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“AND RISE LIKE A BUTCHER’S LAMP”

They wore purples and browns and flailed their limbs as if stung by bees. Laughter as harsh as buzzsaws accompanied the dance. Within the wood-on-wood musical rhythms, the dancers changed their partners sporadically, from groups of twos to groups of threes, or fours, even sevens, then suddenly back to twos, dictated by signals within the music that were unfathomable to me. The stylish throng, lining the glass walls of the penthouse ballroom, clapped their forearms in appreciation as they hooted like demented owls.


A large stone fireplace burned blue logs, producing dank, musty smells that triggered no memories. I watched the spontaneous performance, shading puzzlement from my face as I always have.  

“Excellent dance, don’t you think?” 
At least, I think that’s what Radi said. The cacophonous harmonies overwhelmed my audible frequencies. Assent seemed to be called for, so I tilted my head quickly to the right.  Radi hooted back at me and tapped my chin. I did the same to him.

Outside the glass walls, the stars of an unfamiliar sky flittered and blazed. A passing waiter refilled my glass with the orange colored drink that suggested both fruity and metallic aromas to my taste buds. I hooted at the waiter and he smiled.


Force of training made me sub-vocalize academic words to my implant regarding these people at play. Despite the bizarre scene in front of me, their enthusiasm never failed to fascinate me. 


The music abruptly stopped but the dancers did not. They continued to be in
motion, still seamlessly changing partners with their laughing faces. I consciously moved my body in time with the other watchers, but, from the expressions of people near me, I knew that my reputation for being irrthymic would gain new anecdotes.

Radi looked at me with amusement. “So it appears that modern folk dances do not appeal to visitors from Jllapi.”


“At least not to anthropologists.”  Jllapi was remote, at least to the populace of this city. When I taught at the All-Science College at Jllapi Prime, I said I was from here. 

The dancers stopped in mid-movement, sweaty and smiling. The onlookers hooted and clapped their forearms. Everyone began to disperse into small clusters, as every cocktail party in the known universe would do at this point. Radi and I gravitated to a group of three. They were engaged in the conversation of the day.

“So how can you possibly explain away that recording, Doliko?” one man asked the other man.


Doliko shrugged, one of the few mannerisms we two peoples had in common. “Some kind of optical trick, Cloyi. Visual recordings are such a novelty, we tend to believe what we see as absolute truth. But there are ways of altering the visions. That clearly has happened here.” 


The other man hooted, not in the appreciative mood. “Rubbish. It couldn’t be more obvious. Something moved across the sky, at speeds and angles we can not possibly match. What else could it be except a vessel from beyond the sky?” 

Miu turned to me. Her bare shoulders glimmered with sparkles of red and teal.

“Can you guess what we are arguing about, Pablo?”  

I laughed back. Although I kept my mouth closed. My explanations for my teeth
arrangement was wearing thin, even to me. “Let me guess. The upcoming Invasion?”

The one called Cloyi tilted his head in agreement. “Yes. Pablo, right? From Jllapi?” He hooted. “Such odd names there. Well, now, calling these visits an ‘invasion’ just trivializes this phenomenon. We don’t know the reason or purpose of these visits. But the fact remains, even though Blind Eye Doliko here, refuses to believe it, there is something is out there, something unworldly.”


Miu laughed, a tinkling like falling rain. “Some scientists say these reports are nothing but mass hysteria. You know, one person swears he’s seen something, then others want to imitate him, to share the lamp glow.”


“Exactly!” Doliko pointed his finger at Miu. He smiled at her in a way that made me frown. “There have been other episodes like this, over the years. Sightings of odd-shaped ships in the sky, strange flying creatures in the hills. All starting, I would say, centuries ago with Wanderer Thomas in the Back Provinces. We’re just going through another period of ‘mass hysteria’ like Miu says.”

Radi sipped at his liqueur. “Perhaps,” he said at length. “We at Air Command chase down such rumors all the time.” 

“What type of rumors, Radi?” I said. I finally had a lead-in to the question I had needed to ask all night.


“Oh, the same gossip you read from the wonder presses. Flashing lights, speeding lights, dancing lights, the list is quite extensive.”


“Are there any lights that you can’t explain?” Thankfully, Miu asked Radi that just before I could. 


“Not really.” Radi again drank from his cup. He had been drinking quite a bit,

“Not really.” Radi again drank from his cup. He had been drinking quite a bit, ever since his wife suddenly died.  

“There are a few, however, that defy belief.” Then he paused. For effect or for meditation, I couldn’t be sure.


But Radi did go on, though with lowered voice. “Only a few days ago, over in that small vacation village of Merchant’s Field, we received almost hysterical accounts of monsters roaming the ulikza fields, shining hand-held lights that killed the berries. We sent a team to investigate, of course, and their reports were admittedly disturbing. A wide area, about fifty-seven joliares, appeared to be burned. Burned right to the ground.”


“I have not heard of this,” Cloyi said. “Fifty seven joliares worth of crops? How could that be hidden from the news reports?’

Radi laughed. “It occurred at the time of the Second Harvest Festival. Some time ago. Almost all of those who gave the accounts were given under the influence, shall we say? And the price of ulikza berries has fallen in recent years. We dismissed those reports as a futile effort to justify insurance claims.”


“Ulikza berries are quite toxic, aren’t they?” Miu said. “When they’re burned, they can become almost explosive. Why would farmers take a chance to blow up their fields, just for the sake of insurance monies?”

“They had been drinking,” Doliko pointed out. 
“That was why the Air Command investigated in the first place,” Radi said. “Those berries seem to possess extraordinary properties, for the making of fuel or even
possible weapon components.” 

“How much of the crop was destroyed in this manner, Radi?” I softly interjected.
The ulikza crop destruction was the reason why I had cancelled all my classes in Jllapi. 

“At Merchant’s Field? Practically the entire crop.”


“Have there been other such attempts at other fields?”


“There are not many other places that can grow that volatile berry,” Radi said. Then, as an afterthought, he admitted, “The local authorities have put those other places under surveillance. Just in case other farmers have similar ideas of insurance claims.”  


“I’ve never liked those berries,” Miu said as she made a face. “Very bitter.”


“An acquired taste, to be sure,” Doliko said. “I don’t care for them, either. But they are considered a delicacy, or, rather, a manly thing to eat by some hardy persons.” 


Loud music without fanfare began unexpectedly on the dance floor.

“Oh! Trimlo’s ‘Advance!’Advance!’ I love her music.” Miu turned to me.  “Dance with me, Pablo. Just this once?” 

 I begged off. “Sorry, Miu. My feet are still on the same heel.” My few attempts to dance would have been hilarious had I not been trying so hard to blend. 

Miu pouted, then turned to Doliko, who eagerly agreed by tapping her chin. I watched without comment as they walked out to the dance floor and put their arms on each other’s shoulders.


“You really should take dance lessons, Pablo,” Radi said.


“I have.” 

“Dancing is over-ranked as a cultural standard,” Cloyi grunted. From what I had heard, he was the closest I knew of this world to be as inept rhythmically as I was. And he was far smoother a dancer than I would ever be.  

Cloyi excused himself to visit the liqueur table. So I was finally alone with Radi.

“Do you not care to dance, Radi?” I said, knowing the answer.


“No.” A pause. “No.” Another pause. “Since Holne took her Final Visit, I don’t seem to muster the enthusiasm to dance as before.” He sipped. “But I do so enjoy seeing the dance. Don’t you?”


“Yes. Very much so.” My tympanic nerves ached with the abrupt cacophony from Trimlo’s first movement. “I wonder if you won’t mind joining me on the terrace. I could use a breath of fresh air.”


“Delighted.” He hooted and tapped my chin.

We negotiated through the dense crowd. I pushed open the latticework and we strolled outside. Before I closed the flap, I did see Miu watch me go outside. She smiled at me then returned back to Doliko. She needed two extra steps to get back in sync.  


The air here was indeed cool and soothing, free of the hydrocarbons that have plagued Earth’s atmosphere for too many centuries. 

The still-unfamiliar stars tinkled and danced across the coal black sky. A salt-laden breeze from the harbor tugged at memories both ancient and fresh. 


“Pleasant night, won’t you think?”


I said, “Yes. Your nights here are so much nicer than back home at Jllapi.”


“So I’ve heard.”  We listened and watched to distant revelry of fireworks and cheers. All across the capital city, boisterous celebrations were being held, like the party here at the penthouse. They were commemorating the honor of a long ago exploit, the irony of which never escaped me. 
That momentous exploit concerned the unexpected and dramatic vanquishing of savage barbarians from the Nevli Mountains. The barbarian leader, a giant of a man who reportedly could uproot trees, was defeated by a butcher who (witnesses claimed) could shoot fire from his fingers. Since both the barbarian leader and the butcher had come from the Back Provinces, I knew that there was more truth than legend. 
That pivotal battle, labeled “The Clash of Champions” by history, effectively stemmed a disturbing superstitious tide and ushered in a period of prolonged stability which resulted in this planet’s scientific and cultural Renaissance-like epoch. Confirming and validating our controversial decision to interfere in their way of development.
A sudden burst of strobing lights momentarily stabbed my eyes. I had forgotten that the grand fireworks display from Founders Stadium would begin at this hour. Radi hooted in appreciation and clapped his forearms. So did several people from other penthouses and balconies in the surrounding residential area. Luckily for me, the dancers inside were too distracted by Trimlo’s melodies to wander outside. But I knew it wouldn’t be too very long before they would be.

I rubbed my eyes as unobtrusively as I could. “The ulikza berry crop was completely destroyed, was it? At Merchant’s Field?”
“Hmmm?” Radi turned from the dazzling and, to me, quite bewildering fireworks display. The reds and greens were very intense, although I had trouble making out the shapes formed by browns. “Oh. Yes, yes, it was.”
“And you think it was the work of arson?”


“Some do.” Over our heads, a yellow and blue outline of the famous long-dead butcher burst into being. We both hooted, as did several other balcony observers.


“But you don’t?” I had to shout over the acclaim.


“What’s that?” 


“You don’t think that the crop was deliberately torched?”


Radi turned to me to give me his full attention. “Why do you ask?”


“I have . . . friends near Merchant’s Field. They told me that the burning of the fields was done very fast and very methodically. And they swear that they saw creatures walking on three legs.”

“Did they, now?”


“Three legs, they said. You can’t make that up.”

Radi stared at me. A burst of light from above illuminated the shadows and curves of his face. 


“Silly rumors,” he said. “People see odd shapes in flames. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my drink needs a refill.” He put his fingers on the latticework.


“The creatures wore metal suits. Rust colored buttons all down the front. They burned eight farmers who tried to defend their fields.”


Even with his back to me, I could detect a grimace on his face. He turned.


“Have you told this to anyone else?”


I lied. “No.”


A staccato of noise erupted from beneath our viewpoint, one building over and two floors down. A balcony was crowded with party-goers, all swinging oddly-colored ropes which whistled in the air like locomotives of old.  
One man shouted, “May the Heavens bloom like kia-koo blossoms!” From dozens of similarly attended balconies across the compound came their time-honored refrain, “And rise like a butcher’s lamp.” Radi’s throat, and mine, joined in the response. 
Butchers, for a variety of historical reasons, have come to embody philosophical
wisdom, as well as keen insightfulness. Although I was still at a loss to completely understand why the heavens had to be like the blossoms of a common weed.

With the air filled with celebratory glee, Radi rubbed the edge of his goblet with his thumb. “Are you a news essayist?”


“No. I work for the Central University. On loan from the All-Science College of Jllapi Prime. You know that.”

“Are you also on loan from the wonder presses?’


“No, of course not. I have no intension of selling anything to those scheme mongers. I’m worried about my friends, is all.”


Radi would have never thought to violate all-secret clearance with a nearly-total stranger had he not been so disoriented after his wife’s death. That had been what our emo-sensors had predicted.


“We have film,” he said after a mental bout. 


“Film?” This was new. I sub-vocalized.

“Film. Taken by some amateur with a cheap image-taker. Four . . . things. Three legs, as you claim. Three arms. Two of the creatures sprayed some kind of chemical that ignited bare earth and literally exploded the crop. The other two sprayed chemicals into a group of farmers, armed only with astonishment.”


 “Demons?” I said.

“No folklore has ever spoke of demons on three legs.” He stopped, as if fearing he had spoke too much. “You plan to return to Jllapi soon, aren’t you?”


“Yes, I’ll be leaving tomorrow.” Though not to Jllapi. And far away from Miu.

“Can this talk be put under the shield?”


“You have my word. I only want to assure my friends that they are in no danger.”


“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Radi said. Just then, the latticework rustled and a couple I knew to have just become betrothed came out to the balcony.


“Ah! Fedti. Cwilom,” Radi exclaimed. “I have not expressed my congratulations to you both yet.” He hooted and clapped his forearms. I followed suit, then quickly said, “I fear our drinks are empty. Could I prevail upon you two to replenish our thirst?”

“Of course,” Fedti said. She took our goblets, reluctantly, and went back inside with her fiancé. I knew enough about local custom to know that newly betroths must always fulfill a stranger’s first request. 


Once they were gone, I said, “You said ‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that.’ Do you mean that my friends are in danger?”


“I spoke from a circle, I said too much.” Radi had been given a distraction to realize he was starting to violate his security oath. 

I pressed him. “Good God, man, people died there. Will these creatures return to Merchant’s Field? Or to someplace else?”

He sighed. “It is not just the local authorities that are watching other ulikza crops. Units of Air Command are, too. As well as the army. And the Guardsmen.” Radi actually looked relieved to open up. “There are too many authentic reports, confirming the existence of these . . . three-legged demons, for lack of a better term. Has been for over a year, too. A year, mind you.”

“A year?”  Much longer than we had feared.

“Yes. God help us.”
“Why?” I knew my reason, I wanted to know his.

“All reports point in the same conclusion. Pitiless, these demons are. No mercy or quarter given. Ruthless, I would say. And the increasing numbers of sky ship rumors seem to indicate, at least to us in Air Command, that their numbers are increasing. And, after the attack at Merchant’s Field, more brazen as well. I am only grateful that my dear Holne is not alive to see what is coming.” 

“Has there been no resistance?” This was a key question.

“Again, only vague reports. Rumors of flying men, women with eyes that dissolve metal, that sort of thing. Up in the hills of Cancor. We have only just been investigating about such a band of power-laden people. That’s where we recovered the body of a creature that . . .” Then Radi stopped. He knew he had said too much.

“Cancor.” In the Back Provinces. Near the village of Romla. 
A lone firework, signaling the end of the displays, exploded over our heads like a flare for help.

The betroths chose that moment to return.  They handed us our goblets. 
“Oh,” Fedti said, disappointed. “We missed the fireworks.”

“Quite all right,” her fiancé replied. “We’ll see plenty more fireworks.” To me and Radi, he raised his goblet. “May the Heavens bloom like kia-koo blossoms.”

We intoned back, “And rise like a butcher’s lamp.” 
