
    
    



    
            
                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                    Holly Phillips - Three Days of Rain.pdf

                                    (22 KB)
                                    
                                        Pobierz
                                

                                
                                    
                                    
                                        <!DOCTYPE html PUBLIC
		"-//W3C//DTD HTML 4.01//EN"
		"http://www.w3.org/TR/html4/strict.dtd">









	
		
			
				
					
						THREE DAYS OF RAIN
					
				

				
					
						by Holly Phillips
					
				

				
					
						Holly Phillips lives by the Columbia River in the mountains of western
					
				

				
					
						Canada. She is the author of the award-winning story collection In the Palace
					
				

				
					
						of Repose. Her fantasy novel Engine’s Child will be published by Del Rey in
					
				

				
					
						2008. Although Holly has published some poetry in Asimov’s, her science
					
				

				
					
						fiction story about nature’s drastic effects is her first tale for our pages.
						 
					
				

				
					
						* * * *
					
				

				
					
						They came down out of the buildings’ shade into the glare of the lakeside
					
				

				
					
						afternoon. Seen through the sting of sun-tears, the bridge between Asuada and
					
				

				
					
						Maldino Islands wavered in the heat, white cement floating over white dust, its
					
				

				
					
						shadow a black sword-cut against the ground. Santiago groped in the breast of his
					
				

				
					
						doublet for his sunglasses and the world regained its edges: the background of
					
				

				
					
						red-roofed tenements stacked up Maldino’s hill, the foreground of the esplanade’s
					
				

				
					
						railings marking the hour with abbreviated shadows, the bridge, the empty air, lying
					
				

				
					
						in between. The not-so-empty air. Even through dark lenses Santiago could see the
					
				

				
					
						mirage rippling above the lakebed, fluid as water, tempting as a lie, as the heat raised
					
				

				
					
						its ghosts above the plain. Beyond stood the dark hills that were the shore once, in
					
				

				
					
						the days when the city was islanded in a living lake; hills that were the shore still, the
					
				

				
					
						desert’s shore. They looked like the shards of a broken pot, like paper torn and
					
				

				
					
						pasted against the sun-bleached sky. The esplanade was deserted and the siesta
					
				

				
					
						silence was intense.
					
				

				
					
						“There’s Bernal,” Luz murmured in Santiago’s ear. “Thirsty for blood.”
					
				

				
					
						She sounded, Santiago thought, more sardonic than a lady should in her
					
				

				
					
						circumstances. He had been too shy to look at her as she walked beside him down
					
				

				
					
						from Asuada Island’s crown, but he glanced at her now from behind his sunglasses.
					
				

				
					
						She had rare pale eyes that were, in the glare, narrow and edged in incipient creases.
					
				

				
					
						A dimple showed by her mouth: she knew he was looking. He glanced away and saw
					
				

				
					
						Bernal and his seconds waiting in the shadow of the bridge. Ahead, Sandoval and
					
				

				
					
						Orlando and Ruy burst out laughing, as if the sight of Bernal were hilarious, but their
					
				

				
					
						tension rang like a cracked bell in the quiet. Santiago wished he were sophisticated
					
				

				
					
						enough to share Luz’s ironic mood, but he was too excited, and he had the notion
					
				

				
					
						that he would do this hour an injustice if he pretended a disinterest he did not feel.
					
				

				
					
						Sandoval vaulted over the low gate at the end of the esplanade, dropping
					
				

				
					
						down to the steps that led to the bridge’s foot. Orlando followed more clumsily, the
					
				

				
					
						hilt of his rapier ringing off the gate’s ironwork, and Ruy climbed sedately over,
					
				

				
					
						waiting for Luz and Santiago to catch up. Luz hitched up the skirt of her lace coat to
					
				

				
					
						show athletic legs in grimy hose, but allowed Ruy and Santiago to help her over the
					
				

				
					
						gate. The gate’s sun-worn sign still bore a memory of its old warning—deep water,
					
				

				
					
						drowning, death—but it could not be deciphered beneath the pale motley of
					
				

				
					
						handbills. One had to know it was there, and to know, one had to care.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						An intangible breeze stirred the ghost lake into gentle waves.
					
				

				
					
						Bernal and Sandoval bowed. Their seconds bowed. To Santiago the
					
				

				
					
						observer, who still trailed behind with Luz, they looked like players rehearsing on an
					
				

				
					
						empty stage, the strong colors of their doublets false against the pallor of the dust.
					
				

				
					
						Bernal drew his rapier with a flourish and presented it to Ruy to inspect. The
					
				

				
					
						bridge’s shade gave no relief from the heat; sweat tickled the skin of Santiago’s
					
				

				
					
						throat. Sandoval also drew, with a prosaic gesture that seemed more honest, and
					
				

				
					
						therefore more threatening than Bernal’s theatricality, and Santiago felt a burst of
					
				

				
					
						excitement, thinking that Sandoval would surely win. Wouldn’t he? He glanced at
					
				

				
					
						Luz and was glad to see that the sardonic smile had given way to an intent look.
					
				

				
					
						Belatedly he took off his sunglasses and her profile leapt out in sharp relief against
					
				

				
					
						the blazing lakebed beyond the shade.
					
				

				
					
						The blades were inspected and returned to their owners. The seconds marked
					
				

				
					
						out their corners. The duelists saluted each other, or the duel, and their blades met in
					
				

				
					
						the first tentative kiss. Steel touching steel made a cold sound that hissed back down
					
				

				
					
						at them from the bridge’s underside. The men’s feet in their soft boots scuffed and
					
				

				
					
						patted and stirred up dust that stank like dry bones.
					
				

				
					
						Santiago was there to watch and he did, but his excitement fragmented his
					
				

				
					
						attention, as if several Santiagos were crowded behind a single pair of eyes, watching
					
				

				
					
						everything. The fighters’ feet like dancers’, making a music of their own. The men’s
					
				

				
					
						faces, intent, unselfconscious, reflecting the give and take of the duel. The haze of
					
				

				
					
						dust, the sharp edge of shade, the watery mirage. The rapiers hissed and shrieked
					
				

				
					
						and sang, and in the bridge’s echoes Santiago heard water birds, children on a
					
				

				
					
						beach, rain falling into the lake. For an instant his attention broke quite asunder, and
					
				

				
					
						he felt blowing through that divide a cool breeze, a wind rich with impossible smells,
					
				

				
					
						water and weeds and rust. The duelists fell apart and Santiago heard himself blurt
					
				

				
					
						out, “Blood! First blood!” for scarlet drops spattered from the tip of Sandoval’s
					
				

				
					
						sword to lay the dust. Bernal grimaced and put his hand to his breast above his
					
				

				
					
						heart.
					
				

				
					
						“It’s not deep?” said Sandoval worriedly.
					
				

				
					
						“No, no,” Bernal said, pressing the heel of his hand to the wound.
					
				

				
					
						“Fairly dealt,” Santiago said. He felt he was still catching up to events, that he
					
				

				
					
						had nearly been left behind, but no one seemed to notice. A grinning Ruy clapped
					
				

				
					
						his shoulder.
					
				

				
					
						“A good fight, eh? They’ll be talking about this one for a season or two!”
					
				

				
					
						“Talking about me for a season or two,” Luz said.
					
				

				
					
						Ruy laughed. “She wants you to think she’s too modest to take pleasure in it,
					
				

				
					
						but her tongue would be sharper if we talked only about the fight, and never her.”
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						Luz gave Santiago an exasperated look, but when Sandoval came to kiss her
					
				

				
					
						hand she let him. But then, she let Bernal do the same, and Bernal’s bow was
					
				

				
					
						deeper, despite the pain that lined his face. There was not much blood on the
					
				

				
					
						ground, and what there was was already dulled by dust.
					
				

				
					
						“Does it make you want to fight, Santiago?” Ruy asked.
					
				

				
					
						Yes? No? Santiago said the one thing he knew was true. “It makes me want to
					
				

				
					
						feel the rain on my face before I die.”
					
				

				
					
						“Ay, my friend! Well said!” Ruy slung his arm around Santiago’s neck, and
					
				

				
					
						Santiago laughed, glad to be alive.
					
				

				
					
						* * * *
					
				

				
					
						He held the crucible steady with aching arms as the molten glass ran over the
					
				

				
					
						ceramic lip and into the mold. The heat from the glass scorched his arms, his bare
					
				

				
					
						chest, his face, drying him out like a pot in a kiln. He eased the crucible away from
					
				

				
					
						the mold and set it on the brick apron of the furnace, glass cooling from a glowing
					
				

				
					
						yellow to a dirty gray on its lip, and dropped the tongs in their rack with suddenly
					
				

				
					
						trembling hands. The glassmaker Ernesto leaned over the mold, watching for flaws
					
				

				
					
						as the small plate began to cool.
					
				

				
					
						“It will do,” he said, and he helped Santiago shift the mold into the annealing
					
				

				
					
						oven where the glass could cool slowly enough that it would not shatter. Santiago
					
				

				
					
						fished a bottle of water from the cooler and stepped out into the forecourt where the
					
				

				
					
						glassmaker’s two-story house cast a triangle of shade. It was only the day after
					
				

				
					
						Sandoval’s duel and Santiago did not expect to see any of that crowd again, not so
					
				

				
					
						soon. Yet there Ruy was, perched on the courtyard’s low northern wall, perfectly at
					
				

				
					
						ease, as if he meant to make a habit of the place.
					
				

				
					
						“I was starting to think he would keep you working through siesta.”
					
				

				
					
						Santiago shrugged, refusing to make excuses for either his employer or his
					
				

				
					
						employment. Ruy was dressed with the slapdash elegance of his class, his doublet
					
				

				
					
						and shirt open at the neck, his light boots tied with mismatched laces. Santiago was
					
				

				
					
						half-naked, his bare skin feathered with thin white scars, like a duelist’s scars, but
					
				

				
					
						not, emphatically not. Still, Ruy had come to him. He propped his elbows on the
					
				

				
					
						wall and scratched his heat-tightened skin without apology.
					
				

				
					
						“What do you have planned?” he asked Ruy, and guessed, safely, “Not
					
				

				
					
						sleep.”
					
				

				
					
						Santiago expected—he hoped—that Ruy would grin and propose another
					
				

				
					
						adventure like yesterday’s, but no. Ruy looked out at the northern view and said
					
				

				
					
						soberly, “Sandoval was going to spend the morning in the Assembly watching the
					
				

				
					
						debates. We’re to meet him at the observatory when they break before the evening
					
				

				
					
						session.”
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						The debates. Santiago swallowed the last of his water, taking pleasure from
					
				

				
					
						the cool liquid in his mouth and throat, and then toyed with the bottle, his gaze
					
				

				
					
						drawn into the same distance as Ruy’s. Because of the fire hazard, Ernesto’s
					
				

				
					
						workshop had an islet to itself, a low crumb of land off Asuada’s northern rim.
					
				

				
					
						From here there was nothing to see but the white lakebed, the blue hills, the pale sky.
					
				

				
					
						Nothing except the long-necked pumps rocking out there in the middle distance,
					
				

				
					
						floating on the heat mirage like dusty metal geese, drawing up the water that kept the
					
				

				
					
						city alive. For now. Perhaps for not much longer, depending on the vote, the wells,
					
				

				
					
						the vanished rains. The empty bottle spun out of Santiago’s tired hands and clattered
					
				

				
					
						to the baked earth beyond the wall. Ruy slipped down, one hand on his rapier’s
					
				

				
					
						scabbard, to retrieve it. One drop clung to its mouth, bright as liquid glass in the
					
				

				
					
						sunlight, and Santiago had a glancing vision, a waking siesta dream of an earthenware
					
				

				
					
						pitcher heavy with water, round-bellied, sweating, cool in his hands. The plastic
					
				

				
					
						bottle was light as eggshells, an airy nothing after the crucible and glass.
					
				

				
					
						“Thanks,” he said, and shaking off the lure of sleep, he dropped the bottle in
					
				

				
					
						the re-use box and gathered up his clothes.
					
				

				
					
						* * * *
					
				

				
					
						The observatory crowned the higher of Orroco’s two peaks, gazing down in
					
				

				
					
						academic tolerance at the Assembly buildings on the other height. More convenient
					
				

				
					
						for Sandoval than for his friends, but such was the privilege of leadership. Santiago
					
				

				
					
						felt no resentment as he made the long, hot walk with Ruy. He was glad of the
					
				

				
					
						company, glad of the summons, glad of the excuse to visit the observatory grounds.
					
				

				
					
						Too glad, perhaps, but he was old enough to know that he could have refused, hung
					
				

				
					
						up his hammock for a well-earned sleep, and it was that feeling of choice, of acting
					
				

				
					
						out of desire rather than need, that let him walk as Ruy’s equal. Their voices woke
					
				

				
					
						small echoes from the buildings that shaded the streets, the faint sounds falling about
					
				

				
					
						them like the dust kicked up by their feet. Even the short bridge between Asuada and
					
				

				
					
						Orroco was built up, and in the evenings the street was a small fiesta, a promenade
					
				

				
					
						complete with music, paper flowers, colored lanterns, laughing girls, but now even
					
				

				
					
						the shady balconies were abandoned. These days the city’s inhabitants withdrew
					
				

				
					
						into their rooms like bats into their caves, hiding from the sun. There was an odd,
					
				

				
					
						stubborn, nonsensical freedom to being one of the fools who walked abroad, dizzy
					
				

				
					
						and too dry to sweat, as if the heat of afternoon were a minor thing, trivial beside the
					
				

				
					
						important business of living.
					
				

				
					
						“Why does Sandoval attend the debates? I didn’t think...”
					
				

				
					
						“That he cared?” Ruy gave Santiago a slanting look. “That we cared? About
					
				

				
					
						the Assembly, we don’t. Or at least, I don’t. They talk, I’d rather live. No, but
					
				

				
					
						Sandoval’s family holds one of the observer’s seats and he goes sometimes to ...
					
				

				
					
						Well. He says it’s to gather ammunition for his lampoons, but sometimes I wonder if
					
				

				
					
						it’s the lampoons that are the excuse.”
					
				

				
					
						“Excuse?”
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						“For doing his duty. That’s the sort of family they are. Duty! Duty!” Ruy
					
				

				
					
						thumped his hand to his chest and laughed.
					
				

				
					
						Santiago was—not quite disappointed—he decided he was intrigued. He had
					
				

				
					
						not thought that was the kind of man Sandoval was.
					
				

				
					
						Sandoval himself, as if he knew he had to prove Ruy wrong, had gathered an
					
				

				
					
						audience in the shady precincts of the observatory’s eastern colonnade. He
					
				

				
					
						mimicked a fat councilor whose speech was all mournful pauses, a fussy woman
					
				

				
					
						who interrupted herself at every turn, one of the famous party leaders who declaimed
					
				

				
					
						like an actor, one hand clutching his furrowed brow. Santiago, having arrived in the
					
				

				
					
						middle of this impromptu play, couldn’t guess how the debate was progressing, but
					
				

				
					
						he was struck more forcibly than ever by the great wellspring of spirit inside
					
				

				
					
						Sandoval that gave life to one character after another and made people weep with
					
				

				
					
						laughter.
					
				

				
					
						“And where is he in all of this?”
					
				

				
					
						Santiago turned, almost shocked. He would never have asked that question,
					
				

				
					
						yet it followed so naturally on his own thought that he felt transparent, as if he had
					
				

				
					
						been thinking aloud. But Luz, who had spoken, was watching Sandoval, and by her
					
				

				
					
						manner might have been speaking to herself. Santiago hesitated over a greeting. Luz
					
				

				
					
						looked up at him, her face tense with a challenge he did not really understand.
					
				

				
					
						“Isn’t that what actors do?” he said. “Bury themselves in their roles?”
					
				

				
					
						“Oh, surely,” she said. “Surely. Here we see Sandoval the great actor, and in a
					
				

				
					
						minute more we’ll see Sandoval the great actor playing the role of Sandoval the great
					
				

				
					
						actor not playing a role. And when do we see Sandoval, just Sandoval? Where is he?
					
				

				
					
						Buried and—”
					
				

				
					
						Luz broke off, but her thought was so clear to Santiago that she might as well
					
				

				
					
						have said it: dead. Worried, confused, Santiago looked over her head to Ruy, who
					
				

				
					
						shrugged, his face mirroring the eternal puzzlement of men faced with a woman’s
					
				

				
					
						moods. Sandoval’s admirers laughed at something he said and Luz gripped
					
				

				
					
						Santiago’s arm.
					
				

				
					
						“It’s too hot, I can’t stand this noise. Let’s find somewhere quiet.”
					
				

				
					
						She began to pull Santiago down the colonnade. Ruy pursed his lips and
					
				

				
					
						shook his finger behind her back. Santiago flashed back a wide-eyed look of panic,
					
				

				
					
						only half-feigned, and Ruy, silently laughing, came along.
					
				

				
					
						The observatory was one of the oldest compounds in the city, built during the
					
				

				
					
						Rational Age when philosophers and their followers wanted to base an entire
					
				

				
					
						civilization on the mysterious perfection of the circle and the square. Life was too
					
				

				
					
						asymmetrical, too messy, to let the age last for long, but its remnants were peaceful.
					
				

				
					
						There really was a kind of perfection in the golden domes, the marble colonnades,
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