
      The Grand Parade


      

      
      
         Up and down the trunk of the main street and spilling off into the branches of the side avenues, the crowd surged in eager tumult. Vendors shouted, hawking foods that were mainly appetizing in the context of a sparkling event such as this one, and all priced to match the occasion. Adults strained their necks as children slashed at each other with glittering swords of light whose batteries wouldn’t last a day.. The aromas of overused funnel cake oil, scents of festive incense, the close press of crowded and sweaty humid humanity, became tinged with the distant scent and sound of rumbling exhaust... The parade was on its way.



Through the crowd, heads turned in waves of attention as the first float approached with a hum… a giant hive glistening with drooling amber honey, with huge bees the size of eagles circling it and tending to it as the massive queen reposed at the top. The crowd fell quiet as it passed, fascinated by the intricate detail.



Soon after came another astonishing sight; a square formation of ordinary dogs and cats, marching in nearly perfect synchronization. At their center was a platform bearing stacks of wolf pelts and heaps of panther skeletons. This display caused much conversation as it made its steady pace past the waiting eyes of the crowd, the pattering of pet feet receding slowly into the distance. 



Next came a scraping and clattering sound as a huge mass of metal advanced, striking sparks from the stones in the asphalt. It was a machine of many gears and struts, hydraulic works and flickering electric bolts, stinking of hot oil and dirt. In a hopper at the top, stacks of trees and piles of rocks and gallons of pure water flowed into a set of grinding wheels that crushed everything into tiny splinters that combined to keep the machine crawling forward. Heavy metal music played along with the grinding gears and clanging actuators, but no one seemed inclined to groove along as it rattled past.



The next float was a vast aquarium, casting dazzling blue reflections over everyone as it steadily rolled by. Inside, dolphins swam and broke the surface, fish darted in thick schools amid forests of coral, sea turtles stroked the water sedately. But there was a large crack in the rear wall of the aquarium, and water steadily flowed from it as it proceeded, causing cold streams to flow over people’s feet and down the sewer drains. The fish within darted about in greater distress as the level fell and air drew down upon them, but the aquarium rounded a distant corner before the last few feet drained away entirely.



People still gazed after it in silence long after it disappeared. As the time passed, the crowd barely stirred, but eventually they started to look back up the street. Surely that had not been the last float.



Then came a simple wave of darkness, like a cresting wave of ink that passed along the center of the street. The people seemed stunned as it approached and passed, but they were swiftly hidden in its depths. The darkness intensified until it seemed that the buildings on each side were bowing as it pulled them in. Even against that intense force, silver streaks shot from the darkness like fireworks that sailed up impossibly into the sky, not bursting into flowers of fire but streaking up to be lost in a different and starry blackness… But these were the only things that stood a chance to escape, as the wave of dark flowed down the side streets and out through the city and subsumed all.



The last float of the grand parade.
      

      
   
      The Pearl


      
      
      
         
         Pain Sculpture

      
      

      

      
      
         The boy stood over the corpse of the slain griffin and watched its blood foam orange with the water that slicked the floor of the cavern where their encounter had just ended in death. It was bigger up close than he had imagined peering at it from the tunnel which led up to its lair. It lay stretched out, filled with guts and fiber and bearing its hide. It’s neck was shorn of feathers from the fight, exposing the outline of its throat where the bones of rabbits and foxes had passed over decades; a ruff of lion’s mane encircled the base like the specter of a dark mountainside. 

	

For the boy, it had only been a matter of waiting, being patient. He had seen the griffin a few yards up from the narrow passageway that let him through—first, sensing the movement of heat pushing back through the glow of his torch. Then in the shadows he saw a leg, thick with muscle, step and turn outside the entrance. The fervor of its motion sent a sensation down his spine; the griffin, for all its majesty, patrolled as though it didn’t know what to think of itself after the citizenry of the forest and the villages withdrew. It was uneasy on its feet—a mad, helpless fiend.

	

The only hope for passage was a sufficiently large boulder which could be used to assault the griffin the moment it stepped from its den into the recess leading outside. With enough force, it would be susceptible to having a broken leg or rib, and a fragmented stalagmite could be used to finish the task.

	

After an hour of waiting, the griffin finally appeared. The boy started up and pushed his stone toward its broadside, but missed and caught it by the neck. It had noticed something with its far vision, and had protruded its head in a quick pursuit, and so became pinched against the tunnel wall by the boy’s attack. He could do nothing but push—letting up would be the end for him. He pushed and pushed as the griffin’s eyes bulged, like great hollow geodes, and its veins grew thick like an old heart choked by the fat of a wanton existence. In defiance, it wheezed a terrible cry at its assailant, then with a gentle give fell sideways, where at last its restless legs found quietude.   

	

The griffin’s body now reposed like one of the ageless rocks of the cavern. The boy was left exhausted by the struggle; his bones and his morale ached for comfort. He had not fully expected his confrontation with the griffin, and the prize he was after, which glowed in the corner of his sight like the disc of the sun behind a gray cloud, only just began to rekindle in his memory. It was a large jewel like a notched pearl, translucent, with a crystalline structure running deep into its core. The object did not so much interest him; he would sell it, once he returned to his village, and use the profit to improve the paddocks on his estate. But the kill had somehow made the crystal branches of the jewel more fathomless; in it he saw pathways leading to all the traders who might have already possessed it, and all those who might yet pay a price to own it.

	

He left the griffin behind and approached the ledge where the jewel was fixed. It was up high over a ravine which was unseen from the distance of the cavern entry. It might have been a simple matter. All that was needed was a foothold to scale the wall, or a narrow ridge to sneak across the deep. But the boy found nothing. He considered going back—but no ladder he knew, no rope and hook, would get him across the chasm. And all the while he gaped, and dreamed, and pondered what recourse he might have, the jewel shined, oozing an iridescent oil that dribbled down the sheer wall into the unknown blackness, where what wanted was not desire, but means.      

	

All the same, he thought, it would be a waste to have killed the griffin in vain. He set to work, and sold the paws, the talons, and the head of the beast at the marketplace, where he became famous for his courage. 
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