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“MY nine mothers were made of truth,” said Shouna the 
spice-dealer. “I can neither lie, nor be deceived. Your 

bird is sick.”
“Not my bird,” said Morlock Ambrosius. The bird in ques-

tion nodded its purple-and-gold head approvingly at this. It 
was four feet tall, almost as wide as it was tall, and in its time 
it had killed men and women at will, like a wolf killing sheep. 
In deference to its current travelling companion, it rarely killed 
men, women, or horses these days. But it didn’t like being tak-
en for a pet.

The spice-dealer, not getting this, asked, “Whose bird is she 
then, oh most enigmatic of men and avatar of mysteries?”

“Its own.”
“This is truth,” the spice dealer decided. “The bird is your 

friend, your mother and your father, the purple passion of your 
fiery heart. She — ”

“It.”
“ — is ill. You seek the spice of Selardor to heal the bird. Trag-

ically for my improvident self, it is on sale. This very morning 
I said to my sister-wives, ‘The spice of Selardor is beautiful to 
say, and see, and smell, but it is only medicinal for certain exotic 
purple birds. It is a costly and beautiful burden on the unworthy 
shelves of our dim and overcrowded shop. I will discount its 
price immediately for quick sale.’ And so you see on the card 
I present to you. The old price, a fair and not exorbitant five 
fingers of gold, has been struck out, and the new price, a modest 
two fingers of gold, has been written in below, as you see with 
your brilliantly pale eyes, and can read with your deeply imbued 
learning. But, if not, I can read it to you again.”

“No.”
“Alas, in my folly and weakness of perception, I have shown 

you the wrong card. Here is the correct one at last. Instead of two 
fingers of gold, it reads ‘two fingers of silver’, as you can see 
with your luminously clear — “

“No.”
“In your altogether unobtrusive majesty and almost impercep-

tible prudence, you will have already understood that I can’t sell 
this precious spice for less than ten fingers of copper. I have 
responsibilities to my sister-wives.”

“I don’t want your spice of Selardor at all.”
“Then why, oh archetype of wisdom and paradigm of power, 

did you come into my humble and inconveniently located shop? 
It is a place of business, and not a place for light conversation, 

however delightfully abrupt and free from compliments or even 
ordinary civility the aforesaid conversation may be.”

“I need to buy some spices.”
“Your oracular wisdom has summed up, with a crystallinely 

plain and unadorned clarity, the issue that I, as others, had al-
ready discerned. It remains only for your celerity of speech and 
awareness uncluttered with conventional notions of politeness 
to state in blunt terms the spices you have honored me with the 
hope of furnishing to you.”

“Cinnamon, cardamom, and cloves, certainly. Possibly others. 
The phoenix will know.”

Shouna coughed gently. “Before your well-known and widely 
beloved bird, which I now recognize to be the celebrated phoe-
nix, enters my lowly and valueless establishment, I would ask, 
in a spirit free from insolence or disdain — ”

“I’ll pay for any damages,” Morlock said, and dropped a 
leather bag on the table next to the spice-dealer’s counting box. 

Shouna didn’t like being interrupted; no one does. But she 
liked the heft of the bag as she lifted it from the table and the 
gleam of gold inside. She smiled gently and made a concessive 
gesture with her free hand.

The phoenix rarely spoke in a way that Morlock understood, 
but it never had any trouble understanding someone else’s speech 
(silent or spoken). It advanced on trembling purple-clawed feet 
into the spice-dealer’s shop as if it were entering the jaws of the 
underworld.

And, in a way, it was. When a phoenix dies, as this one was 
dying, it is compelled to make a nest of spices on a high place 
in the desert where it was born (if phoenixes can be said to be 
born). Then it crawls into the nest and dies as its internal fires 
overcome its increasingly frail body. The dead body burns away 
and as the fire dies down, a feathery black worm crawls out of 
the ash: the phoenix, reborn.

This phoenix was never going to reach its home across the ocean 
in Qajqapca before it died. Morlock was hoping that the rebirth 
could happen anywhere, and they were searching for spices to test 
that theory. But the sensory music of the spice-shop’s many scents 
was like the reek of a thousand graves to the dying phoenix.

Still, it came up the aisle and stood at Morlock’s side. The 
reddish-purple, gold-etched wings, somewhat withered by molt, 
were trembling, but its stance was firm. Its dark purple eyes 
stared at Shouna. The spice dealer looked at her two clients, 
glanced at the gold, and started measuring out cinnamon.
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They ended up with a bushel of cinnamon before the phoe-
nix looked up at Morlock and nodded in approval. “Thanks,” 
Morlock said. “As much of the cardamom and cloves.” The bird 
nodded. “And…?” Morlock said, looking at the phoenix. The 
bird shook its head. “That’s all.”

“‘All’,” repeated Shouna thoughtfully. “And will you, most 
munificent of men, send your spouses to fetch the spice, or…”

“I have a wheelbarrow outside on the walkway. If you can put 
them in casks, I’ll take them away in that.”

Shouna bowed politely, shocked speechless at the thought of 
a man doing manual labor. She turned to her assistants and gave 
the necessary orders, rather more curtly than she had spoken to 
Morlock. She turned back to Morlock and began to weigh out 
his change, but he shook his head.

“Keep it,” he said. “If I need more, I’ll make it.”
Shouna laughed insincerely, taking this as a joke. After a mo-

ment or two of fidgeting in silence, she said, “Oh paragon of 
purchasers, may I (unworthy as I am of the knowledge) ask what 
honorable purpose you intend to wreak with these heroic por-
tions of my barely sufficient spices?”

There was no reason not to explain the situation, so Morlock 
did.

“Your magnanimity will pardon me for seeming to criticize 
your well-considered plan,” Shouna said, after hearing him out. 
“But has it possibly escaped the alert erudition of my esteemed 
customer that the nightwardens would cruelly forbid any such, 
er, ornithological self-immolation?“

“We’ll find a high place outside the city.”
“No,” said Shouna, startled out of her accustomed suavity. 

“You can’t possibly do that. It’s too dangerous in the wilds.” 
She put a hand on his arm. “There are monsters in the hills. 
And women take male babies out into the woods and leave them 
there to die. The place is full of ghosts. Terrible little ghosts, 
thirsty for blood.”

“They won’t want mine,” Morlock said, confident from long 
experience. “Thanks for the warning, though.”

Shouna would have continued to dissuade him, but three of 
her hulking assistants had appeared from the back of her spa-
cious and well-lit shop, each carrying a cask of spice. Morlock 
loaded them on his wheelbarrow, invited the phoenix to hop 
onto the casks, bid Shouna and her staff farewell, and trundled 
away with the phoenix and his burden of spicy death.

Morlock and the phoenix made their way uphill toward the 
nearest gate on the bluestone footroads of Bhavarna with no 
more than the usual trouble. There was almost always some.

The Bhavar practiced a kind of polyandry, where five to fif-
teen women kept a husband in common, feeding him a drug that 
shrank his brain but stimulated his organ of generation. Tradi-
tionally, husbands were confined in a breeding room in the base-
ment but some citizens of advanced opinions believed that air, 
light, and exercise were good for husbands. So it wasn’t unusual 
to see a female citizen walking with a smiling, vacuous male in 
tow. But a man walking by himself, wearing pants instead of the 
gowns considered suitable for males, doing physical work, was 
almost as rare in the bluestone streets of Bhavarna as a phoenix, 
and far more annoying to the general public.

Morlock had found most of the Bhavar to be open-minded 
people, but there were always some lonely and sexually frustrat-
ed women who would scream dogcalls or make lewd gestures at 
him on the street. 

“Take your pants off!” shrieked one young woman, staggering 
out of a bar as he rolled the wheelbarrow past its door. 

“Put that down and let your wife handle it, honey,” suggested 
a kindly middle-aged woman, hauling a sled full of bluestone 
slabs in the opposite direction. 

Morlock had grown to manhood among a people that held 
equally bizarre (though somewhat different) opinions about gen-
der, so he took these incidents in stride.

They passed by a building site where a crew of working wom-
en were on break. The idle workers started to chant, “Are you a 
shower or a grower?” over and over again. Morlock passed by 
without responding, which further infuriated one of the workers. 
She followed after them screaming, “Shower or grower? Show-
er or grower? Tell us, you stuck-up rover! Shower or grower?”

The phoenix was becoming more fiery, temperamentally and 
physically, as it neared the end of its life. It probably didn’t un-
derstand the sexual nature of the insult, not having a sexual iden-
tity as far as Morlock could tell. But the proud bird certainly 
recognized the insult, and it was enraged.

The angry old bird leapt down from the wheelbarrow and 
squawked out a cloud of fire at the harasser. She fled away, 
screaming, “I’m calling the daywardens! That bird should be 
on a leash!”

The phoenix ruffled its molting purple-gold wings and started 
to go after the retreating harasser. “My friend,” Morlock said, 
“do we have time for this?”

The bird halted in its tracks, glared at Morlock with a purple 
eye, then turned back and laboriously climbed to the top of the 
casks again.

“We go,” said Morlock, and they went: up the paved walk-
ways to the Hillside Gate, and thence up the road leading into 
the high hills from which the Bhavar quarried their bluestone.

They hadn’t gone far before the road crossed a stream, one of 
the many tributaries of the River Bha. Morlock thought he saw 
fish in it, and he also saw that the sun was well past the midpoint 
of its daily journey.

“Lunchtime,” he decreed, and the phoenix eagerly hopped 
down from the wheelbarrow. The fires in its blood and breath 
needed more and more fuel as they grew hotter, approaching its 
imminent death.

Morlock set down the wheelbarrow and pulled some fishing 
lures from his pocket. He had no opinion of fishing as a sport; 
it was only a source of food for him, so he had devised a set of 
lures which sang a song that fish found irresistibly irritating: they 
couldn’t refrain from biting the thing that made it; the lure then 
trapped them in a stasis field. He attached the lures to some lines, 
set them vibrating, tossed them in the water, and in a short time he 
had a dozen fish out of the stream. The phoenix ate them whole as 
they came out of the water, spitting out the lures afterwards.

Morlock was about to reach into a pocket of his coat for his 
own lunch when he saw that they were being watched: two yel-
low eyes glared at them from gaps in the interwoven branches of 
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