing that existed on this world could do so. So that was another pang that wouldn’t go away. Whatever she did, humans were doomed to extinction here. It didn’t matter much if it was sooner rather than later. 



She uttered a small non-prayer, commending her spirit to anything that might happen to be listening, lifted the bowl and slurped once.








The place wasn’t blue and it wasn’t green. Nor was it anything else, but mostly it wasn’t those.



She strode through discordant reflections of herself, as if she were surrounded by shattered funhouse mirrors made of smoke and jelly. She’d almost died in a bike accident when she was eight; she saw the version of herself with the twisted neck. She’d been about to fuck a guy without a condom until she saw a needle track on his arm, then she’d sent him away; she saw a version of herself wasting in a hospital bed. She’d pulled a hot pot from the stove when she was five and it splashed her pants; she saw the version where it had poured onto her face and almost threw up.



She got glimpses of the current appearance of her body from the reflections about her, and finally snagged a large enough piece to get a good look. She felt like herself, but saw with eyes that surrounded her that she was suddenly old, thin, white and wizened, breasts hanging like empty purses, tattoos in the style of the Arkies covering her body, one leg missing and replaced by a clever wooden limb, deeply tanned with a baked-in fierce expression.



She snorted and reached for another piece. She saw a fat woman sitting in a wheelchair, shaking slightly, yelling at a younger woman who looked slightly like her, who looked something like Kh-Teh as well… She saw now, the woman in the wheelchair was her; the younger must be a daughter? Was that one of her own paintings on the wall, in the cheap plastic frame?



They were having an argument in some language that sounded familiar… Suddenly it snapped into place; it was English. Kh-Teh had not spoken English to another native speaker in over five years and the ability was drifting away from her. Just what had she become now, a phantom that arose from the intersection of two insanely unlikely chains of chance?



As Kh-Teh stared, the old fat woman turned her head towards the ceiling, then with growing astonishment looked Kh-Teh in the eyes. Kh-Teh reached out towards the vision, her own hands trembling with awe.



The other version of her yelled, rolling backward, and threw something. That reflection ended in a burst of screaming sparks, and Kh-Teh ducked and blinked. 



She looked around in growing despair. All about her were discarded snips of life, chains that had gone nowhere, chains that had not led to her becoming President, or Sculptor Laureate, or any life of righteous justification, ease or comfort. 



The only lottery she’d ever won was to be born at all, in some form.



The whole silly pile of fragments was gross and redundant, with scraps of Kh-Teh mixed with Katie, scarred and scattered. Instead of an art gallery, there was the sand and wind and open sky; instead of a raven-haired lover rubbing her back on the beach, there was Hyathka picking insects from her hair in their hut. Not a single bit of this was anything that Kh-Teh had ever wanted or dreamed of happening, but they were what she had.



With slices of pain and glue of blood, she began to stick some of them together, until she had something she felt she could stand up while wearing. As the forests receded and the hills melted into the seas, she was still at it.








 Kh-Teh didn’t remember opening her eyes. The world faded in from colors unworldly to colors not inappropriate for a rainforest, and then to shapes that graced reality, and the faces of the Arkies all around her staring down as she lay on the ground with the wooden bowl beside her.



She sat up slowly. Every small movement felt like a mile, and she could hear insects singing miles away, and her heartbeat sounded like the flowing of the tides. She was back in her young body; nothing on the outside had changed.



She reached out carefully to the bowl, and raised it to her face, seeing her reflection in the oils on the surface of the liquid. A face distorted by the chunks and inclusions, a face worn by time and broken, as with all things that live and most things that perceive. 



Second sip, Death.



She brought her lips close to the scummy liquid, and inhaled—



Her gut clenched and her gorge rose, and nasty yellowish fluid sprayed from her mouth as she reflexively hurled the bowl away. On hands and knees, she wretched and heaved vile stuff from her mouth into the sandy dirt.



As she got up again, spitting and wiping her mouth of bitterness and filth, she looked up at the DoctorMother, who regarded her with a kind eye and her lipless smile. Nearby, Hyathka was almost dancing with hope.



“Chaisahk,” said the DoctorMother.
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