
      Above the Flames


      

      
      
         	The sun had not yet risen, and already the fire was dying. A city can only burn so much, and this was far from the first fire of the year. It was for the best, I supposed; the Frescobaldi had been reminded that ours was not a family to be trifled with, and Florence still stood.



	"We should have built higher," said Isabella. "This smoke is foul."  Our father rose and struck her, not angrily and with an open hand; he is a gentle man. 



	"Have some respect for the dead," he muttered. Then he slouched back to his seat, and the room fell into a sullen silence. He was drunk, I suspected. There is something in him that balks at doing what must be done to defend his honor, and he sometimes requires aid to silence it; as I said, he is a gentle man.



	It was a strange sort of respect that permitted us to order a dozen bravii to burn down a family's home in the dark of night, but barred us from remarking on the smell of their corpses after.  "We should leave the city," I said, more to fill the silence than anything else, "for a few weeks. Amedeo will not settle with us, not now, but perhaps when tempers have had a chance to cool things will be different."



	"Are you a coward or merely a fool?" asked Isabella, who used to climb on my shoulders to steal figs from trees. "If we flee now, we shall never be able to return. Do you think Amedeo would forget a grudge in this lifetime?"



	She was right, of course, but I was in a quarrelsome mood. "Would that be so bad? This city is death to whoever holds it; why not let that be Amedeo?"



	Our father rose again; he did not hold back his strength with me. I sprawled onto the floor, raised my arm to keep my head from striking stone. He stared at me in silence as I found my feet; I acknowledged his correction with a shaky bow. When he sat, I took the implicit permission to do the same, and returned to staring out the window slit. 



	They were not embers that I saw, but I could not shift my perception to align with what I consciously knew.  It all seemed so small from up here. How strange, I thought, that men should go to so much effort to build cities, only to fill them with the ones we hate most in all the world. God must marvel that His creations could be foolish. 



	I wondered, briefly, if it could end, if someday a family could be strong enough that none would dare to strike at them, that none would offer insult, that they could, perhaps, show some measure of mercy to their enemies, kill them openly and without treachery, give them time to make themselves right with God. Foolishness, of course. Weakness binds a family together; strength fractures them. Adam's sons had no enemies, and look how that worked out for Abel. We who were tainted by sin could expect no better.



	I set aside my musings; this was not the time for them. Amedeo would be out for blood, tomorrow if we were lucky, today if we weren't. Better to spend this time planning our reply.
      

      
   
      Put Out of Mind


      

      
      
         I stopped myself somewhere upon the lonely plain and turned to look behind me, and there was the line of statues all frozen in what they had been doing at the particular time when the scissors of the Fates came to sever my past from my present and locked everything in, complete and immutable. They stood silent for my inspection. That one was the car accident, for instance; that one was the moment she gave her rejection, that one was the call from the hospice, and that one there… well.



Being at a pausing point in my work at present, I walked back, picking out one of them. He also had been in the middle of something. Evidence lay all around him with haphazard tools scattered about, sketches from work on something of importance, something that spoke deep within his heart… but I remembered, he had then set it down. This statue captured that exact moment when it all got too overwhelming for him, everything that had been going on seemed so monumental and pressed him down so hard he had to drop it all in shame and fear and guilt… all of this captured in one moment in time.



We were in a curious situation, he could speak forward to me through his notes and my memories, but I could never speak backwards to him; as loud as I might shout, as perduring might be the words I would issue, they could not flow back to reach him; the ten years I had lived since I had been him were as an impenetrable wall. Even so, I assembled within myself the things that I wanted to say to him. I wished I could hug him so he could feel it, I wish that from my advanced perspective I could arrange his tools to ease his burden, but I knew that all he had to work with was what was here. And would it have truly helped him? I no longer knew all that he had been thinking, the only way for him to speak forward to me was the imperfect instrument of my memory and the scattered bits and tools from the time when I stepped away from that past moment and was no longer him.



I knelt to examine the things he had worked upon, they were tiny sculptures arranged within a tiny stage. I found that I could take up the stage and stretch it, and move its point of view. I could take the little sculptures and twist them, make them larger or smaller and flip them, but I could not further distort them; each time I tried they would break to intangible shards and so I quickly stopped that. Instead I tried variations, arranging what he had laid down in different patterns, searching for the ones I found most pleasing, the same work he had been doing, his passion at the time when he had found the going too hard and had thrown it all aside.





I flexed them gently and the puppet figures danced. They had been telling a story in their own way, and they responded to my intent as I tugged at them and rotated them, little dark shards that danced for me.





There was a power there, I knew that I could once more make it my own.



I took up the little stage and its figures and carried them with me, back to the present, and as I stepped forward from there I heard behind me a sharp crackle and a sudden scent of rain-tinged air. I looked back again and saw that another statue was now added just behind me, of my older self clutching those small figures so full of potential and looking resolute, ready to do what was necessary this time. 



I smiled and returned to the whirl of my future days, solidifying around me like stone.


      

      
   
      AMTO


      

      
      
         ‘Mum! Dad!’, Phillip shouted. He closed the door behind him, strode to the kitchen, smashed his satchel on the table, scraped a chair back and sat on it, waiting.



He heard steps coming down the stairs, and Mum showed up at the kitchen’s threshold. ‘What is it honey?’ she asked.



Phillip unfastened the front pocket of his satchel and fished out a greenish slip he handed over to Mum. She unfolded it and read the few lines. Her eyes widened.



‘Does… Does it mean…’ she stuttered.



’Yes,’ Phillip answered. He stood up, walked to the fridge and helped himself to a glass of milk.



‘DARLING!’ Mum yelled.



‘What is it?’ Dad’s muffled voice came from the basement.



‘Phillip has been picked up for AMTO level B!’



‘What? Are you kidding?’ 



There was a sound of metal dropping on the floor below, followed by heavy steps up the basement stairs. The door flung open and Dad stormed into the kitchen. ‘He’s been picked up for AMTO?’ he asked in his gruff voice.



Mum handed the slip over to him. He skimmed through it. ‘This makes no sense,’ Dad said. He flung the paper on the table. ‘He’s only 14. AMTO starts at 16 at the earliest.’



‘The principal said she would ask for a derogation,’ Phillip said.



‘She has no idea what that means!’ Dad growled. ‘It’s not happening. No way my son ends up on a battle field at 16.’



Phillip’s supplicant eyes locked on her mother’s. 



‘Darling,’ she said turning towards her husband. ‘It’s a unique opportunity—’



‘Unique opportunity my arse!’ Dad almost yelped. ‘Did you ever look into the AMTO programme?’ He pointed a trembling finger to Phillip. ‘Do you see him wielding a heavy machine gun? Or a bazooka?’ 



‘I’m not gonna do this!’ Phillip protested.



‘Of course you will! If they told you otherwise then it’s bullshit!’



‘No,’ Phillip continued. ‘I’m selected for the unmanned aerial piloting section. I’ll be flying drones!’



Dad’s pointing arm went limp and flopped at his side. ‘I don’t know what to say…’ he whispered.



‘Darling,’ Mum said, ‘I know of your hatred for the military, and God knows I have always supported you, even when it meant losing my position in the ministry and most of my friends. But… I can’t allow you to jeopardise his future. This’ — she showed the paper lying on the table — ‘is the key to the brightest carrier we could imagine. He could end up—’



‘I know, I know where he could end up,’ Dad interrupted. He sighed. ‘But you won’t make me think it’s right. They ought to teach the boys how to live, not how to kill or how to die.’



‘It’s been like that for generations over here,’ Mum remarked. ‘It won’t change overnight. Survival of the fittest has always been our society’s motto, as far as I know. Vae victis.’



‘Sometimes I think we should move. Go to another city where they do not worship warfare like we do. I heard that in Athens they have an excellent school of philosophy and—’



‘And lose our citizenship status in the process?’ Mum snapped. ‘Do you know how they treat foreigners in Athens? No? Almost like slaves. Do you want to live in a slum with no water, no power and no school for Phillip? Does that sound fun to you?’ She paced around the room. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘philosophy is great, but it won’t protect you from the barbarians out there!’ 



Dad bit his lips. ‘But we’ve been at peace for decades now…’



‘Exactly’, Mum said. ‘But only because they know we outwit and outgun them. Change that policy, and we’re done for. Si vis pacem…’



‘Para bellum,’ Dad concluded. ‘I know. Yet. I can’t accept that everything in this city is just about war, weapons and survival. It seems to me that—’



‘Look Dad,’ Phillip said. ‘Not all drones are weapons. Some are just out there to spy and observe. If you’re so adamant about me not killing anyone, I can request to be appointed to the intelligence team.’



‘Can you really do that?’ Dad asked. ‘Will they comply?’ 



‘Probably,’ Phillip replied. ‘I heard they need pilots in that division. Few people apply for this sort of low-key jobs.’ 



Dad sighed again. ‘Okay, then. Where do we sign?’ 
      

      
   