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Introduction
 
 
W
elcome to the fourth annual edition of The Year’s Best Australian Science Fiction and Fantasy. In 2007, the market for speculative short stories was more varied than it has ever been. While Australian market penetration into regions such as North America and the United Kingdom is not yet the same as for writers who live in those markets, the world market is developing. Anthologies are published or distributed across a wider range of markets, and the internet means that e-zine and website audiences are defined by language, not by national boundaries. The range of opportunities for Australians in the international marketplace continues to improve, with stories by Australians published in both independent press and mainstream publications around the world
 
Science fiction made a strong comeback during the year. We’re pleased to include several SF stories in this year’s volume. We’ve opened with Greg Egan’s spectacular hard SF novelette, ‘Glory’, of human observers witnessing a conflict on an alien planet. The power of the story lies not just in the ethics of the situation that confronts the characters on the alien world, but also in the beauty of the science used to get the observers there. In contrast, Rjurik Davidson’s ‘Domine’ looks at the implications of interstellar travel from an alternative perspective: that of the family left at home. Lucy Sussex’s ‘Mist and Murder’ takes a colonial era detective story and rewrites it on the world of New Ceres, where space age technology lies alongside a culture dedicated to preserving a nineteenth century.
 
Pure epic fantasy also makes a showing this year, with Garth Nix’s tale of two tired warriors searching for corrupt gods, ‘Sir Hereward and Mister Fitz Go to War Again’. Cat Sparks’s ‘A Lady of Adestan’ follows the story of one sister who rescues another from a regal marriage in a society brutal to women. Adam Browne’s ‘An Account of an Experiment ...’ is fantasy of a more historical kind, where a cruel emperor - a patron of the arts and sciences - requires a monk to conduct an experiment to discover the language of God.
 
‘New weird’ is a new marketing label for an old phenomenon: that of fiction which crosses between genres. You’ll see the label on novels by China Miéville, amongst others. The label applies as well to Ben Peek, whose ‘John Wayne’ takes the actor into a timeslip where he is confronted with the politics of contemporary America. The label applies as well to Trent Jamieson’s ‘Cracks’, in which a young girl driven by the dead is called to a funeral.
 
Horror fiction also had a strong year. Terry Dowling has returned to the milieu of his character, Dan Truswell (of Blackwater Days fame) - a serial killer profiler in a world where the supernatural is real. Rick Kennett’s ‘The Dark and What it Said’ brings elements of urban gothic to the traditional Australian bush ghost story. Richard Harland’s ‘Special Perceptions’ takes a poet in search of inspiration into alternate realms. Last, but not definitely least, Anna Tambour’s ‘The Jeweller of Second-hand Roe’ shows us that family ties can be strong and vibrant, even in the strange history of France’s second hand food dealers.
 
* * * *
 
Publishing summary - 2007
 
Independent presses and electronic publishing once again dominated the speculative short story field in Australia. Flash fiction again dominated the numbers, with quality again improving. Locally, five different e-zines or web sites dedicated to genre fiction published short stories, and five local magazines produced issues. The literary magazine Overland dedicated an issue to science fiction, and other mainstream literary magazines such as Island, Wet Ink and The Lifted Brow published genre stories.
 
Overseas, a diverse range of publications, from magazines such as Asimov’s, Interzone, and Fantasy Magazine; anthologies such as Eclipse One, The Secret History of Vampires, Wizards and The New Space Opera; as well as a plethora of small press magazines and websites published Australians.
 
For this volume, calendar year 2007, we read five hundred stories totalling a million and a half words, covering all genres: SF, fantasy and horror, and blendings of all three.
 
Of the local e-zines, the new young adult e-zine, Shiny, was the most consistent, producing two strong issues, with standout stories by Sue Isle and Trent Jamieson. The same team at Twelfth Planet Press produced a single strong issue of New Ceres. Ticonderoga Online produced a single issue, with Ben Payne’s ‘Inside’ the highlight. Shadowed Realms unfortunately folded, with the publishers moving on to produce the magazine Black: Australian Dark Culture, now available in newsagents. The ever reliable flash fiction e-zine, Antipodean SF, edited and published by Ion Newcombe, posted a dozen issues, with strong stories by Angela Slatter, Peter M. Ball, Kathleen Jennings, Mark Tremble and Stuart A Saunders.
 
Of the other electronic publications, Cosmos Online reprinted stories first published in Cosmos magazine, and also published some original fiction. Cosmos itself continued its tradition of publishing Australians alongside the best international writers, with Stephen Dedman’s ‘Centenary’ being the standout. Specusphere published a number of original stories and also posted several stories reprinted from other venues.
 
Of the other print magazines, Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine came the closest to meeting its schedule — bimonthly — with five issues in 2007. This magazine continues to improve, and publishes a variety of fiction from around the world. We liked stories by Jennifer Fallon, Kate Forsyth, Tansy Rayner Roberts, Matthew Chrulew and Dirk Flinthart. The long-running Aurealis published a double issue and a single issue, both issues including a number of strong stories. Outside of those reprinted here, highlights are by Matthew Chrulew, Jarrah Moore and Dirk Strasser. Of the smaller magazines, Borderlands published a single issue - highlights by C.A.L. and Hoa Pham - and the long-running Orb returned after a hiatus with a single issue of high standard, with all stories recommended.
 
All the print magazines included a mix of fiction, reviews and articles.
 
* * * *
 
Five collections were published during the year, two of which we consider major works. All were published by independent publishing houses - no collections we saw came from major publishing houses.
 
Jack Dann’s Promised Land: Stories of Another America, is a beautifully produced hardcover from small press, PS Publishing, in the United Kingdom. The collection documents a surreal alternate America that never was, a land in which fame, fortune and media exposure has distorted the lives of our heroes, seen through the eyes of James Dean.
 
Terry Dowling’s Rynemonn completes the saga of Tom Tyson, also known as Tom Rynosseros. This is a future Australia stranger and more apocalyptic than Mad Max, where bizarre landscapes, politics and responsibilities play out their influences in the life of one man, the man from the Madhouse who was gifted the colour Blue, and who won a charvolant in the sandship lotteries.
 
Sean Williams’s Light Bodies Falling was published by Adelaide small press, Altair Australia Books. The collection is a retrospective of Williams’s lesser known work, but includes such classics as ‘The Jackie Onassis Swamp-Buggy Concerto’ and ‘Love & Mandarins’. There is one original, the novella ‘Signs of Death’ which would have been included in this volume had we the room.
 
The Spiraling Worm, by David Conyers and John Sunseri was published by US gaming publisher, Chaosium under the Call to Cthulhu Fiction imprint. As the imprint name suggests, this collection brings Lovecraft’s Cthulhu mythos into the twenty-first century, with stories set in Asian jungles, modern cities, and mysterious Antarctic bases.
 
Navigating in the New World, by Stuart A Saunders, was published by AntiSF, an imprint of Wordright, which also publishes the Antipodean SF e-zine. The collection was published in both e-book and print on demand formats. The stories are mostly short, libertarian and pointedly political, with a number of reprints from Antipodean SF.
 
* * * *
 
The small press anthologies published in 2007 all have much to recommend them. Daikaiju! 2: Revenge of the Giant Monsters, and Daikaiju! 3: Giant Monsters vs the World, are sequels to 2005’s Daikaiju!: Giant Monster Tales. As with the first volume, both new volumes were edited by Robert Hood and Robin Pen, and published by Agog! Press. These were the quirky, fun books of the year, with stories pitting giant monsters, both supernatural and other worldly, against society. The strongest stories by Tessa Kum and Chris McMahon were unfortunately both too long to reprint here. Both anthologies are recommended.
 
Shadowplays, edited and published by Elise Bunter, has strong work by Brendan D. Carson, George Ivanoff, Penelope Love and Andrew J. McKiernan.
 
Fantastical Journeys to Brisbane, edited by Geoffrey Maloney, Trent Jamieson and Zoran Zivkovic, was published in English by Izvori in Zagreb, Croatia. This is the second anthology from this team and, thanks to the possibilities of modern day small press book production, took a roundabout route into existence. This series of speculative fiction anthologies are not related to the mainstream anthologies about Brisbane produced by Brisbane City Council. Standout stories are by Richard Pitchforth, Michele Cashmore and Paul Haines.
 
Fantastic Wonder Stories, edited by Russell B. Farr, and The Workers’ Paradise, edited by Russell B. Farr and Nick Evans, were both published by the resurgent Ticonderoga Publications. Fantastic Wonder Stories is a solid anthology of original fiction. Blatantly political, The Workers’ Paradise unfortunately did not see publication before the federal election. Yet there is much to recommend it, with strong work by Simon Brown, Rjurik Davidson, Susan Wardle, Kaaron Warren, and Matthew Chrulew & Roland Boer.
 
Zombies, edited by Robert N. Stephenson and published by Altair Australia Books, collects original zombie stories from around the world. Highlights are by Joanne Anderton and the editor, Robert N. Stephenson.
 
In Bad Dreams, edited by Mark S. Deniz and Sharyn Lilley, is the first volume from the new Eneit Press of Sweden. This volume also had a roundabout route to publication: the editors are from the UK and Australia, contributors mostly from Sweden and Australia, and the volume was published first in Australia and then Sweden. Highlight stories are by Robert Hood and Stephanie Campisi.
 
FlashSpec Volume Two, edited by Noel Cladingboel and published by Equilibrium Books, is an anthology of flash fiction. Most stories are less than a thousand words. Highlights are by Kirstyn McDermott and Clinton Green.
 
The Pen is Mightier Than the Pipette, based on the results of a creative writing competition held to mark the retirement of Dr Ron Sandland, Deputy Chief Executive of CSIRO, is an anthology of stories and verse from scientists at CSIRO. Not surprisingly, these stories are long on the philosophy of science and social roles for science. A number of the contributing scientists, such as Marty Young, Andrew Sullivan and Barbara Robson are also known as writers.
 
Full details of all publications are given on pages 279 to 281.
 
* * * *
 
It is impossible to read and report on all novels published by Australians in 2007; therefore we offer the considerations of others: the following books won awards as the best genre fiction of 2007.
 
The Aurealis Awards are decided on by a peer-group panel of writers, editors, reviewers and academics. For a complete list of all winners, including for short stories, go to: http://www.aurealis.com.au. These books won Aurealis Awards:
 
Golden Aurealis for Best Novel and Aurealis Award for best SF novel: The Company of the Dead, by David Kowalski (Pan Macmillan).
 
Aurealis Award for best fantasy novel: Heaven’s Net is Wide, Tales of the Otori, The First Book, by Lian Hearn, (Hachette Livre).
 
Aurealis Award for best horror novel: Blood of Dreams, by Susan Parisi (Penguin).
 
Aurealis Award for best young adult novel: Skyfall, by Anthony Eaton (UQP).
 
* * * *
 
The Australian Science Fiction Awards (nicknamed the Ditmar Awards) are voted on by fans - members of the annual Australian Science Fiction Convention. For a complete list of all winners, including for short stories, artwork and fan activity, go to: http://www.natcon.org.au/2007/Noimination_shortlist_2007.html. The following books won Ditmar Awards:
 
Best Novel: Saturn Returns by Sean Williams (Orbit). 
 
Best Collected Work (tie): The New Space Opera edited by Jonathan Strahan and Gardner Dozois (HarperCollins). While this anthology only contained one story by an Australian, it was largely edited by an Australian. This anthology tied with Fantastic Wonder Stories, edited by Russell B. Farr (Ticonderoga Publications).
 
* * * *
 
There you have it: a quick look at the short speculative fiction from Australian writers in 2007. As you can see, independent publishers and editors and writers learning their craft again dominated the field.
 
We hope you enjoy the stories we have chosen.
 
Bill Congreve and Michelle Marquardt 
Chatswood, August 2008.
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GLORY
 
GREG EGAN
 
 
1
 
An ingot of metallic hydrogen gleamed in the starlight, a narrow cylin­der half a meter long with a mass of about a kilogram. To the naked eye it was a dense, solid object, but its lattice of tiny nuclei immersed in an insub­stantial fog of electrons was one part matter to two hundred trillion parts empty space. A short distance away was a second ingot, apparently identical to the first, but composed of antihydrogen.
 
A sequence of finely tuned gamma rays flooded into both cylinders. The protons that absorbed them in the first ingot spat out positrons and were transformed into neutrons, breaking their bonds to the electron cloud that glued them in place. In the second ingot, antiprotons became antineutrons.
 
A further sequence of pulses herded the neutrons together and forged them into clusters; the antineutrons were similarly rearranged. Both kinds of cluster were unstable, but in order to fall apart they first had to pass through a quantum state that would have strongly absorbed a component of the gamma rays constantly raining down on them. Left to themselves, the probability of their being in this state would have increased rapidly, but each time they measurably failed to absorb the gamma rays, the probability fell back to zero. The quantum Zeno effect endlessly reset the clock, holding the decay in check.
 
The next series of pulses began shifting the clusters into the space that had separated the original ingots. First neutrons, then antineutrons, were sculpted together in alternating layers. Though the clusters were ultimately unstable, while they persisted they were inert, sequestering their constitu­ents and preventing them from annihilating their counterparts. The end point of this process of nuclear sculpting was a sliver of compressed matter and antimatter, sandwiched together into a needle one micron wide.
 
The gamma ray lasers shut down, the Zeno effect withdrew its prohibi­tions. For the time it took a beam of light to cross a neutron, the needle sat motionless in space. Then it began to burn, and it began to move.
 
The needle was structured like a meticulously crafted firework, and its outer layers ignited first. No external casing could have channeled this blast, but the pattern of tensions woven into the needle’s construction favored one direction for the debris to be expelled. Particles streamed backward; the needle moved forward. The shock of acceleration could not have been borne by anything built from atomic-scale matter, but the pressure bearing down on the core of the needle prolonged its life, delaying the inevitable.
 
Layer after layer burned itself away, blasting the dwindling remnant for­ward ever faster. By the time the needle had shrunk to a tenth of its original size it was moving at ninety-eight percent of light-speed; to a bystander this could scarcely have been improved upon, but from the needle’s perspective there was still room to slash its journey’s duration by orders of magnitude.
 
When just one thousandth of the needle remained, its time, compared to the neighboring stars, was passing two thousand times more slowly. Still the layers kept burning, the protective clusters unraveling as the pressure on them was released. The needle could only reach close enough to light-speed to slow down time as much as it required if it could sacrifice a large enough proportion of its remaining mass. The core of the needle could survive only for a few trillionths of a second, while its journey would take two hundred million seconds as judged by the stars. The proportions had been carefully matched, though: out of the two kilograms of matter and antimatter that had been woven together at the launch, only a few million neutrons were needed as the final payload.
 
By one measure, seven years passed. For the needle, its last trillionths of a second unwound, its final layers of fuel blew away, and at the moment its core was ready to explode it reached its destination, plunging from the near-vacuum of space straight into the heart of a star.
 
Even here, the density of matter was insufficient to stabilize the core, yet far too high to allow it to pass unhindered. The core was torn apart. But it did not go quietly, and the shock waves it carved through the fusing plasma endured for a million kilometers: all the way through to the cooler outer layers on the opposite side of the star. These shock waves were shaped by the payload that had formed them, and though the initial pattern imprinted on them by the disintegrating cluster of neutrons was enlarged and blurred by its journey, on an atomic scale it remained sharply defined. Like a mold stamped into the seething plasma it encouraged ionized molecular fragments to slip into the troughs and furrows that matched their shape, and then brought them together to react in ways that the plasma’s random collisions would never have allowed. In effect, the shock waves formed a web of catalysts, carefully laid out in both time and space, briefly transforming a small corner of the star into a chemical factory operating on a nanometer scale.
 
The products of this factory sprayed out of the star, riding the last traces of the shock wave’s momentum: a few nanograms of elaborate, carbon-rich molecules, sheathed in a protective fullerene weave. Traveling at seven hun­dred kilometers per second, a fraction below the velocity needed to escape from the star completely, they climbed out of its gravity well, slowing as they ascended.
 
Four years passed, but the molecules were stable against the ravages of space. By the time they’d traveled a billion kilometers they had almost come to a halt, and they would have fallen back to die in the fires of the star that had forged them if their journey had not been timed so that the star’s third planet, a gas giant, was waiting to urge them forward. As they fell toward it, the giant’s third moon moved across their path. Eleven years after the nee­dle’s launch, its molecular offspring rained down onto the methane snow.
 
The tiny heat of their impact was not enough to damage them, but it melted a microscopic puddle in the snow. Surrounded by food, the molecu­lar seeds began to grow. Within hours, the area was teeming with nanomachines, some mining the snow and the minerals beneath it, others assembling the bounty into an intricate structure, a rectangular panel a couple of meters wide.
 
From across the light-years, an elaborate sequence of gamma ray pulses fell upon the panel. These pulses were the needle’s true payload, the passen­gers for whom it had merely prepared the way, transmitted in its wake four years after its launch. The panel decoded and stored the data, and the army of nanomachines set to work again, this time following a far more elaborate blueprint. The miners were forced to look farther afield to find all the ele­ments that were needed, while the assemblers labored to reach their goal through a sequence of intermediate stages, carefully designed to protect the final product from the vagaries of the local chemistry and climate.
 
After three months’ work, two small fusion-powered spacecraft sat in the snow. Each one held a single occupant, waking for the first time in their freshly minted bodies, yet endowed with memories of an earlier life.
 
Joan switched on her communications console. Anne appeared on the screen, three short pairs of arms folded across her thorax in a posture of calm repose. They had both worn virtual bodies with the same anatomy before, but this was the first time they had become Noudah in the flesh.
 
“We’re here. Everything worked,” Joan marveled. The language she spoke was not her own, but the structure of her new brain and body made it second nature.
 
Anne said, “Now comes the hard part.”
 
“Yes.” Joan looked out from the spacecraft’s cockpit. In the distance, a fissured blue-gray plateau of water ice rose above the snow. Nearby, the nanomachines were busy disassembling the gamma ray receiver. When they had erased all traces of their handiwork they would wander off into the snow and catalyze their own destruction.
 
Joan had visited dozens of planet-bound cultures in the past, taking on different bodies and languages as necessary, but those cultures had all been plugged into the Amalgam, the metacivilization that spanned the galactic disk. However far from home she’d been, the means to return to familiar places had always been close at hand. The Noudah had only just mastered interplanetary flight, and they had no idea that the Amalgam existed. The closest node in the Amalgam’s network was seven light-years away, and even that was out of bounds to her and Anne now: they had agreed not to risk disclosing its location to the Noudah, so any transmission they sent could be directed only to a decoy node that they’d set up more than twenty light-years away.
 
“It will be worth it,” Joan said.
 
Anne’s Noudah face was immobile, but chromatophores sent a wave of violet and gold sweeping across her skin in an expression of cautious op­timism. “We’ll see.” She tipped her head to the left, a gesture preceding a friendly departure.
 
Joan tipped her own head in response, as if she’d been doing so all her life. “Be careful, my friend,” she said.
 
“You too.”
 
Anne’s ship ascended so high on its chemical thrusters that it shrank to a speck before igniting its fusion engine and streaking away in a blaze of light. Joan felt a pang of loneliness; there was no predicting when they would be reunited.
 
Her ship’s software was primitive; the whole machine had been scru­pulously matched to the Noudah’s level of technology. Joan knew how to fly it herself if necessary, and on a whim she switched off the autopilot and manually activated the ascent thrusters. The control panel was crowded, but having six hands helped.
 
* * * *
 
2
 
The world the Noudah called home was the closest of the system’s five planets to their sun. The average temperature was one hundred and twenty degrees Celsius, but the high atmospheric pressure allowed liquid water to exist across the entire surface. The chemistry and dynamics of the plan­et’s crust had led to a relatively flat terrain, with a patchwork of dozens of disconnected seas but no globe-spanning ocean. From space, these seas appeared as silvery mirrors, bordered by a violet and brown tarnish of veg­etation.
 
The Noudah were already leaving their most electromagnetically pro­miscuous phase of communications behind, but the short-lived oasis of Amalgam-level technology on Baneth, the gas giant’s moon, had had no trouble eavesdropping on their chatter and preparing an updated cultural briefing which had been spliced into Joan’s brain.
 
The planet was still divided into the same eleven political units as it had been fourteen years before, the time of the last broadcasts that had reached the node before Joan’s departure. Tira and Ghahar, the two dominant na­tions in terms of territory, economic activity, and military power, also oc­cupied the vast majority of significant Niah archaeological sites.
 
Joan had expected that they’d be noticed as soon as they left Baneth—the exhaust from their fusion engines glowed like the sun—but their departure had triggered no obvious response, and now that they were coasting they’d be far harder to spot. As Anne drew closer to the homeworld, she sent a message to Tira’s traffic control center. Joan tuned in to the exchange.
 
“I come in peace from another star,” Anne said. “I seek permission to land.”
 
There was a delay of several seconds more than the light-speed lag, then a terse response. “Please identify yourself and state your location.”
 
Anne transmitted her coordinates and flight plan.
 
“We confirm your location, please identify yourself.”
 
“My name is Anne. I come from another star.”
 
There was a long pause, then a different voice answered. “If you are from Ghahar, please explain your intentions.”
 
“I am not from Ghahar.”
 
“Why should I believe that? Show yourself.”
 
“I’ve taken the same shape as your people, in the hope of living among you for a while.” Anne opened a video channel and showed them her un­remarkable Noudah face. “But there’s a signal being transmitted from these coordinates that might persuade you that I’m telling the truth.” She gave the location of the decoy node, twenty light-years away, and specified a fre­quency. The signal coming from the node contained an image of the very same face.
 
This time, the silence stretched out for several minutes. It would take a while for the Tirans to confirm the true distance of the radio source.
 
“You do not have permission to land. Please enter this orbit, and we will rendezvous and board your ship.”
 
Parameters for the orbit came through on the data channel. Anne said, “As you wish.”
 
Minutes later, Joan’s instruments picked up three fusion ships being launched from Tiran bases. When Anne reached the prescribed orbit, Joan listened anxiously to the instructions the Tirans issued. Their tone sounded wary, but they were entitled to treat this stranger with caution, all the more so if they believed Anne’s claim.
 
Joan was accustomed to a very different kind of reception, but then the members of the Amalgam had spent hundreds of millennia establishing a framework of trust. They also benefited from a milieu in which most kinds of force had been rendered ineffectual; when everyone had backups of themselves scattered around the galaxy, it required a vastly disproportion­ate effort to inconvenience someone, let alone kill them. By any reasonable measure, honesty and cooperation yielded far richer rewards than subter­fuge and slaughter.
 
Nonetheless, each individual culture had its roots in a biological heritage that gave rise to behavior governed more by ancient urges than contempo­rary realities, and even when they mastered the technology to choose their own nature, the precise set of traits they preserved was up to them. In the worst case, a species still saddled with inappropriate drives but empowered by advanced technology could wreak havoc. The Noudah deserved to be treated with courtesy and respect, but they did not yet belong in the Amalgam.
 
The Tirans’ own exchanges were not on open channels, so once they had entered Anne’s ship Joan could only guess at what was happening. She waited until two of the ships had returned to the surface, then sent her own message to Ghahar’s traffic control.
 
“I come in peace from another star. I seek permission to land.”
 
* * * *
 
3
 
The Ghahari allowed Joan to fly her ship straight down to the surface. She wasn’t sure if this was because they were more trusting, or if they were afraid that the Tirans might try to interfere if she lingered in orbit.
 
The landing site was a bare plain of chocolate-colored sand. The air shimmered in the heat, the distortions intensified by the thickness of the atmosphere, making the horizon waver as if seen through molten glass. Joan waited in the cockpit as three trucks approached; they all came to a halt some twenty meters away. A voice over the radio instructed her to leave the ship; she complied, and after she’d stood in the open for a minute, a lone Noudah left one of the trucks and walked toward her.
 
“I’m Pirit,” she said. “Welcome to Ghahar.” Her gestures were courteous but restrained.
 
“I’m Joan. Thank you for your hospitality.”
 
“Your impersonation of our biology is impeccable.” There was a trace of skepticism in Pirit’s tone; Joan had pointed the Ghahari to her own portrait being broadcast from the decoy node, but she had to admit that in the con­text her lack of exotic technology and traits would make it harder to accept the implications of that transmission.
 
“In my culture, it’s a matter of courtesy to imitate one’s hosts as closely as possible.”
 
Pirit hesitated, as if pondering whether to debate the merits of such a custom, but then rather than quibbling over the niceties of interspecies eti­quette she chose to confront the real issue head-on. “If you’re a Tiran spy, or a defector, the sooner you admit that the better.”
 
“That’s very sensible advice, but I’m neither.”
 
The Noudah wore no clothing as such, but Pirit had a belt with a number of pouches. She took a handheld scanner from one and ran it over Joan’s body. Joan’s briefing suggested that it was probably only checking for metal, volatile explosives, and radiation; the technology to image her body or search for pathogens would not be so portable. In any case, she was a healthy, unarmed Noudah down to the molecular level.
 
Pirit escorted her to one of the trucks, and invited her to recline in a section at the back. Another Noudah drove while Pirit watched over Joan. They soon arrived at a small complex of buildings a couple of kilometers from where the ship had touched down. The walls, roofs, and floors of the buildings were all made from the local sand, cemented with an adhesive that the Noudah secreted from their own bodies.
 
Inside, Joan was given a thorough medical examination, including three kinds of full-body scan. The Noudah who examined her treated her with a kind of detached efficiency devoid of any pleasantries; she wasn’t sure if that was their standard bedside manner, or a kind of glazed shock at having been told of her claimed origins.
 
Pirit took her to an adjoining room and offered her a couch. The Noudah anatomy did not allow for sitting, but they liked to recline.
 
Pirit remained standing. “How did you come here?” she asked.
 
“You’ve seen my ship. I flew it from Baneth.”
 
“And how did you reach Baneth?”
 
“I’m not free to discuss that,” Joan replied cheerfully.
 
“Not free?” Pirit’s face clouded with silver, as if she were genuinely per­plexed.
 
Joan said, “You understand me perfectly. Please don’t tell me there’s noth­ing you’re not free to discuss with me.”
 
“You certainly didn’t fly that ship twenty light-years.”
 
“No, I certainly didn’t.”
 
Pirit hesitated. “Did you come through the Cataract?” The Cataract was a black hole, a remote partner to the Noudah’s sun; they orbited each other at a distance of about eighty billion kilometers. The name came from its telescopic appearance: a dark circle ringed by a distortion in the back­ground of stars, like some kind of visual aberration. The Tirans and Ghahari were in a race to be the first to visit this extraordinary neighbor, but as yet neither of them were quite up to the task.
 
“Through the Cataract? I think your scientists have already proven that black holes aren’t shortcuts to anywhere.”
 
“Our scientists aren’t always right.”
 
“Neither are ours,” Joan admitted, “but all the evidence points in one direction: black holes aren’t doorways, they’re shredding machines.”
 
“So you traveled the whole twenty light-years?”
 
“More than that,” Joan said truthfully “from my original home. I’ve spent half my life traveling.”
 
“Faster than light?” Pirit suggested hopefully.
 
“No. That’s impossible.”
 
They circled around the question a dozen more times, before Pirit finally changed her tune from how to why?
 
“I’m a xenomathematician,” Joan said. “I’ve come here in the hope of collaborating with your archaeologists in their study of Niah artifacts.”
 
Pirit was stunned. “What do you know about the Niah?”
 
“Not as much as I’d like to.” Joan gestured at her Noudah body. “As I’m sure you’ve already surmised, we’ve listened to your broadcasts for some time, so we know pretty much what an ordinary Noudah knows. That in­cludes the basic facts about the Niah. Historically they’ve been referred to as your ancestors, though the latest studies suggest that you and they really just have an earlier common ancestor. They died out about a million years ago, but there’s evidence that they might have had a sophisticated culture for as long as three million years. There’s no indication that they ever developed space flight. Basically, once they achieved material comfort, they seem to have devoted themselves to various art forms, including mathematics.”
 
“So you’ve traveled twenty light-years just to look at Niah tablets?” Pirit was incredulous.
 
“Any culture that spent three million years doing mathematics must have something to teach us.”
 
“Really?” Pirit’s face became blue with disgust. “In the ten thousand years since we discovered the wheel, we’ve already reached halfway to the Cataract. They wasted their time on useless abstractions.”
 
Joan said, “I come from a culture of spacefarers myself, so I respect your achievements. But I don’t think anyone really knows what the Niah achieved. I’d like to find out, with the help of your people.”
 
Pirit was silent for a while. “What if we say no?”
 
“Then I’ll leave empty-handed.”
 
“What if we insist that you remain with us?”
 
“Then I’ll die here, empty-handed.” On her command, this body would expire in an instant; she could not be held and tortured.
 
Pirit said angrily, “You must be willing to trade something for the privilege you’re demanding!”
 
“Requesting, not demanding,” Joan insisted gently. “And what I’m will­ing to offer is my own culture’s perspective on Niah mathematics. If you ask your archaeologists and mathematicians, I’m sure they’ll tell you that there are many things written in the Niah tablets that they don’t yet understand. My colleague and I”—neither of them had mentioned Anne before, but Joan was sure that Pirit knew all about her—”simply want to shed as much light as we can on this subject.”
 
Pirit said bitterly, “You won’t even tell us how you came to our world. Why should we trust you to share whatever you discover about the Niah?”
 
“Interstellar travel is no great mystery,” Joan countered. “You know all the basic science already; making it work is just a matter of persistence. If you’re left to develop your own technology, you might even come up with better methods than we have.”
 
“So we’re expected to be patient, to discover these things for ourselves… but you can’t wait a few centuries for us to decipher the Niah artifacts?”
 
Joan said bluntly, “The present Noudah culture, both here and in Tira, seems to hold the Niah in contempt. Dozens of partially excavated sites containing Niah artifacts are under threat from irrigation projects and other developments. That’s the reason we couldn’t wait. We needed to come here and offer our assistance, before the last traces of the Niah disappeared for­ever.”
 
Pirit did not reply, but Joan hoped she knew what her interrogator was thinking: Nobody would cross twenty light-years for a few worthless scribblings. Perhaps we’ve underestimated the Niah. Perhaps our ancestors have left us a great secret, a great legacy. And perhaps the fastest—perhaps the only—way to uncover it is to give this impertinent, irritating alien exactly what she wants.
 
* * * *
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The sun was rising ahead of them as they reached the top of the hill. Sando turned to Joan, and his face became green with pleasure. “Look behind you,” he said.
 
Joan did as he asked. The valley below was hidden in fog, and it had set­tled so evenly that she could see their shadows in the dawn light, stretched out across the top of the fog layer. Around the shadow of her head was a circular halo like a small rainbow.
 
“We call it the Niah’s light,” Sando said. “In the old days, people used to say that the halo proved that the Niah blood was strong in you.”
 
Joan said, “The only trouble with that hypothesis being that you see it around your head…and I see it around mine.” On Earth, the phenomenon was known as a “glory.” The particles of fog were scattering the sunlight back toward them, turning it one hundred and eighty degrees. To look at the shadow of your own head was to face directly away from the sun, so the halo always appeared around the observers shadow.
 
“I suppose you’re the final proof that Niah blood has nothing to do with it,” Sando mused.
 
“That’s assuming I’m telling you the truth, and I really can see it around my own head.”
 
“And assuming,” Sando added, “that the Niah really did stay at home, and didn’t wander around the galaxy spreading their progeny.”
 
They came over the top of the hill and looked down into the adjoining riverine valley. The sparse brown grass of the hillside gave way to a lush violet growth closer to the water. Joan’s arrival had delayed the flooding of the valley, but even alien interest in the Niah had only bought the ar­chaeologists an extra year. The dam was part of a long-planned agricultural development, and however tantalizing the possibility that Joan might reveal some priceless insight hidden among the Niah’s “useless abstractions,” that vague promise could only compete with more tangible considerations for a limited time.
 
Part of the hill had fallen away in a landslide a few centuries before, revealing more than a dozen beautifully preserved strata. When Joan and Sando reached the excavation site, Rali and Surat were already at work, clearing away soft sedimentary rock from a layer that Sando had dated as belonging to the Niah’s “twilight” period.
 
Pirit had insisted that only Sando, the senior archaeologist, be told about Joan’s true nature; Joan refused to lie to anyone, but had agreed to tell her colleagues only that she was a mathematician and that she was not permit­ted to discuss her past. At first this had made them guarded and resentful, no doubt because they assumed that she was some kind of spy sent by the authorities to watch over them. Later it had dawned on them that she was genuinely interested in their work, and that the absurd restrictions on her topics of conversation were not of her own choosing. Nothing about the Noudah’s language or appearance correlated strongly with their recent divi­sion into nations—with no oceans to cross, and a long history of migration they were more or less geographically homogeneous—but Joan’s odd name and occasional faux pas could still be ascribed to some mysterious exoti­cism. Rali and Surat seemed content to assume that she was a defector from one of the smaller nations, and that her history could not be made explicit for obscure political reasons.
 
“There are more tablets here, very close to the surface,” Rali announced excitedly. “The acoustics are unmistakable.” Ideally they would have exca­vated the entire hillside, but they did not have the time or the labor, so they were using acoustic tomography to identify likely deposits of accessible Niah writing, and then concentrating their efforts on those spots.
 
The Niah had probably had several ephemeral forms of written commu­nication, but when they found something worth publishing, it stayed pub­lished: they carved their symbols into a ceramic that made diamond seem like tissue paper. It was almost unheard of for the tablets to be broken, but they were small, and multitablet works were sometimes widely dispersed. Niah technology could probably have carved three million years’ worth of knowledge onto the head of a pin—they seemed not to have invented nanomachines, but they were into high-quality bulk materials and precision engineering—but for whatever reason they had chosen legibility to the naked eye above other considerations.
 
Joan made herself useful, taking acoustic readings farther along the slope, while Sando watched over his students as they came closer to the buried Niah artifacts. She had learned not to hover around expectantly when a discovery was imminent; she was treated far more warmly if she waited to be summoned. The tomography unit was almost foolproof, using satellite navigation to track its position and software to analyze the signals it gath­ered; all it really needed was someone to drag it along the rock face at a suitable pace.
 
From the corner of her eye, Joan noticed her shadow on the rocks flicker and grow complicated. She looked up to see three dazzling beads of light flying west out of the sun. She might have assumed that the fusion ships were doing something useful, but the media was full of talk of “military exercises,” which meant the Tirans and the Ghahari were engaging in ex­pensive, belligerent gestures in orbit, trying to convince each other of their superior skills, technology, or sheer strength of numbers. For people with no real differences apart from a few centuries of recent history, they could puff up their minor political disputes into matters of the utmost solemnity. It might almost have been funny, if the idiots hadn’t incinerated hundreds of thousands of each other’s citizens every few decades, not to mention playing callous and often deadly games with the lives of the inhabitants of smaller nations.
 
“Jown! Jown! Come and look at this!” Surat called to her. Joan switched off the tomography unit and jogged toward the archaeologists, suddenly conscious of her body’s strangeness. Her legs were stumpy but strong, and her balance as she ran came not from arms and shoulders but from the swish of her muscular tail.
 
“It’s a significant mathematical result,” Rali informed her proudly when she reached them. He’d pressure-washed the sandstone away from the near-indestructible ceramic of the tablet, and it was only a matter of holding the surface at the right angle to the light to see the etched writing stand out as crisply and starkly as it would have a million years before.
 
Rali was not a mathematician, and he was not offering his own opin­ion on the theorem the tablet stated; the Niah themselves had had a clear set of typographical conventions which they used to distinguish between everything from minor lemmas to the most celebrated theorems. The size and decorations of the symbols labeling the theorem attested to its value in the Niah’s eyes.
 
Joan read the theorem carefully. The proof was not included on the same tablet, but the Niah had a way of expressing their results that made you believe them as soon as you read them; in this case the definitions of the terms needed to state the theorem were so beautifully chosen that the result seemed almost inevitable.
 
The theorem itself was expressed as a commuting hypercube, one of the Niah’s favorite forms. You could think of a square with four different sets of mathematical objects associated with each of its corners, and a way of mapping one set into another associated with each edge of the square. If the maps commuted, then going across the top of the square, then down, had exactly the same effect as going down the left edge of the square, then across: either way, you mapped each element from the top-left set into the same element of the bottom-right set. A similar kind of result might hold for sets and maps that could naturally be placed at the corners and edges of a cube, or a hypercube of any dimension. It was also possible for the square faces in these structures to stand for relationships that held between the maps between sets, and for cubes to describe relationships between those relationships, and so on.
 
That a theorem took this form didn’t guarantee its importance; it was easy to cook up trivial examples of sets and maps that commuted. The Niah didn’t carve trivia into their timeless ceramic, though, and this theorem was no exception. The seven-dimensional commuting hypercube established a dazzlingly elegant correspondence between seven distinct, major branches of Niah mathematics, intertwining their most important concepts into a unified whole. It was a result Joan had never seen before: no mathematician anywhere in the Amalgam, or in any ancestral culture she had studied, had reached the same insight.
 
She explained as much of this as she could to the three archaeologists; they couldn’t take in all the details, but their faces became orange with fas­cination when she sketched what she thought the result would have meant to the Niah themselves.
 
“This isn’t quite the Big Crunch,” she joked, “but it must have made them think they were getting closer.”
 
“The Big Crunch” was her nickname for the mythical result that the Niah had aspired to reach: a unification of every field of mathematics that they considered significant. To find such a thing would not have meant the end of mathematics—it would not have subsumed every last conceivable, interesting mathematical truth—but it would certainly have marked a point of closure for the Niah’s own style of investigation.
 
“I’m sure they found it,” Surat insisted. “They reached the Big Crunch, then they had nothing more to live for.”
 
Rali was scathing. “So the whole culture committed collective suicide?”
 
“Not actively, no,” Surat replied. “But it was the search that had kept them going.”
 
“Entire cultures don’t lose the will to live,” Rali said. “They get wiped out by external forces: disease, invasion, changes in climate.”
 
“The Niah survived for three million years,” Surat countered. “They had the means to weather all of those forces. Unless they were wiped out by alien invaders with vastly superior technology.” She turned to Joan. “What do you think?”
 
“About aliens destroying the Niah?”
 
“I was joking about the aliens. But what about the mathematics? What if they found the Big Crunch?”
 
“There’s more to life than mathematics,” Joan said. “But not much more.”
 
Sando said, “And there’s more to this find than one tablet. If we get back to work, we might have the proof in our hands before sunset.”
 
* * * *
 
5
 
Joan briefed Halzoun by video link while Sando prepared the evening meal. Halzoun was the mathematician Pirit had appointed to supervise her, but apparently his day job was far too important to allow him to travel. Joan was grateful; Halzoun was the most tedious Noudah she had encountered. He could understand the Niah’s work when she explained it to him, but he seemed to have no interest in it for its own sake. He spent most of their conversations trying to catch her out in some deception or contradiction, and the rest pressing her to imagine military or commercial applications of the Niah’s gloriously useless insights. Sometimes she played along with this infantile fantasy, hinting at potential superweapons based on exotic physics that might come tumbling out of the vacuum, if only one possessed the right Niah theorems to coax them into existence.
 
Sando was her minder too, but at least he was more subtle about it. Pirit had insisted that she stay in his shelter, rather than sharing Rali and Surat’s; Joan didn’t mind, because with Sando she didn’t have the stress of having to keep quiet about everything. Privacy and modesty were nonissues for the Noudah, and Joan had become Noudah enough not to care herself. Nor was there any danger of their proximity leading to a sexual bond; the Noudah had a complex system of biochemical cues that meant desire only arose in couples with a suitable mixture of genetic differences and similari­ties. She would have had to search a crowded Noudah city for a week to find someone to lust after, though at least it would have been guaranteed to be mutual.
 
After they’d eaten, Sando said, “You should be happy. That was our best find yet.”
 
“I am happy.” Joan made a conscious effort to exhibit a viridian tinge. “It was the first new result I’ve seen on this planet. It was the reason I came here, the reason I traveled so far.”
 
“Something’s wrong, though, I think.”
 
“I wish I could have shared the news with my friend,” Joan admitted. Pirit claimed to be negotiating with the Tirans to allow Anne to commu­nicate with her, but Joan was not convinced that she was genuinely trying.
 
She was sure that Pirit would have relished the thought of listening in on a conversation between the two of them—while forcing them to speak Noudah, of course—in the hope that they’d slip up and reveal something useful, but at the same time she would have had to face the fact that the Tirans would be listening too. What an excruciating dilemma.
 
“You should have brought a communications link with you,” Sando sug­gested. “A home-style one, I mean. Nothing we could eavesdrop on.”
 
“We couldn’t do that,” Joan said.
 
He pondered this. “You really are afraid of us, aren’t you? You think the smallest technological trinket will be enough to send us straight to the stars, and then you’ll have a horde of rampaging barbarians to deal with.”
 
“We know how to deal with barbarians,” Joan said coolly.
 
Sando’s face grew dark with mirth. “Now I’m afraid.”
 
“I just wish I knew what was happening to her,” Joan said. “What she was doing, how they were treating her.”
 
“Probably much the same as we’re treating you,” Sando suggested. “We’re really not that different.” He thought for a moment. “There was something I wanted to show you.” He brought over his portable console, and sum­moned up an article from a Tiran journal. “See what a borderless world we live in,” he joked.
 
The article was entitled “Seekers and Spreaders: What We Must Learn from the Niah.” Sando said, “This might give you some idea of how they’re thinking over there. Jaqad is an academic archaeologist, but she’s also very close to the people in power.”
 
Joan read from the console while Sando made repairs to their shelter, secreting a molasseslike substance from a gland at the tip of his tail and spreading it over the cracks in the walls.
 
There were two main routes a culture could take, Jaqad argued, once it satisfied its basic material needs. One was to think and study: to stand back and observe, to seek knowledge and insight from the world around it. The other was to invest its energy in entrenching its good fortune.
 
The Niah had learned a great deal in three million years, but in the end it had not been enough to save them. Exactly what had killed them was still a matter of speculation, but it was hard to believe that if they had colonized other worlds they would have vanished on all of them. “Had the Niah been Spreaders,” Jaqad wrote, “we might expect a visit from them, or them from us, sometime in the coming centuries.”
 
The Noudah, in contrast, were determined Spreaders. Once they had the means, they would plant colonies across the galaxy. They would, Jaqad was sure, create new biospheres, reengineer stars, and even alter space and time to guarantee their survival. The growth of their empire would come first; any knowledge that failed to serve that purpose would be a mere dis­traction. “In any competition between Seekers and Spreaders, it is a Law of History that the Spreaders must win out in the end. Seekers, such as the Niah, might hog resources and block the way, but in the long run their own nature will be their downfall.”
 
Joan stopped reading. “When you look out into the galaxy with your telescopes,” she asked Sando, “how many reengineered stars do you see?”
 
“Would we recognize them?”
 
“Yes. Natural stellar processes aren’t that complicated; your scientists al­ready know everything there is to know about the subject.”
 
“I’ll take your word for that. So… you’re saying Jaqad is wrong? The Niah themselves never left this world, but the galaxy already belongs to creatures more like them than like us?”
 
“It’s not Noudah versus Niah,” Joan said. “It’s a matter of how a culture’s perspective changes with time. Once a species conquers disease, modifies their biology, and spreads even a short distance beyond their homeworld, they usually start to relax a bit. The territorial imperative isn’t some timeless Law of History; it belongs to a certain phase.”
 
“What if it persists, though? Into a later phase?”
 
“That can cause friction,” Joan admitted.
 
“Nevertheless, no Spreaders have conquered the galaxy?”
 
“Not yet.”
 
Sando went back to his repairs; Joan read the rest of the article. She’d thought she’d already grasped the lesson demanded by the subtitle, but it turned out that Jaqad had something more specific in mind.
 
“Having argued this way, how can I defend my own field of study from the very same charges as I have brought against the Niah? Having grasped the essential character of this doomed race, why should we waste our time and resources studying them further?
 
“The answer is simple. We still do not know exactly how and why the Niah died, but when we do, that could turn out to be the most important discovery in history. When we finally leave our world behind, we should not expect to find only other Spreaders to compete with us, as honorable op­ponents in battle. There will be Seekers as well, blocking the way. Tired, old races squatting uselessly on their hoards of knowledge and wealth.
 
“Time will defeat them in the end, but we already waited three million years to be born; we should have no patience to wait again. If we can learn how the Niah died, that will be our key, that will be our weapon. If we know the Seekers’ weakness, we can find a way to hasten their demise.”
 
* * * *
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The proof of the Niah’s theorem turned out to be buried deep in the hillside, but over the following days they extracted it all.
 
It was as beautiful and satisfying as Joan could have wished, merging six earlier, simpler theorems while extending the techniques used in their proofs. She could even see hints of how the same methods might be stretched further to yield still stronger results. “The Big Crunch” had always been a slightly mocking, irreverent term, but now she was struck anew by how little justice it did to the real trend that had fascinated the Niah. It was not a matter of everything in mathematics collapsing in on itself, with one branch turning out to have been merely a recapitulation of another under a different guise. Rather, the principle was that every sufficiently beautiful mathematical system was rich enough to mirror in part—and sometimes in a complex and distorted fashion—every other sufficiently beautiful system. Nothing became sterile and redundant, nothing proved to have been a waste of time, but everything was shown to be magnificently intertwined.
 
After briefing Halzoun, Joan used the satellite dish to transmit the theo­rem and its proof to the decoy node. That had been the deal with Pirit: anything she learned from the Niah belonged to the whole galaxy, as long as she explained it to her hosts first.
 
The archaeologists moved across the hillside, hunting for more artifacts in the same layer of sediment. Joan was eager to see what else the same group of Niah might have published. One possible eight-dimensional hypercube was hovering in her mind; if she’d sat down and thought about it for a few decades she might have worked out the details herself, but the Niah did what they did so well that it would have seemed crass to try to follow clumsily in their footsteps when their own immaculately polished results might simply be lying in the ground, waiting to be uncovered.
 
A month after the discovery, Joan was woken by the sound of an intruder moving through the shelter. She knew it wasn’t Sando; even as she slept an ancient part of her Noudah brain was listening to his heartbeat. The stranger’s heart was too quiet to hear, which required great discipline, but the shelter’s flexible adhesive made the floor emit a characteristic squeak beneath even the gentlest footsteps. As she rose from her couch she heard Sando waking, and she turned in his direction.
 
Bright torchlight on his face dazzled her for a moment. The intruder held two knives to Sando’s respiration membranes; a deep enough cut there would mean choking to death, in excruciating pain. The nanomachines that had built Joan’s body had wired extensive skills in unarmed combat into her brain, and one scenario involving a feigned escape attempt followed by a sideways flick of her powerful tail was already playing out in the back of her mind, but as yet she could see no way to guarantee that Sando came through it all unharmed.
 
She said, “What do you want?”
 
The intruder remained in darkness. “Tell me about the ship that brought you to Baneth.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because it would be a shame to shred your colleague here, just when his work was going so well.” Sando refused to show any emotion on his face, but the blank pallor itself was as stark an expression of fear as anything Joan could imagine.
 
She said, “There’s a coherent state that can be prepared for a quark-gluon plasma in which virtual black holes catalyze baryon decay. In effect, you can turn all of your fuel’s rest mass into photons, yielding the most efficient exhaust stream possible.” She recited a long list of technical details. The claimed baryon decay process didn’t actually exist, but the pseudophysics underpinning it was mathematically consistent, and could not be ruled out by anything the Noudah had yet observed. She and Anne had prepared an entire fictitious science and technology, and even a fictitious history of their culture, precisely for emergencies like this; they could spout red herrings for a decade if necessary, and never get caught out contradicting themselves.
 
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” the intruder gloated.
 
“What now?”
 
“You’re going to take a trip with me. If you do this nicely, nobody needs to get hurt.”
 
Something moved in the shadows, and the intruder screamed in pain. Joan leaped forward and knocked one of the knives out of his hand with her tail; the other knife grazed Sando’s membrane, but a second tail whipped out of the darkness and intervened. As the intruder fell backward, the beam of his torch revealed Surat and Rali tensed beside him, and a pick buried deep in his side.
 
Joan’s rush of combat hormones suddenly faded, and she let out a long, deep wail of anguish. Sando was unscathed, but a stream of dark liquid was pumping out of the intruder’s wound.
 
Surat was annoyed. “Stop blubbing, and help us tie up this Tiran cousin-fucker.”
 
“Tie him up? You’ve killed him!”
 
“Don’t be stupid, that’s just sheath fluid.” Joan recalled her Noudah anat­omy; sheath fluid was like oil in a hydraulic machine. You could lose it all and it would cost you most of the strength in your limbs and tail, but you wouldn’t die, and your body would make more eventually.
 
Rali found some cable and they trussed up the intruder. Sando was shaken, but he seemed to be recovering. He took Joan aside. “I’m going to have to call Pirit.”
 
“I understand. But what will he do to these two?” She wasn’t sure exactly how much Rali and Surat had heard, but it was certain to have been more than Pirit wanted them to know.
 
“Don’t worry about that, I can protect them.”
 
Just before dawn someone sent by Pirit arrived in a truck to take the intruder away. Sando declared a rest day, and Rali and Surat went back to their shelter to sleep. Joan went for a walk along the hillside; she didn’t feel like sleeping.
 
Sando caught up with her. He said, “I told them you’d been working on a military research project, and you were exiled here for some political misdemeanor.”
 
“And they believed you?”
 
“All they heard was half of a conversation full of incomprehensible phys­ics. All they know is that someone thought you were worth kidnapping.”
 
Joan said, “I’m sorry about what happened.”
 
Sando hesitated. “What did you expect?”
 
Joan was stung. “One of us went to Tira, one of us came here. We thought that would keep everyone happy!”
 
“We’re Spreaders,” said Sando. “Give us one of anything, and we want two. Especially if our enemy has the other one. Did you really think you could come here, do a bit of fossicking, and then simply fly away without changing a thing?”
 
“Your culture has always believed there were other civilizations in the galaxy. Our existence hardly came as a shock.”
 
Sando’s face became yellow, an expression of almost parental reproach. “Believing in something in the abstract is not the same as having it dangled in front of you. We were never going to have an existential crisis at finding out that we’re not unique; the Niah might be related to us, but they were still alien enough to get us used to the idea. But did you really think we were just going to relax and accept your refusal to share your technology? That one of you went to the Tirans only makes it worse for the Ghahari, and vice versa. Both governments are going absolutely crazy, each one ter­rified that the other has found a way to make its alien talk.”
 
Joan stopped walking. “The war games, the border skirmishes? You’re blaming all of that on Anne and me?”
 
Sando’s body sagged wearily. “To be honest, I don’t know all the details. And if it’s any consolation, I’m sure we would have found another reason if you hadn’t come along.”
 
Joan said, “Maybe I should leave.” She was tired of these people, tired of her body, tired of being cut off from civilization. She had rescued one beau­tiful Niah theorem and sent it out into the Amalgam. Wasn’t that enough?
 
“It’s up to you,” Sando replied. “But you might as well stay until they flood the valley. Another year isn’t going to change anything. What you’ve done to this world has already been done. For us, there’s no going back.”
 
* * * *
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Joan stayed with the archaeologists as they moved across the hillside. They found tablets bearing Niah drawings and poetry, which no doubt had their virtues but to Joan seemed bland and opaque. Sando and his students rel­ished these discoveries as much as the theorems; to them, the Niah culture was a vast jigsaw puzzle, and any clue that filled in the details of their history was as good as any other.
 
Sando would have told Pirit everything he’d heard from Joan the night the intruder came, so she was surprised that she hadn’t been summoned for a fresh interrogation to flesh out the details. Perhaps the Ghahari physi­cists were still digesting her elaborate gobbledygook, trying to decide if it made sense. In her more cynical moments she wondered if the intruder might have been Ghahari himself, sent by Pirit to exploit her friendship with Sando. Perhaps Sando had even been in on it, and Rah and Surat as well. The possibility made her feel as if she were living in a fabricated world, a scape in which nothing was real and nobody could be trusted. The only thing she was certain that the Ghaharis could not have faked was the Niah artifacts. The mathematics verified itself; everything else was subject to doubt and paranoia.
 
Summer came, burning away the morning fogs. The Noudah’s idea of heat was very different from Joan’s previous perceptions, but even the body she now wore found the midday sun oppressive. She willed herself to be patient. There was still a chance that the Niah had taken a few more steps toward their grand vision of a unified mathematics, and carved their final discoveries into the form that would outlive them by a million years.
 
When the lone fusion ship appeared high in the afternoon sky, Joan re­solved to ignore it. She glanced up once, but she kept dragging the tomog­raphy unit across the ground. She was sick of thinking about Tiran-Ghahari politics. They had played their childish games for centuries; she would not take the blame for this latest outbreak of provocation.
 
Usually the ships flew by, disappearing within minutes, showing off their power and speed. This one lingered, weaving back and forth across the sky like some dazzling insect performing an elaborate mating dance. Joan’s second shadow darted around her feet, hammering a strangely famil­iar rhythm into her brain.
 
She looked up, disbelieving. The motion of the ship was following the syntax of a gestural language she had learned on another planet, in another body, a dozen lifetimes ago. The only other person on this world who could know that language was Anne
 
She glanced toward the archaeologists a hundred meters away, but they seemed to be paying no attention to the ship. She switched off the tomog­raphy unit and stared into the sky. I’m listening, my friend. What’s happening? Did they give you back your ship? Have you had enough of this world, and decided to go home?
 
Anne told the story in shorthand, compressed and elliptic. The Tirans had found a tablet bearing a theorem: the last of the Niah’s discoveries, the pin­nacle of their achievements. Her minders had not let her study it, but they had contrived a situation making it easy for her to steal it, and to steal this ship. They had wanted her to take it and run, in the hope that she would lead them to something they valued far more than any ancient mathematics: an advanced spacecraft, or some magical stargate at the edge of the system.
 
But Anne wasn’t fleeing anywhere. She was high above Ghahar, reading the tablet, and now she would paint what she read across the sky for Joan to see.
 
Sando approached. “We’re in danger, we have to move.”
 
“Danger? That’s my friend up there! She’s not going to shoot a missile at us!”
 
“Your friend?” Sando seemed confused. As he spoke, three more ships came into view, lower and brighter than the first. “I’ve been told that the Tirans are going to strike the valley, to bury the Niah sites. We need to get over the hill and indoors, to get some protection from the blast.”
 
“Why would the Tirans attack the Niah sites? That makes no sense to me.”
 
Sando said, “Nor me, but I don’t have time to argue.”
 
The three ships were menacing Anne’s, pursuing her, trying to drive her away. Joan had no idea if they were Ghahari defending their territory, or Tirans harassing her in the hope that she would flee and reveal the non­existent shortcut to the stars, but Anne was staying put, still weaving the same gestural language into her maneuvers even as she dodged her pursuers, spelling out the Niah’s glorious finale.
 
Joan said, “You go. I have to see this.” She tensed, ready to fight him if necessary.
 
Sando took something from his tool belt and peppered her side with holes. Joan gasped with pain and crumpled to the ground as the sheath fluid poured out of her.
 
Rali and Surat helped carry her to the shelter. Joan caught glimpses of the fiery ballet in the sky, but not enough to make sense of it, let alone re­construct it.
 
They put her on her couch inside the shelter. Sando bandaged her side and gave her water to sip. He said, “I’m sorry I had to do that, but if any­thing had happened to you I would have been held responsible.”
 
Surat kept ducking outside to check on the “battle,” then reporting ex­citedly on the state of play. “The Tirans still up there, they can’t get rid of it. I don’t know why they haven’t shot it down yet.”
 
Because the Tirans were the ones pursuing Anne, and they didn’t want her dead. But for how long would the Ghahari tolerate this violation?
 
Anne’s efforts could not be allowed to come to nothing. Joan struggled to recall the constellations she’d last seen in the night sky. At the node they’d departed from, powerful telescopes were constantly trained on the Noudah’s homeworld. Anne’s ship was easily bright enough, its gestures wide enough, to be resolved from seven light-years away—if the planet itself wasn’t block­ing the view, if the node was above the horizon.
 
The shelter was windowless, but Joan saw the ground outside the doorway brighten for an instant. The flash was silent; no missile had struck the valley, the explosion had taken place high above the atmosphere.
 
Surat went outside. When she returned she said quietly, “All clear. They got it.”
 
Joan put all her effort into spitting out a handful of words. “I want to see what happened.”
 
Sando hesitated, then motioned to the others to help him pick up the couch and carry it outside.
 
A shell of glowing plasma was still visible, drifting across the sky as it expanded, a ring of light growing steadily fainter until it vanished into the afternoon glare.
 
Anne was dead in this embodiment, but her backup would wake and go on to new adventures. Joan could at least tell her the story of her local death: of virtuoso flying and a spectacular end.
 
She’d recovered her bearings now, and she recalled the position of the stars. The node was still hours away from rising. The Amalgam was full of powerful telescopes, but no others would be aimed at this obscure planet, and no plea to redirect them could outrace the light they would need to capture in order to bring the Niah’s final theorem back to life.
 
* * * *
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Sando wanted to send her away for medical supervision, but Joan insisted on remaining at the site.
 
“The fewer officials who get to know about this incident, the fewer problems it makes for you,” she reasoned.
 
“As long as you don’t get sick and die,” he replied.
 
“I’m not going to die.” Her wounds had not become infected, and her strength was returning rapidly.
 
They compromised. Sando hired someone to drive up from the nearest town to look after her while he was out at the excavation. Daya had basic medical training and didn’t ask awkward questions; he seemed happy to tend to Joan’s needs, and then lie outside daydreaming the rest of the time.
 
There was still a chance, Joan thought, that the Niah had carved the theorem on a multitude of tablets and scattered them all over the planet. There was also a chance that the Tirans had made copies of the tablet before letting Anne abscond with it. The question, though, was whether she had the slightest prospect of getting her hands on these duplicates.
 
Anne might have made some kind of copy herself, but she hadn’t men­tioned it in the prologue to her aerobatic rendition of the theorem. If she’d had any time to spare, she wouldn’t have limited herself to an audience of one: she would have waited until the node had risen over Ghahar.
 
On her second night as an invalid, Joan dreamed that she saw Anne standing on the hill looking back into the fog-shrouded valley, her shadow haloed by the Niah light.
 
When she woke, she knew what she had to do.
 
When Sando left, she asked Daya to bring her the console that controlled the satellite dish. She had enough strength in her arms now to operate it, and Daya showed no interest in what she did. That was naive, of course: whether or not Daya was spying on her, Pirit would know exactly where the signal was sent. So be it. Seven light-years was still far beyond the Nou­dah’s reach; the whole node could be disassembled and erased long before they came close.
 
No message could outrace light directly, but there were more ways for light to reach the node than the direct path, the fastest one. Every black hole had its glory, twisting light around it in a tight, close orbit and flinging it back out again. Seventy-four hours after the original image was lost to them, the telescopes at the node could still turn to the Cataract and scour the distorted, compressed image of the sky at the rim of the hole’s black disk to catch a replay of Anne’s ballet.
 
Joan composed the message and entered the coordinates of the node. You didn’t die for nothing, my friend. When you wake and see this, you’ll be proud of us both.
 
She hesitated, her hand hovering above the send key. The Tirans had wanted Anne to flee, to show them the way to the stars, but had they really been indifferent to the loot they’d let her carry? The theorem had come at the end of the Niah’s three-million-year reign. To witness this beautiful truth would not destroy the Amalgam, but might it not weaken it? If the Seekers’ thirst for knowledge was slaked, their sense of purpose corroded, might not the most crucial strand of the culture fall into a twilight of its own? There was no shortcut to the stars, but the Noudah had been goaded by their alien visitors, and the technology would come to them soon enough.
 
The Amalgam had been goaded too: the theorem she’d already transmit­ted would send a wave of excitement around the galaxy, strengthening the Seekers, encouraging them to complete the unification by their own efforts. The Big Crunch might be inevitable, but at least she could delay it, and hope that the robustness and diversity of the Amalgam would carry them through it, and beyond.
 
She erased the message and wrote a new one, addressed to her backup via the decoy node. It would have been nice to upload all her memories, but the Noudah were ruthless, and she wasn’t prepared to stay any longer and risk being used by them. This sketch, this postcard, would have to be enough.
 
When the transmission was complete she left a note for Sando in the console’s memory.
 
Daya called out to her, “Joan? Do you need anything?”
 
She said, “No. I’m going to sleep for a while.”
 
 
Greg Egan is the author of seven science fiction novels; the most recent, Incandescence, is set in the same future history as ‘Glory’. His story ‘Oceanic’ won the Hugo award for Best Novella of 1998.
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An Account of an Experiment
Conducted by Fra. Salimbene, a Thirteenth-Century Italian Franciscan. Englished from the Latin by ...
 
ADAM BROWNE
 
 
T
he sins of Emperor Fridericus, King of Sicily, of Cyprus and Jerusalem, and of Germany, are so many in number and so prodigious in degree that in my weariness, and for want of time, I can enumerate but a few.
 
Once, for his idle amusement, he caused a vintner to be drowned in a cask of his own product, for he declared the wine in need of more full-bodied flavour - to which I say mine Emperor be as damned for the poor jape as for the murder.
 
Once, several of his enemies being captured in battle, he had them cut by a surgeon-barber, that the thews of their limbs be severed, and made slack and helpless thereby, and their hands and feet and bodies strung up, still living, like the puppets called marionettes. And great was the laughter of the assembled worthies to see those sorry men swinging about as in a children’s play, weeping and shouting to God, their limbs made to perform impious and abominable acts with each other, and with objects the merry Emperor and his friends tossed onto the stage.
 
Once, at luncheon, mine Emperor fed two men at table, of whom one he sent to sleep and the other to hunt; and that same evening he caused them to be disembowelled in his presence, to know which had the better digestion.
 
As for me, I cannot say I slept well nor digested a meal when in his patronage. More than once Rome branded him the Antichrist, and often enough I called him that also, in my cell at night - though for all his brutality, I must tell you he was no brute, but a comely, gallant man, a man of wit, conversant in seven languages and literate in nine, for which he was called stupor mundi or ‘wonder of the world’. A patron of the Arts and Sciences, sometimes his sins took a philosophical character, wherewith he endeavoured better to understand God’s Creation, even as he offended against it.
 
So it was that the Experiment came to be. Whether it would prove his greatest sin, or his saving, that is for Another to judge.
 
The notion must have visited him on a nightly carouse, for he came to me at Matins, very early, breaking into my dawn prayers with his ale-breath and hot eyes and the following instructions:
 
First, he desired me to gather a group of infants, hapless foundlings, some of whom he himself had, in some adventure or prodigality, made orphans.
 
Second, he bade me lock them in a cottage with a high-walled garden - and in this at least I felt no shame, for the children’s circumstances were much improved, with warm beds and meat and drink.
 
Third, I was to bring some foster-mothers and nurses for to suckle and bathe and care for the infants - but in no wise were they to speak with them. And here lay the critical thing, said the Emperor: his aim was to discover the Divine Language, being the tongue with which God addressed Adam and Eve, and which he argued must arise in those uninfluenced by the languages of man.
 
And so to my disgrace or glory I did as bid; and the children were gathered; and the nurses and foster-mothers suckled and bathed them; and the months passed; and one of the children sickened and died of a pox; and another fell from its cradle and broke a leg bone and perished of it; and they were interred in nameless graves, and I spoke over them words they never heard in life; and so passed a year.
 
In the second year one of the nurses was afflicted with a bloody flux and died of it, and I was obliged to replace her with another maid very imperfect for the task. Very soon this new maid could not forbear from muttering some blandishments to a girl under her care; and the Emperor, learning this, had the nurse killed and the girl cast out.
 
A year more passed; and two of the children grew twisted and died, so that I was given to reflect that language might be like those vital essences in foods which, if not taken in sufficient quantities, cause the bones to misshape, and the body to shrivel. However, later I wondered that if language be a food, then it is one with a poison in it, and must be consumed in moderation, for those most full of words are often twisted themselves, despite that the twisting may not be apparent to the eye.
 
A third year came and went; and late on Saint Zephyrinus’s Day a child spake. That it was a girl was no great surprise to me. Erelong another child made utterances, a younger boy, and then another, a girl also. And I caused to be built in their garden a screen like unto the blinds or hides wherewith hunters conceal themselves when stalking birds; and I sat me behind that screen, all unobserved; and after a goodly time of listening, I felt there was sense in their speech, that it was not a mere babble of idiots; but I could not decipher it or tell what language it was. It struck the ear strangely, being a curious, stuttering tongue, pretty, and musical as the speech of the Cathays - but I knew it was not that language. For if it be the speech native to Eden, as reason said it must be, then it must be native to the region of the Euphrates, and not the Far East, where Cathay lies.
 
I reported this to mine Emperor, but he was busy with an intrigue against Ludwig the Severe of Bavaria, and told me to leave him be. So I betook myself instead to my Abbot, and my Franciscan brothers, and begged them come to the cottage. With a will they came and sat they and listened to the speech, and all agreed that it be language, and not senseless blether. But as to what language it was, they could not agree.
 
Those who knew Hebrew affirmed that it was Greek; those who spake Greek declared it was Hebrew; those who spake both languages avowed it was Aramaic. And so a quarrel arose, and language of a profane sort was heard, and I daresay several of my brothers were obliged to confess the sin of anger the next day; but still the problem was not solved.
 
A week passing, the Emperor, discharged of other obligations, came to see this wonder. Sat he also behind the screen and listened. With time he stood, pale of the face, and quiet, and made known that even he, so wise of languages, was unable to unravel their speech.
 
So the Experiment went on, and the three children grew and their language with them. The other children in the cottage grew also, though not so hale. Never did they speak that language, nor any other, though one made the cluck-cluck noises of the chickens in the yard with such naturalness that the nurses joked he must be about to lay an egg, for which I scolded them, but was privately amused.
 
Still word spread, even beyond Christendom, even unto Arabia, and there came one day to the court of Fridericus a Levantine. And mine Emperor, who was then hoping for an alliance with a Governor in a city of Persia, was pleased to grant this scholar every largesse. But the Levantine desired only to see the children.
 
Came he to the cottage, where followed an exchange between us in which I formed the most favourable impression of that gracious and learned man, such that in the end I prayed Heaven that God in his Mercy might convert him to the True Faith, and save him from Perdition, to which he was surely bound. When I invited him to the screen, gently he did so, and listened he to the children for but a short while, after which he came away, thoughtful; and I asked him if he understood their words, and he said that he did.
 
I threw up my hands, crying out that Arabic be the language of God, but he bade me be still. For though he understood their speech, it was not Arabic, nor any language of the lands of Men.
 
Gazing at me, he gave me to know a great wonder. He told me the children were not speaking words, but the figures and formulations of the science that is called al-jabr, or algebra, devised of the Persian astrologer, mathematician and geographer Muhammad ibn Mūsā al-Khwārizmī.
 
By his manner, and my own observations of the language, I knew he spoke truly, and I was lost then in silent amaze. But later, when I reflected on the thing, I thought I should not have been very much surprised, for had not Plato and Thales of Miletus declared long ago that mathematics be the Language of God?
 
So passed a week, in observation and fruitful discussion between the Levantine and I. Until one evening, Fridericus, having been unsuccessful in his alliance, and in bad humour with things Persian, had some of his troopers convey to the Levantine a choice between leaving forthwith, or staying at the cost of his eyes.
 
The Levantine took the former option, and we parted in full sorrow.
 
Erelong came the Emperor himself, visiting the cottage as a storm visits the land. To the clap and boom of his questions, I gave such replies as I was able, which wondrous news was greeted only with a rain of scorn and a gale of revilings. For what use was mathematics to such as he? It could not serve him as language did; it could not be used to make falsehoods or master other men.
 
He was minded to end the Experiment at once; but being otherwise occupied with a small war that was going poorly for him, he declared he would leave things as they stood until another purpose arose for the cottage; and so it was; and he passed over and blew away. Again for a while the weather was clement, and I was allowed to continue my observations alone. This I did in peace and delight, listening as the children spake the Divine Language; and danced and sang in it, for is not music a kind of beautiful counting?
 
With time, I learned the Language the more deeply, and loved the children for their jests and word-plays.
 
I was lost in the mazy joy found in the consideration of their simplest nursery rhymes.
 
I studied their drawings made in the soil of the ground, patterns in patterns of such secret intricacies they seemed to me more alive than the plants growing in the earth around them.
 
So passed a month, or a little less, and some important business then taking me abroad, I returned to the cottage after my absence on a chill Saint Stephens day, whereupon one of the nurses came to me very fretful and said the children had not eaten or made stool or passed water for more than a week.
 
And here follows a thing that I hesitate to say, for fear you should doubt my word; but I must tell you before God that I watched the children through that day, and the next, and the next day withal, and in truth they ate not, nor drank.
 
They ignored the food brought to them, though it was good to eat, and instead used their mouths to sing: a song most pure, consecratory, a harmony of subtle numbers. And though there was no visible change to the food, I saw it change nevertheless; and the children made the motions of eating in the air above their trenchers, slow and vague, as in a dream; and later, when they left the table, they did so with every appearance of satisfaction.
 
The maids retrieving the dishes, I inspected the bread and cheese and other stuffs, and sampled a little of it, and although the bread tasted as bread, and the cheese as cheese, it had lost all savour. It was food no longer, but something less. For with their singing, the children had drawn out some fluent essence, some vital principle, and nourished their bodies thereby.
 
In all the time following, being somewhat under six months, though those children never partook in meat or drink, they prospered very hale - not fat, but tall and hollow-boned, with chatoyant eyes of the most penetrating kind, such that even as I sat hidden behind the screen, often I felt the kindling touch of their gaze lighting the sins in my heart.
 
Then came a night, not four hours before the moment in which I set these words on the page, when the Emperor, his war finished, and wanting the cottage for a new mistress, came to me in my chapel at evensong and told me under God’s roof that he purposed to have the children killed as an inconvenience.
 
I stood before him and said he must not.
 
At which there was a silence. Then he said I must not say must not to him, and there was a little laugh in his voice, and I was afeared.
 
But still I stood there, and said before God he must not.
 
He said he would send me to God forthwith if I continued in my defiance.
 
But still I defied him.
 
He strode across the flagstones to me, and to my face, that I felt the spit on my cheeks, he cried that the children would be slain, and that the deed would be done by his own hand.
 
At this I shuddered, for I knew he would make the killing into sport for his amusement, and the children would die in the most abominable way.
 
May God forgive me, I gave him to know that I would go there directly and feed them some poison (for he did not know they did not eat), at which mine Emperor laughed, merrily this time, to think I should so imperil my soul, and he bade me do that thing. And I hied me to that cottage, where I blessed the maids and nurses - worthy, simple women all - and gave I them such gold as I had, and weeping they left, taking the two unspeaking children with them.
 
I betook me to the three children, my children, intending to open the doors that they might flee out into the world.
 
But when I stepped up, the screen was not there. The children were standing there in its stead, and they gazed at me very frankly, and the eldest girl favoured me with a smile, and by it I knew she knew the fate Fridericus intended for them, and she was untroubled by it.
 
Then she turned from me, and the three of them faced inwards, and sang they a number.
 
The number was like a lantern that shone a light which was no light; or a trumpet that blared a call that was no sound.
 
Like sudden clarity after a life of madness there opened a path that had been there unseen all along, and the children waved farewell, and turned they and skipped in a direction for which there is no name - away and away and away - leaving their smiles with me even as they made good their flight.
 
* * * *
 
Now sit I in the cottage, with God for company as I set down this - but hark! even now I hear a banging at the bolted doors! - and uncouth shouts, and I know the Emperor has come, and his men with him, to see what has become of me and the children.
 
I know I have but moments before they enter to kill me.
 
But alas! All I can leave for them to rend and tear are the pages of this account, which this unprofitable servant leaves in all humility and reverence for the pleasant reading of his Emperor.
 
And as the doors break, and with my history told, there remains one thing, and that is to speak that Holy Number, given me in my heart by my daughter; and the way will open anew, that I will rise and travel along it, to whereversoever she and her brother and sister have gone, gone forevermore.
 
So endeth this, my testament before God, Whose Number is One.
 
* * * *
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Toother
 
TERRY DOWLING
 
 
A
s Dan Truswell gave his signature three-three knock on the door in the modest hospital tower of Everton Psychiatric Facility that Friday morning, he couldn’t help but glance through the second-floor window at the new sign down in the turning circle. Everton Psychiatric Facility it said. He’d never get used to it. That was the more politically correct name for Blackwater Psychiatric Hospital, just as words like client and guest had completely replaced patient and inmate.
 
“Peter, it’s Dan.”
 
Dan didn’t enter Peter Rait’s room, of course. That wasn’t their arrangement. He just waited, looking at his reflection in the small mirror Peter kept hanging outside his door, surprised not so much by the slate-grey eyes and fly-away hair but by how white that hair had become. He was fifty-nine, for heaven’s sake! It was something else he’d never get used to.
 
Finally the door opened and Peter stood there in his pyjamas.
 
“Careful, Doctor Dan. That’s a dangerous one.”
 
“They all are, Peter. Carla said you’ve been yelling. Another nightmare?”
 
Peter looked tired, troubled. His black hair was tousled from sleep. “They don’t usually come this often now. Harry’s going to phone.”
 
“Harry Badman?” Dear industrious Harry was two years out of his life, distanced by the usual string of promotions, secondments and strategic sidelining that marked the lives of so many career detectives in the New South Wales Police Force. “All right, Peter, so how does this dream relate?”
 
“Ask Harry about the teeth, Doctor Dan.”
 
Dan thoughts went at once to the recent desecration at Sydney’s Rookwood Cemetery. “Is this about -?”
 
“Ask him.”
 
“What do you have, Peter?”
 
“I can’t say till he confirms it. Ask him. He’ll know.”
 
Dan made himself hold back the rush of questions. “It’s been a while.”
 
Peter did finally manage a smile, something of one. “It has, Doctor Dan.”
 
Dan smiled too. “Phil knows?”
 
“Some of it. I’ll give him an update at breakfast. But it’s important. Very important.”
 
“Tell me the rest, Peter.”
 
“I really can’t.”
 
“There are voices?”
 
“God, yes. But strange.” Neither of them smiled at the bathos. What internal voices weren’t? “They’re coming over time.”
 
Dan frowned. This was something new. “Across years?”
 
“The first is from the sixties.”
 
“More, Peter.”
 
“Let Harry start it.”
 
You’ve started it! Dan almost said, but knew to hold back, just as Peter had known how much to use as a tease.
 
“Listen, Peter -”
 
“Talk later. I’ll leave you two alone.”
 
And he closed the door. Dan, of course, looked straight into Peter’s mirror again, had the good grace to laugh, then headed downstairs.
 
* * * *
 
Forty-nine minutes later, as Dan sat in his office reviewing the patient database, Harry Badman phoned from Sydney. There was the inevitable small-talk, the polite and awkward minimum that let them stitch up the years as best they could. Dan Truswell and Harry Badman liked one another a great deal, but their friendship had never been easy far from where their respective careers met: for Harry, pursuing the more dangerous exponents of extraordinary human behaviour; for Dan, fathoming the often extraordinary reasons for it.
 
Finally Harry’s tone changed. “I need to see you, Dan.”
 
“It’s about what happened at Rookwood last Saturday night, isn’t it?”
 
“What have you heard?”
 
“What was in the news. A grave was desecrated. A recent burial.” Dan said nothing about teeth. This had been one of Peter Rait’s dreams after all, and it had been a while since the intense, still-young man had been ‘active’ like this. More importantly it was Dan’s way of testing Peter’s special talent after all this time.
 
“Samantha Reid. Aged 41. Buried on Friday, dug up on Sunday sometime between two and four in the morning. Cold rainy night. No-one saw anything. The body was hauled from the coffin and left lying beside the grave.”
 
“So, not just a grave ‘tampered with,’ like the papers said. Your people are good, Harry. Why the call?”
 
“Things were removed from the scene. I’d like your take on it.”
 
“Stop being coy. What was ‘removed’?”
 
“The teeth, Dan. All the teeth.”
 
Dan had an odd rush of emotion: revulsion, fascination, the familiar numb amazement he always felt whenever one of Peter’s predictions played out like this. And there was the usual excess of rationalism as if to compensate. “What do the deceased’s dental records show? Were there gold fillings?”
 
“Dan, all the teeth. And it’s not the first desecration. Just the first to make the news.”
 
Dan knew he’d been slow this time, but allowed that he was out of practice too. “There were others?”
 
“From secluded and disused parts of the cemetery. Much older graves.”
 
“But recent desecrations?”
 
“Hard to tell conclusively. Not all were reported back then. It didn’t look good for the cemetery authorities. The graves were tidied up; nothing was said. We would have assumed these earlier violations were unrelated except ...” He actually paused. Had the subject been less serious, it would have been comical.
 
“Come on, Harry. Someone’s collecting teeth. What else do you have?”
 
“That Rattigan murder in Darlinghurst a month back. The pensioner, remember?”
 
“Go on.”
 
“She wasn’t strangled like the media said.”
 
“No?”
 
“She was bitten to death.”
 
Dan was surprised to find that his mouth had fallen open in astonishment. “Bitten?”
 
“At least two hundred times. Increasing severity.”
 
“These could be different crimes, Harry. What makes you think they’re related?”
 
“Teeth fragments were found in some of the wounds. Very old teeth.”
 
But not in very old mouths, Dan realized. “Dentures made from these older desecrations?”
 
“Exactly.”
 
“Surely there was saliva DNA from whoever wore them.”
 
“No,” Harry said.
 
Dan grasped the implications. “So, not necessarily biting as such. Someone made dentures from these older corpse teeth and - what? - killed the Rattigan woman using some sort of hand-held prosthesis?”
 
“Spring-loaded and vicious. All we can think of. And that’s several sets of dentures, Dan. We’ve traced teeth fragments back to the occupants of three older desecrations: graves from 1894, 1906 and 1911. All female. No fragments from newer teeth -”
 
“Too new to shatter.”
 
“Exactly. But there could be other teeth used, from other desecrations we don’t know of. There are some very old graves there; we wouldn’t necessarily be able to tell. So all we have is a major fetish angle. Something ritualistic.”
 
“My phone number hasn’t changed, Harry.” The accusation hung there. You didn’t call sooner!
 
“You’ve got your life, Dan. Annie. Phil.” The barest hesitation. “Peter. I didn’t want to intrude.”
 
Dan stared at the mid-morning light through his office windows and nodded to himself. “You’ve profiled it as what?”
 
“I’d rather not say. That’s what this is about. Getting another take.”
 
“Official?”
 
“Can be. You want the file? I’ll email a PDF right now. Drive up tomorrow first thing.”
 
“See you at the Imperial Hotel at eleven.”
 
“See you then.”
 
* * * *
 
Seventeen hours later they were sitting with light beers in a quiet corner of the Imperial on Bennet Street trying to make the small-talk thing work face to face. They did well enough for six minutes before Harry put them both out of their misery.
 
“You got the file okay. Anything?”
 
Dan set down his glass. “A question first. You kept something back on the phone yesterday. You said the Rattigan woman was bitten to death.”
 
“That’s what happened,” Harry said. He looked tanned, less florid than Dan remembered; in his casual clothes he could have been another tourist visiting the local wineries.
 
“Her teeth were taken as well, weren’t they?”
 
Harry barely hesitated. “How’d you know?”
 
Dan lifted a manilla folder from the seat beside him. “The results of Net searches. Know what a toother is, Harry?”
 
“Tell me.”
 
“It was a vocation, to call it that, associated with body-snatching back in the eighteenth, nineteenth centuries. Back when resurrectionists - lovely name - dug up bodies to sell to medical academies for their anatomy classes. There were people who did the same to get the teeth. Sold them to dentists to make false teeth.”
 
“Dug up corpses?”
 
“Sometimes. Or did deals with resurrection men already in the trade. Mostly they’d roam battlefields and take teeth from dead soldiers.”
 
“You’re kidding.”
 
“Not when you think about it. It was much better than getting teeth from the gibbet or the grave. Ivory and whalebone were either too expensive or decayed. No enamel coating. Teeth made from porcelain sounded wrong or were too brittle. Corpse teeth were better, soldiers’ teeth usually best of all, injuries permitting. Sets of authentic Waterloo Teeth fetch quite a bit these days.”
 
“What, dentures made from soldiers who died at Waterloo?”
 
Dan nodded. “Fifty thousand in a single day. Mostly young men. Supply caught up with demand with battles like that. But that’s the thing. There weren’t many battles on that scale. Demand outstripped supply.”
 
“You already knew this stuff?”
 
“Some of it. You know what I’m like. And that’s quite a file you sent. I stayed up late.”
 
Harry had his notebook on the table in front of him. He opened it and began making notes. “Go on.”
 
“Back then there just weren’t enough corpses of executed criminals or unknown homeless to satisfy the demand. Not enough from the right age or gender, even when you had poorer people selling their own teeth. Some resurrectionists began killing people.”
 
“And these toothers did too.”
 
“There’s little conclusive evidence that I’m aware of. But that’s the point, Harry. You do a job like this, you try to make sure there isn’t.”
 
“But body-snatchers can’t be doing this.”
 
“It presents that way is all I’m saying - a similar MO. If the cemetery desecrations and the Rattigan death are related, as the fragments suggest, we need to allow a context for it.”
 
Harry wrote something and looked up. “So this joker could be proceeding like a modern-day toother.”
 
Dan shrugged. “Just putting it forward, Harry. He took the Rattigan woman’s teeth. Used others to kill her. So, a psychopath possibly. A sociopath definitely, probably highly organized. A latter-day resurrectionist? Not in the sense we know it. But we only have the teeth being taken and the single recent murder. I assume there are no similar cases in the CID database?”
 
Harry shook his head. “The usual run of biting during domestics and sexual assault. Random mostly. Nothing like this.”
 
“Then he may be escalating; either a loner doing his own thing or someone acquainted with the old resurrectionist methodology.”
 
Harry started writing again. “Do you have more on that?”
 
“Going back a hundred, two hundred years, he’d see a likely subject, get them alone and have an accomplice grab them while he slapped a pitch-plaster over their mouth and nose -”
 
Harry looked up. “A what?”
 
“A sticky mass of plaster mixed with pitch. Mostly used during sexual assault, but what some resurrectionists used too. Silenced your victim and incapacitated them. Suffocated them if that was the intention. All over in minutes.”
 
Harry was suitably horrified. “They just held them till they expired?”
 
“Or did a traditional ‘burking’ - covered the mouth and nose with their hand till the victim asphyxiated.”
 
“This actually happened?”
 
“It did. The biting takes it in a completely different direction, of course. Was the Rattigan woman drugged or bound?”
 
“Not that we can tell.”
 
“That tends to suggest an accomplice. Someone to help restrain her. Do Sheehan’s people have anything?”
 
“Just the fetish, ritual angle, Dan. A loner after trophies. It’s early days. But you’re taking it further, saying there could be an accomplice, someone getting the teeth for someone else - who then makes dentures and uses them to kill.”
 
Dan glanced around to make sure that they weren’t being overheard. They still had the bar virtually to themselves. “Just another possibility, Harry. Much less likely. And no conventional client. There’s no economic reason for it now. It presents like that is what I’m saying.”
 
“Okay, so either a loner or a gopher for someone who originally wanted the teeth for fetishistic reasons but is escalating. He now kills people and does the extractions himself. Focusing on females?”
 
“Seems that way. But until we know more I’m still tempted to say a loner with a special mission.”
 
Harry drained his glass and set it down on the table. “So why do a new grave? Why show his hand like this? Was he interrupted before he could finish? Did he want people to know?”
 
“He’s fixated. He may have seen the Reid woman alive and wanted that particular set of teeth. Like in the Poe story.”
 
Harry frowned. “What Poe story?”
 
“‘Berenice’. A brother obsessed with his sister’s teeth extracts them while she’s in a cataleptic coma.”
 
“Where do you get this stuff, Dan?”
 
“They’re called books, Harry. But this guy is doing it for himself. And I definitely believe it’s a he. He could be using the more traditional techniques.”
 
“Drugs would be easier.”
 
“They would. But he wants them fully conscious. So we’re back to the ritual aspect you mentioned.”
 
“That emblematic thing,” Harry said.
 
“The what?”
 
“Two - three years back. That conversation we had at Rollo’s. You said that people try to be more. Have emblematic lives.”
 
Dan never ceased to be amazed by what Harry remembered from their conversations. “Emblematic? I said that?”
 
“Four beers. You said that. Make themselves meaningful to themselves, you said. Do symbolic things.”
 
“Okay, well this is his thing, Harry. We can’t be sure if he’s following aspects of the old toother/resurrectionist MO but Sheehan’s right. Given the special dentures he’s made for himself, doing this has some powerful fetishistic or symbolic meaning for him. And he may have done this a lot: gone somewhere, seen a lovely set of teeth on someone, arranged to get them alone, then suffocated or bitten them and taken their teeth.”
 
“That’s horrible. You actually think he may have already done that and hidden the bodies?”
 
“Because of the desecrations, the older teeth being used, that’s how I’m seeing it, and it may get worse.” Dan thought of Peter Rait’s voices. They’re coming over time.
 
“How could it - ah! He may start removing the teeth while the victims are alive. And conscious?”
 
Dan deliberately left a silence, waiting for Harry to say it.
 
It took a five-count. “You think it’s already got to that! But the coroner’s report for the Rattigan woman showed the extractions were post-mortem.”
 
“Harry, I think that may have been her one bit of good fortune. She died just as he was starting.”
 
Harry shook his head. “Then we can definitely expect more.”
 
“I’d say so. And it depends.”
 
“On what, Dan? On what?”
 
“On whether it’s local. Someone developing his ritual. Or if it’s something international that’s been relocated here.”
 
“International?”
 
“Ask Sheehan to check with Interpol or whoever you guys work with now. Find case similarities. Forced dental extractions. Post- and ante-mortem.”
 
“Can you come down to Sydney?”
 
“Phone me Monday and I’ll let you know. I need to speak with someone first. You could stay around. Visit some wineries, come over for dinner tonight. Annie would love to see you.”
 
They both knew it wouldn’t go that way. Not this time. Not yet. “Sorry, Dan. I need to get going with this. Take a raincheck?”
 
“Roger that,” Dan said.
 
* * * *
 
At 2 pm that afternoon, Dan met with Peter Rait and Phillip Crow at a picnic table sheltered by the largest Moreton Bay Fig in the hospital grounds. Peter, thin, black-haired, pale-skinned, on any ordinary day looked a decade younger than his forty-two years, but his recent nightmares had given him an intense, peaked quality that Dan found unsettling. He sat with a manilla folder in front of him.
 
To his left on the same bench was Phil, four years older, fair-headed, stocky, with the sort of weathered but pleasant face that Carla liked to call ‘old-school Australian.’ He looked up and smiled as Dan arrived. “Just like old times, Doctor Dan.”
 
“It is, Phil,” Dan said as he sat across from them. He had to work not to smile. Peter and Phil were his ‘psychosleuths’, their talent pretty well dormant these last three years. Officially, both men had been rehabilitated back into society; both had elected to stay, their choice, taking accommodation and rations in return for doing odd jobs. And called it Blackwater Psychiatric Hospital, of course.
 
Given Peter’s present state, Dan couldn’t enjoy the reunion as much as he would have liked. He went straight to the heart of it.
 
“Peter, tell me about the voices.”
 
Peter took two typed pages from the folder in front of him. “Here are the transcripts,” he said, sounding every bit as tired as he looked.
 
Dan was surprised by the odd choice of words. “Transcripts? How did you manage that?”
 
“They keep playing over. Two different conversations now. Two different victims.”
 
“But how -?”
 
“I just can, Doctor Dan, okay? It’s pretty distressing. You can’t know how awful it is.”
 
Dan saw that Peter wasn’t just tired; he was exhausted. “You can’t stop it?”
 
“Giving you these might do it. Getting them out.” 
 
“Nothing else?”
 
“Not yet. Please, just read them.” 
 
Dan looked at the first page.
 
* * * *
 
Transcript One
 
[miscellaneous sounds]
 
[male voice / mature, controlled] 
 
“As they say, there is the good news and the bad news.”
 
[terrified female voice, quite young] 
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“You have a choice here. The good news is that you’ll wake up. All your teeth will be gone, but we’ll have a relatively easy time with the extractions and you will wake up. You’ll be alive. The alternative - you make my job difficult and you won’t wake up. That’s the deal.” 
 
“Why are you doing this?” 
 
“What’s it to be?” 
 
“Why?”
 
“It’s necessary. What’s it to be?” 
 
“There has to be a reason!” 
 
“I’ll count to three.” 
 
“Just tell me why! Please!” 
 
“One.”
 
“For God’s sake! Why are you doing this? Why?” 
 
“Two. Choose or I will.” 
 
“You can’t expect me —” 
 
“Three. Too late.”
 
“No! No! I want to wake up! Please! I want to wake up!”
 
“All right. Just this once.”
 
“One question.”
 
“Go ahead.”
 
“You could drug me and do it. Do whatever you want. Why do I even have to choose?”
 
“Now that’s the thing. And, really, you already know why. I need you conscious for it. I may drug you at the end. Oh, dear, look. You’re pissing yourself.”
 
[sobbing]
 
“Why? Why? Why?”
 
“You’re not listening. It’s my thing. I need to see your eyes while I’m doing it.”
 
“Another question.”
 
“There always is. What is it?”
 
“What will you do with - with them? Afterwards?”
 
“Make a nice set of dentures. Maybe I could sell them back to you. That would be a rather nice irony, wouldn’t it? Irony is quite our thing.”
 
“What about me? Afterwards?”
 
“You’ll wake up. Hate us forever. Go on with the rest of your life.”
 
“But I’ll wake up? I will wake up?”
 
“Make it easy for us now and, yes. You have my word.”
 
“You’re saying ‘us’ and ‘our’.”
 
“Oh dear. So I am.”
 
“What’s that over there?”
 
“I think that’s enough questions.”
 
“What is that?”
 
[sundry sounds]
 
[victim screaming]
 
[audio ends]
 
* * * *
 
Dan looked up. “Peter -”
 
“The next one, Doctor Dan. Read the next one, please. Same male voice. Different female victim.” 
 
Dan turned to it at once.
 
* * * *
 
Transcript Two
 
[miscellaneous sounds] 
 
“You’re crazy!”
 
“I hope not, for your sake. Major dental work needs a degree of control.”
 
“But why? Why me?”
 
“The usual reason. Chance. Purest hazard. You were on hand.”
 
“Then pick someone else!”
 
“From someone else’s viewpoint I did. But enough talk. We have a lot to do.”
 
“Listen. Listen to me. My name is Pamela Deering. I’m a mother. I have two little girls. Emma and Grace. Aged 7 and 5. My husband’s name —” 
 
[muffled sounds]
 
“Ssh now, Pamela. No more bonding. We have a lot to do.”
 
“What? What do we have to do?” 
 
“Let’s just say that your girls and hubby will have to call you Gummy instead of Mummy.” [pause] “That’s our little joke, Pamela.” 
 
[sobbing]
 
“Please. Please don’t do this.”
 
“We have to, Mu — er — Gummy. It’s our thing. It won’t take long.”
 
“You’re saying ‘we’, ‘us.’ You’re not alone. There’s someone else.”
 
“Tsk. How rude of me. You want to meet my associate. Over here. Try to turn your head a little more.”
 
[sundry sounds] 
 
“But that’s not -” 
 
[victim screaming] 
 
[audio ends]
 
* * * *
 
Dan lowered the pages. “There are two of them. He’s not a loner.”
 
“Seems that way,” Peter said.
 
“Do you get accents at all?”
 
“Educated male. Educated enough. Enunciates carefully so it’s hard to know. The first woman sounds English. The Deering woman sounds Australian.”
 
“But not recent. Over time, you said.”
 
Peter nodded. “Sixties, seventies.” He gestured to include Phil, as if he were equally part of this, both of them hearing the voices. “You have to protect us, Doctor Dan.”
 
“I always do. That comes first.”
 
“How will you?”
 
“Our old method. You aren’t mentioned. Any locations you give, I’ll have Harry say a phonecall came in, anonymous. Someone overheard a disturbance, cries, screaming. Wouldn’t give their name.”
 
“They’ll buy it?”
 
“Why not? It happens more and more these days. Remember, we all need to stay out of this.”
 
Phil leant forward. “What happens now?”
 
“We have a name,” Dan said. “Pamela Deering. Harry can check that out. Meanwhile, Peter -”
 
“I’ll keep dreaming.”
 
“You don’t have to. We can give you a sedative.”
 
“No,” Peter said. “I’m doing it for them.”
 
Dan saw the haunted look in the tired dark eyes. “We need this, Peter.”
 
“I know.”
 
* * * *
 
Thirty-two cases were listed in the international database, Harry told Dan on the phone that Monday morning, different countries, different cities, different decades, though it was the sort of statistic that convinced them both that many others existed.
 
“They say two thousand people a year in New Guinea are killed by coconuts falling on their heads,” Harry said. “How do you get a statistic like that? It can only ever be the ones you hear about. It’s like that here. These are just the ones that came to the attention of different national authorities and have anything approximating a similar MO.”
 
“What about the time-frame, Harry?”
 
“Dan, we’ve got cases going back to the 30s and 40s, even earlier. Prague. Krakow. Trieste. Bangkok, for heaven’s sake! They can’t be the same person. It can’t be a generational thing. It doesn’t work like that.”
 
“I’d normally agree,” Dan said. “But you say the MOs are similar for these thirty-two?”
 
“Victims bitten to death, post- or ante-mortem; the various odontologists’ findings give both. Their own teeth removed before, during or after; again there’s a range. Older fragments in the wounds in some instances, say, nineteen, twenty per cent.”
 
“Harry -”
 
“You’re not going to say a secret society. An international brotherhood of toothers.”
 
Dan gave a grim smile. “No, but look how it presents. It’s as if a very old, well-travelled sociopath has been able to find agents across a lifetime and still has at least one accomplice now, doing his dirty work. The Reid disinterment was done manually, not using a back-hoe. That took a lot of effort.”
 
“You believe this? Sheehan may not buy it.”
 
“At this point I’m just trying to understand it, Harry. Rookwood and Darlinghurst suggest he may be local, at least for now.”
 
“Can you come down to Sydney?”
 
“On Thursday. I’ll be bringing Peter Rait.”
 
Harry knew enough about Peter’s gifts not to question it. “He has something?”
 
“For your eyes only.”
 
“What, Dan?”
 
“Check if you have a missing person, a possible victim named Pamela Deering.” He spelled out the name. “It could be from the sixties or seventies.”
 
“How on earth did -?”
 
“Harry, you know how this has to be done. Yes or no?”
 
“Yes. Yes. Pamela Deering. Bring Peter with you. You got somewhere to stay?”
 
“I’ve arranged for unofficial digs at the old Gladesville Hospital on Victoria Road. There’s a coffee shop on the grounds called Cornucopia. Meet us there around mid-day Thursday, okay?”
 
“Cornucopia. Got it.”
 
“And bring a map of Rookwood Cemetery will you? The adjacent streets.”
 
“You think he lives in the area?”
 
“Peter needs it.”
 
“Done.”
 
* * * *
 
At a convenience store roadstop in Branxton on their drive down that Thursday morning, Peter presented Dan with a third transcript.
 
“You need to factor this in,” was all Peter said as he handed it over. He looked more drawn than ever, as if he had barely slept the night before.
 
“Last night?”
 
“Last two nights.”
 
“You kept it to yourself.”
 
Peter ran a hand through his dark hair. “Look, I have to be sure, okay? I have to know that it’s not - just coming from me. That I can trust it.”
 
“And you do?”
 
“I’m satisfied now, Doctor Dan. I couldn’t make this up.” Dan leant against the car door and read the carefully typed words.
 
* * * *
 
Transcript Three
 
[miscellaneous sounds]
 
“You’re the one who took the Kellar woman. Those poor women in Zurich. You’re going to take out all my teeth!”
 
[sounds]
 
“Take them out? Oh no. Not this time. Toother was very specific.”
 
[sounds, like things being shaken in a metal box] 
 
“Toother?”
 
“Yes. Your name please?” 
 
“What difference does it make?” 
 
“But isn’t that what the experts advise? Always try to use names? Don’t let them dehumanize you. My name is Paul.”
 
“Your real name? Not Toother?” 
 
“It’ll do for today.”
 
“Then I’ll be Janice. For today. Who is Toother?” 
 
“Why, your host, Janice-for-today. The one who taught me all I know. Mostly he takes, but sometimes he gives.”
 
“Gives?”
 
“Sometimes. I have my little hammer and my little punch, see? And you have such a full, generous mouth. Today we are going to put teeth back in. Lots and lots, see?”
 
[more rattling sounds]
 
“Big teeth. Men’s teeth. We’re going to call you Smiler.”
 
[more rattling sounds] 
 
[victim sobbing] 
 
[victim screaming]
 
* * * *
 
Dan left Peter to drowse for much of the journey south, but as they were on the bridge crossing the Hawkesbury River, he glanced aside and saw the dark eyes watching him.
 
“You okay?” he asked.
 
“Sorry for losing it back there,” Peter said, as if resuming a conversation from moments before. “Things are escalating for me too. With this latest - exchange - I get something about his trophies.”
 
Dan wished he weren’t driving right then. He pulled into the low-speed lane. “You see them?”
 
“Just lots of - grimaces. You know, teeth without lips. It’s the most terrifying thing. Bared teeth. No skin covering. Like eyes without lids. Horrible.”
 
“Are they on shelves, in drawers, boxes, what?”
 
“Displayed. Arranged somehow, secretly. Nothing like smiles or grins. I just see them as bared teeth, Doctor Dan. In a private space. Sorry. It isn’t much.”
 
“Try, Peter. Whatever you get. These voices -”
 
“It’s more than just voices. It’s reciprocal now.”
 
“Reciprocal? What does that mean?”
 
“It isn’t just going one way. He knows I’ve been listening. Accessing his files. He was very angry at first, but now he’s enjoying it. He’s fighting back.”
 
“How, Peter? How does he fight back?”
 
“Sending things, thoughts, images. They’re not mine. It’s more than delusions, Doctor Dan, I’m sure of it. More than my usual hypersensitivity. I just had to be sure.”
 
“Understood. Go on.”
 
“It’s Rookwood. All those graves. I keep seeing the bodies, vulnerable, helpless, keep seeing the teeth. They’re mostly all teeth, lots of dentures too. But there’s such anguish. Such rage.”
 
“Female burials?”
 
“Female and male. They’re all murmuring, chattering. Some desperately wanting to be picked, calling ‘Pick me! Pick me!’ Others hiding. Desperately hiding. As if alive. They’re not, but it’s like they are for him.”
 
“Is there a voice talking to you now?”
 
“Like a voice, Doctor Dan. Not a voice, but like one. I have certainties, just know things. He wants it like that.”
 
“He’s found someone he can share with. He hears the bodies calling to him you say?”
 
“How he sees them. Calling, begging. ‘Pick me! Pick me!’ Or hiding, resisting. Furious. Either way he sees it as liberation, sees them as all waiting to be chosen. The living victims too.”
 
“He’s saving them?”
 
“Liberating them is his word, yes. Living or dead, it doesn’t matter. It just means a different method of retrieval.”
 
“Retrieval!” Dan gave a laugh, completely without humour. “But he’s in the area?”
 
Peter shrugged. “It’s a huge cemetery, Doctor Dan. It’s not called the Sleeping City for nothing. He’s committed so many desecrations there. You can’t begin to know. Secretly. Passionately. This is his place for now.”
 
“Peter, I trust you completely. Just let me know what you get. Anything.”
 
* * * *
 
It was strange to walk the grounds of the decommissioned, largely deserted mental hospital at Gladesville later that morning. The former wards and out-buildings had been turned into offices for various governmental health services, so by day it was like a stately, manicured, museum estate. There were still vehicles in the carparks, people walking the paths, roadways and lawns, giving the place a semblance of its former life.
 
Dan walked those daylight roads now, glad that he wasn’t doing it at night. After dark the offices and carparks were deserted, but had a strange new half-life, quarter-life, life-in-death. Instead of being left to stand as part of a vast col of blackness overlooking the Parramatta River, the old sandstone buildings and empty roads were lit, as if beckoning, urging, waiting for those willing to surrender bits of their sanity to make the place live again.
 
When Dan reached Cornucopia, he found Harry waiting at a table outside the cafe door.
 
“I’ve driven past this place a thousand times,” Harry said, “and never knew how big it was. Where’s Peter?”
 
“He sends his apologies. Said he wants to keep his mind off this for now.”
 
“Doesn’t want me asking questions,” Harry said. “I can understand that.”
 
“Harry -”
 
“Dan, I know how it can be for him. How it was. Just say hi for me.”
 
They went in and placed their orders, then sat watching the clear autumn sky above the sandstone walls. Harry took out his notebook.
 
“The Deering woman went missing from a holiday house at Cottesloe Beach in 1967.”
 
“That’s Western Australia, isn’t it?”
 
“Right. There was blood, definite signs of a struggle, but no body. And before you ask, there were no teeth fragments.”
 
“You’ve been thorough.”
 
“Now that there’s international scrutiny, we have different resources available.”
 
“What did you tell Sheehan?”
 
“That it came up in a missing persons keyword sweep. In the last three decades alone there are thirty-six names of missing persons nationally where blood mixed with saliva was found at locations where each of them was last seen.”
 
“Oral blood?”
 
“Right. So tell me what Peter has found.”
 
Dan passed him the transcript folder. “Harry, you might want to finish eating first.”
 
* * * *
 
Dan found it hard to sleep that night. They were in separate rooms in an otherwise empty, former staff residence at the southern end of the hospital grounds, a converted single-storey brick house. It was a cool, late autumn night, pleasant for sleeping, but with all that had happened, Dan felt restless, too keenly aware of the empty roads outside and the lit, abandoned buildings, so normal, yet - the only word for it - so abnormal, waiting in the night.
 
The lights are on but nobody’s home.
 
The old euphemism for madness kept coming back to him. No doubt there were security personnel doing the rounds, one, possibly more, but, just the same, there was the distinct sense that Peter and he were the only living souls in the place.
 
Dan kept thinking of what Peter had told him that morning, of the bodies as repositories for teeth, grimaces, smiles, lying there waiting, hiding, some calling, chattering in darkness, wanting any kind of life, others dreading such attention.
 
It was absurd, foolish, but Rookwood Necropolis was barely ten kilometres away, 285 hectares of one of the largest dedicated cemeteries in the world, site of nearly a million interments.
 
In his half-drowsing state, Dan kept thinking, too, of the old 1963 movie, Jason and the Argonauts, of King Aeetes collecting and sowing the teeth from the skull of the slain Hydra, raising up an army of skeletons to combat Jason and his crew. Dan imagined human teeth being first plucked and then sown in Rookwood’s older, less tended fields. If the Hydra’s teeth raised up human skeletons, what sort of creature would human teeth raise up?
 
He must have fallen asleep at last, for the next thing he knew Peter was rousing him.
 
“Doctor Dan?” Peter said, switching on Dan’s bedside light.
 
“Peter? What is it?”
 
Peter was fully dressed, his hair and eyes wild. “He’s got someone! Right now. He has someone!”
 
Dan grabbed his watch, saw that it was 12:16 am. “He told you this?”
 
“No. But I saw anyway. He’s furious that I saw.”
 
Dan climbed out of bed, began dressing. “The reciprocal thing?”
 
“It backfired, yes. Showed me more than he wanted. He’s so angry, but he’s enjoying it too! He’s still enjoying it.”
 
“The drama. The added excitement.”
 
“Yes. We have to hurry!”
 
Dan reached for his mobile. “Where, Peter? I need to call Harry.”
 
“Good. Yes. An old factory site in Somersby Road. A few streets back from the cemetery. But I need to be there. I have to be closer, Doctor Dan. Her life depends on it.”
 
“Those women in the transcripts ...?”
 
“Never woke up. None of them.”
 
“Understood.”
 
Harry answered his mobile before Dan’s call went to voicemail. He sounded leaden from sleep until Dan explained what they had. “You’ll be there before I will, Dan, but I’ll have two units there. Four officers. Best I can do for now. Where are you?”
 
“Still at the hospital. Heading out to the car. We’ll need an ambulance too, Harry. The Somersby Road corner closest to the cemetery. Tell them to wait for us. No sirens.”
 
“Right. You’re sure about this, Dan?”
 
“Peter is.”
 
“I’m on my way!”
 
“Harry, Peter stays out of it. How do we cover ourselves?”
 
“Anonymous tip. A neighbour heard screaming. I’ll have a word with whoever turns up. Go!”
 
* * * *
 
Two patrol cars and an ambulance were waiting at the corner of Somersby Road, lights off, ready. There was no sign of Harry’s car yet.
 
“You Dr Truswell?” an officer asked, appearing at Dan’s driver-side window when he pulled up.
 
“Yes. Look -”
 
“Harry explained. I’m Senior Constable Banners. Warwick Banners. Just tell us where to go.”
 
“It’s there!” Peter said, pointing. “That building there!”
 
“Right. Follow us in but stay well back, hear?”
 
“We hear you,” Dan said, and turned to Peter. “You have to stay in the car, okay?”
 
“I know,” Peter said. “And keep the doors locked.”
 
Dan joined the police officers and paramedics waiting at the kerb. It took them seconds to reach the building two doors down, a large brick factory-front with closed and locked roller-doors and smaller street door. The premises looked so quiet and innocent in the night, and not for the first time Dan wondered if Peter could be mistaken.
 
There was a single crash as the street door was forced. In moments they were in off the street, standing in utter quiet, in darkness lit by the beams of five torches.
 
Again it was all so ordinary, so commonplace. But Dan knew only too well how such places could be terrifying in their simplicity. He had seen the Piggyback Killer’s rooms in Newtown, such a mundane blend of walls, hallways and furniture until you opened that one door, found the two coffins. He had seen Corinne Kester’s balcony view and the shed with its treacherous windows, had seen Peter Rait’s own room come alive in a wholly unexpected way right there at Blackwater. Such simple, terrifying places.
 
This, too, was such an ordinary, extraordinary space. Who knew what it had been originally: a warehouse, a meat packing plant, some other kind of factory, but taking up the entire ground floor, large and low-ceilinged, with painted out windows and a large, windowless inner section that took up most of the back half of the premises. Given the absence of screams being reported in the neighbourhood, it was very likely double brick or soundproofed in some other way.
 
Dan followed the police and paramedics as they pushed through the double doors into that inner precinct. At first, it seemed totally dark. Then Dan saw that intervening pillars concealed an area off to the left lit by a dim yellow bulb. The police deployed immediately, guns ready, and crossed to it. There was no-one there, just signs of where the occupant had been: a table and chair, a cupboard, a modest camp-bed with tangled bed-clothes, a hot-plate and bar fridge to one side where it all stretched off into darkness again.
 
Deliberate darkness. Darkness as controlled theatrical flourish, prelude to shocking revelations, precisely calculated anguish and despair.
 
The police led the way around more pillars. The stark white light of their torches soon found the old dentistry chair near the back wall, securely bolted to the floor, revealed the victim strapped down, alive but barely conscious, gurgling through a ruined mouth filled with her own blood.
 
The paramedics rushed to her aid, began working by torchlight as best they could.
 
Dan made himself look away, forced himself to look at what else there was in the shifting torchlight that wasn’t this poor woman, gurgling, groaning and sobbing. He noted the straps for securing the chair’s occupant, the elaborate padded clamp for holding the head, the metal tables and dental tools, other tools that had no place in dental work, the stains on the floor, dark and rusty-looking. The air smelled of disinfectant, urine and blood and something else, something sour.
 
An officer finally located a light switch. A single spot came on overhead, illuminating the chair and the woman, showing her ruined face and more: an array of mirrors on adjustable stands, video and audio equipment, shelves with old-style video and audio tapes, newer-style DVDs.
 
Souvenirs. An archive.
 
Dan scanned the row of audio tapes; the first were dated from the 60s.
 
Peter Rait’s voices.
 
But all so mundane in a worrying sense. Though terrible to say, these were the workaday trappings of sociopaths and psychopaths the world over, how they, too, made mundane lives for themselves out of their horrific acts.
 
But there was a large, heavy door beyond the woman in the chair, like a rusted walk-in freezer door with a sturdy latch. Dan focused his attention on it as soon as the torch beams revealed the pitted metal surface. An exit? A hideaway? Another inner sanctum in this hellish place?
 
An officer approached the door, weapon ready, and pulled it back.
 
It was a storeroom, a small square room empty but for a large chalk-white post nearly two metres tall. The post was as round as three dinner plates, set in concrete or free-standing, it was hard to tell, but standing like a bollard, one of those removable traffic posts used to stop illegal parking, though larger, much larger, and set all over with encrustations.
 
Not just any encrustations, Dan knew. Sets of teeth in false mouths, fitted at different heights, randomly but carefully, lovingly, set into the white plaster, fibre-glass, concrete, whatever it was. Dentures made from real teeth, corpse teeth, teeth taken post- and ante-mortem, some of them, all of them spring-loaded and deadly!
 
A trophy post.
 
This was where Toother kept his terrible collection, displayed it for his pleasure - and, yes, for the calculated and utter terror of others.
 
A door slammed somewhere in the building.
 
The police reacted at once. The officer holding the storeroom door let it go. It was on a counterweight and closed with a resounding boom. Another shouted orders. One hurried back to secure the main entrance. The rest rushed to search the outer premises, to find other exits and locate their quarry. Footsteps echoed in the empty space.
 
It all happened so quickly. Dan stood listening, hoping, trusting that Peter was still out in the car, safe.
 
Movement close by caught his attention, brought him back. The paramedics had the woman on their gurney at last. The awful gurgling had stopped and they were now wheeling her away.
 
For a terrible moment, Dan was left alone with the chair under its single spot, with the tables and instruments, the archive shelves and heavy metal door, now mercifully closed.
 
Then there were cries off in the darkness, sounds of running, more shouting. Two gunshots echoed in the night.
 
Then, in seconds, minutes, however long it was, Harry was there, two officers with him.
 
“We got him, Dan.”
 
“Harry. What? What’s that?” 
 
“We got him. Toother. He’s dead.”
 
“Dead?” Peter was there too, appearing out of the darkness. “You did? You really got him?”
 
“We did, Peter,” Harry said. “He was running out when we arrived. Officer Burns and me. He was armed and wouldn’t stop. Colin here had to shoot.”
 
Dan placed a hand on Peter’s arm. “No more voices?” 
 
“No,” Peter said. “No voices at all now.” 
 
“We got him, Peter,” Harry said.
 
But Peter frowned, gave an odd, puzzled look as if hearing something, then crossed to the heavy door and pulled it back. “Harry, I don’t think we did. Not this time. Not yet.” 
 
The storeroom was empty, of course.
 
* * * *
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Cracks
 
TRENT JAMIESON
 
 
T
he dark is the dark. The song is the song.
 
The shadows were boiling to midday when Lolly Robson found me by the river, my feet dangling over the bank, not touching earth so I could get some peace. He grinned, that crooked stunning smile, and spat a wasteful spit on the ground like it was a challenge, like everything for Lolly was a challenge to be spat out. “Jean. I got need of you.”
 
“Yes I see that,” I said in my old voice. The voice that isn’t mine, but that’s all me, which you’d understand if you had what I had, and maybe you do. “And don’t be all spitting and short with me, boy. Just because I was raised peculiar, don’t mean you have the right.”
 
Lolly looked almost abashed, but he didn’t say sorry. Robson boys don’t. They’re haughty. Pretty too. And we were close enough of age that I had no right in calling him boy.
 
“I like your dress,” he said, kind of charming.
 
I fixed him with a black stare. “Flattery, boy. Too hot for flattery.” Though I liked it. He was a Robson after all. Not that I’d show my pleasure. “What’s your need?”
 
We’d done our dance. Lolly understood, and took the direct path, and snatched back a bit of the old voice’s respect.
 
“Snake’s bit my mum.” He touched his right biceps, then a point above his wrist, near where he would be cut when he came of age, like all the Robson boys were cut. “Here and here. She’s dying.” He choked a little, at that. And the part of me that was me, the small bit, the nailed to the flesh bit, felt sad for him. Like I felt sad for all of them and for myself as well, if I was honest.
 
“I’m coming, then. Shall we get a move on?” I let him lead me, down the street and by the river. Past the dulling midday traffic.
 
The dark is the dark. The song is the song. I was all sweat beneath the sun. And the river was all sweat, too. I could feel the dead humming beneath. I could feel their rumblings in the dry earth, could hear their miserable voices coming up from the cracks in the ground, and through the cracks in the soles of my feet.
 
I had worn the blue dress, and the sun was greedy. I kept to the shadows, but there weren’t that many, and the colour was starting to fade. Sun bleaches everything made, beads your skin with sweat. It tasted salty on my lips. That’s what the sun tastes like, salt. The sun crouched on my back; heavy, endless sun. My head burned. I took a deep hot breath that caught in my lungs, and I felt the dead pause. Felt their seething restless motion still. They waited for something. I waited with them.
 
And if I’d had any reason to doubt Lolly’s claims, the dead snatched them away. They were waiting for her. Mrs Robson. Matriarch and power.
 
* * * *
 
I was born mad. Crazy. Born with teeth and snapping. Bit the old doctor’s finger, tasted blood before milk, suckled hard, gave a little pain before I let the world have my tears. My mum says that’s all the child I was allowed, that moment of insolence. Didn’t stop her treating me like one. Didn’t stop the thrashings I got.
 
I was nasty growing up, given to tantrums. But you deal with what I deal with and you’ve but two choices. Fight and hiss and spit at all those dead voices, or let them wash over you and drown and become their puppet. Some folks reckon that’s what the Husk Gods are, but I can tell you they’re not. The Husk Gods are too hollow to ever be filled by the likes of the dead.
 
Comes a time when you make parley with the chatter, but you’ve a long way to that point, and it ain’t till childhood’s been mostly burned away by the sun and the noise coming up from those cracks.
 
* * * *
 
“Hurry, boy,” I said as regal as I could. “We’ve not time for your slows.”
 
Lolly regarded me, his eyes brown and deep, and living - vital. “You know I’m not scared of you.”
 
Which was funny, but I didn’t laugh.
 
“You are,” I said. “Everyone is, even my mum.”
 
And she was. My mum was scared of me more than anyone because I got what she should have, what was hers, and that meant something. She’d been scared of me and vicious since, always on the sauce. Drunk, and bitter.
 
“Not an easy thing. That thing that you bear,” he said all serious. He reached to touch me, then hesitated. I watched the movement die.
 
I laughed at that. Kept my lips shut. He might mouth the sympathy, but he didn’t know. He didn’t know shit. The things I’d seen, the things what had whispered up through the soles in my feet. Silly boys, with their playing at knowing. Folks could speak with their dead kin, yes, but I could speak with ‘em all, and they were honest, and they were demanding, and I hated it.
 
The sun sucked at us. Burnt the earth, burnt my feet -widened the cracks in both. Out here there’s flat and heat, and hills that boiled up from the black soil and the red. And there’s the dead. In the ground. Where you’ll be, and me, soon enough. We ain’t granted much. Just a sliver of heartbeats. Grab a big handful of that dark dry soil, let it slide through your fingers and those grains, they’re as many minutes as you’ve got - if you’re lucky.
 
All of us rot, and sooner than we’d like, which is why the dead moan, as they fall, down and down into the deep dark and the circling solitude of the Husk Gods, and why they scramble for as long as they can in the earth, clinging on, grumbling and spitting and singing their song at the cruelties of the universe.
 
Way to the Robson place was long and slow in the heat, and even I felt it, for all the chill whisperings, that dry fire. Horizon was thick with dust and smoke. The scrub west of town was burning. Lightning did that, and there were folk out there fighting the sky’s work. I could feel them, ‘cause they were close to death. We’re always ready to die, to fight the world, its floods and famines, in the hope that we might earn our living in it. They were out there fighting now, and I knew Lolly wished he were there too, amongst all that danger. And I was glad he wasn’t. A girl likes some prettiness about her.
 
It wasn’t that way we walked, but down to the floodplain by the river, the soil rich and dark. And another death that was coming.
 
We passed a Jersey, all shrivelled up and half drowned in mud, dry and tight about its ribs, like a sucking second skin.
 
“You hear them cows?” Lolly asked me.
 
I shook my head. “Just the people. Seems animals don’t sit and grumble.”
 
Lolly stopped, bent down and picked up a stone. He threw it hard at the dead thing’s head. “Why’s that?”
 
“I think they’re content with death,” I said. “They don’t rail and grumble and snatch at the still living bits. Life’s thin and precious. But it ain’t everything.”
 
I took another step, and he gripped my wrists. I could feel the desperate fluttering of his heart through his bones.
 
“Not just yet,” he said, tears bubbling in his eyes and his voice. “Not just yet.”
 
“But her time’s running down.”
 
Lolly shook his head. He wiped the snot from his nose with the back of his hand. He straightened, and tried to be the man he just wasn’t yet ready to become. I wanted to kiss him. And, in a moment long as anything I’ve known, he would have let me.
 
But the earth beneath me hissed. The ground stung my feet, her bile was that strong.
 
“This ain’t for you,” my gran whispered. “No Lolly for you. I’ve plans that I won’t let your hungers ruin.”
 
So I didn’t press my chance, but I didn’t push Lolly none either.
 
“You know why she wants me?” I said.
 
Lolly nodded. “She wants her due. She’s done all the things, all the obeisances to the Husk Gods, the whispering listening ones. She’s prepared the soil.” He clenched his hands to fists. “Her life’s been devoted to making sure her death is long and powerful.”
 
I wanted to shake my head, and tell him that such a death wasn’t power, it was hissing, and vile and made up of threats to those that walk. The Husk Gods are cruel. They rule the beneath, and the worlds above when there is enough death to draw them, but there was more to it than that. That the handful of life we’re given was something still. But I couldn’t explain it. Life itself’s the explanation, so I let it rest, just stood in silence holding his gaze.
 
We stood a moment. Then another, the air drying our lungs, even if there was a kind of peace in it. Then in the corner of my eye, I saw it drifting towards us. Huskling, servant of the Gods.
 
“Keep your eyes shut,” I whispered to Lolly. “And your ears, plug ‘em up.”
 
The skin fluttered down to us. I walked in front of Lolly. Checked that he was doing what I said.
 
The skin shivered, and billowed, it filled with air, man-sized and shaped, from toes to cock, to crown. It was puffed up on the fire, on all that death building in the west.
 
“Huskling,” I said. “What’s your business here?”
 
Its voice was a hot wind, a searing gust. “You’re slow. Too slow. Time’s running out for the mother.”
 
“She made her deals with you. Not me.”
 
The Huskling nodded, bobbing in the air. “Perhaps I should eat the child.” It grinned with its flap-of-skin mouth, more than wide enough to eat Lolly.
 
“You eat the boy. Then I walk slower.” I sat down. “Maybe I’ll stop here a while.”
 
The Huskling hissed its frustration, and then popped like a balloon. Bits of skin dropped, leaving a ring of dry rinds.
 
I shook Lolly and he opened his eyes, and gasped for breath. “I said, your eyes and ears. Nothin’ about your mouth and nose.”
 
“What did the Huskling want?”
 
“To hurry us,” I said. “Now run.”
 
Lolly did, with me on his heels, careful though to avoid the skin ring of the Huskling. I yelled at him all the way, told him to speed it up, and tried my best not to look at that pretty face, all grim with the hurrying to his mother’s last breaths.
 
* * * *
 
They were waiting out the front of the house. Not that they could meet my gaze. Robson boys, the young ones. Lolly’s older brothers were out fighting the fire. Still, the ones left had managed to build a coffin. And it was done right. I could feel the dead regarding it with approval, Nan seething, because it was too good. Made with fear and love. Oh, them Robson boys loved and feared their mum.
 
“Run your nails over it, lass. Anti-clockwise.” Nan hissed through my feet, her dead bones communing with my living ones. “Dull it a little.”
 
I did, but they were on to me quick, and counter marking, and all the while nice, because they needed me, and they were just boys, and almost as afraid of me as their mum. They guided me, swift and surely from the coffin.
 
“Ah,” Nan spat. “You give her what she wants, but not too much, hear?”
 
Not too much.
 
There wasn’t too much you could give the dead, and they knew it, even the powerful, which was why they grumbled so.
 
Nailed to the veranda was the dead snake, a parody of power now. A brown snake. She didn’t have much time left. The Huskling was right. I went inside, and could feel the death impending.
 
His mother got her eyes in me: still living sight that could burrow deeper than any dead regard. Her breath came shallow and swift like one of them fabled carriages of the gods, pulling her to death, as it puffed its smoke and crashed its engines.
 
“You ask her where I am to be put?”
 
I knew what she was talking about. Could feel her. The numbing presence nearby. The stark jealous intensity. People reckon the dead’s all rage and vengeful and there is that, in the powerful ones at least, the ceaseless grumbling and grasping. But mostly death is stillness. Mostly death is drifting. Unless you’re buried right. Then you’ve a chance at influence, at matriarchal power. And you can watch over your young’uns, and direct them, subtle but definite. And sometimes not subtle at all.
 
“You tell her,” my gran said, with that sudden weird loyalty that the dead have for the dead. “You tell her, neath the eucalypt. The tall one, back of the house. She’ll have what she wants there. She’s lived the life.”
 
I told her, and her boys, then she turned her gaze to them all, and they trooped out of the room. And then she started crying.
 
“To live the life you’ve lived isn’t easy,” I said. “Never easy.”
 
“No,” Mother Robson said. “But I’ve had my kids. I’ve them to keep on with my life, and they may find pleasure in it yet.”
 
Not likely, I thought, thinking of the lash of a dead matriarch’s tongue. She’d be demanding this, demanding that.
 
I told her that, told her to settle her rage and her misery at death or none of her kin would find pleasure. She laughed, and for the first time I saw the fear in her eyes, behind the determination, behind the acceptance. “I ain’t your gran,” she said.
 
“Dead’s all alike,” I said. “All grumbling.”
 
She laughed again, and then she stilled.
 
“Peculiar,” she said, and that was the last thing she said.
 
I shut her eyes, then marched the Robson boys through to see her, to kiss her head, as kin must, then out the back to start their digging. Keep them busy in their grief. Let them cry later when the work was done, when their brothers came home.
 
Once they left the room, I sat and stared at her, in this moment of stillness, these first moments she’d had since birth. Soon they’d pass and she would be in the ground and chattering. Her skin was already finding the blue pallor of death. A fly settled on her nose, then lifted and landed on the corner of her lip. I brushed it away, and admired her momentary peace.
 
She’d be all talk soon, relishing her power, then realizing its diminishment, feeling her body decay, feeling the slow march of rot, in and out. Things would start eating her, the worm and beetle. And, from her position of power, she would be one of the loudest. I wasn’t looking forward to that.
 
An hour, then another passed, just me and her. Then the boys came in. Carrying the coffin. Lolly at the back. They lay it on the bed beside her, then looked at me, all anxious, some of them sniffling. Not Lolly. I could see he was done with his tears. His back was straight, his eyes dark.
 
“You’ve got to lay her in the coffin,” I prompted. “Gentle now.”
 
They did. And then they hammered the lid on, with old black nails, round which she had wrapped her hair, and dipped in blood. When the last nail was in I led them boys, all carrying their mum, out the backyard to the grave they had dug.
 
It was getting dark. There was only a lighter darkness in the west now, like a cave’s dream of sun. The ground was chattery, roaring with the dead. Old voices, distant for the most part, now rose up.
 
“There. There. There.” The ground was chattery, yes, and bubbling. I caught glimpses of fingers, of dark flesh, curled and chewed on flesh, and bone, eyes sunken and black. Death darkens everything with its tar touch.
 
They were too excited, and me too intent on getting it done. I tripped at the edge of the grave and fell in that hole, all Alice, and tumbling, chasing important dates or fish or whatever nonsense. The fall knocked the wind out of me and the dead rushed round me. My gran’s face pushed through the dirt. Her lips pressed against mine. Most times I feel them; this time they felt me.
 
And I wanted to scream, but I wasn’t bought up to give utterance to my fear.
 
“Back,” I spat. “Back, your time is done.”
 
“So is hers,” my gran whispered. “Done. Done. Down here with us now. Do you want me to eat you, girl?”
 
I laughed at that. All that threat, and how she didn’t understand. She’d already eaten me. I pushed her face away with my palm, felt the spongy flesh give. I laughed.
 
“Why not? This is a powerful place to die, and for me to do it willingly, I could have a nice time of lording it over you all.”
 
I closed my eyes and lay down on the dirt.
 
And I was suddenly bigger than my flesh. I was the sky and the vast dark beyond, and the raging boiling stars. I was everything, with a scrap of me attached, a tiny flake that seemed so insignificant. I knew in that moment that I could scrape it away. I could scrape everything away, and just be that big everything.
 
The Husk Gods shuttled around me. The Husk Gods whispered such promises in my ear. “Ruin it. Ruin it.”
 
Their tongues lashed my back like whips.
 
But I thought of Lolly and his wanting face. And I stilled my power, pushed it away, cut it out of my flesh. My gran was screaming, and cackling, and cursing my name. “You’ll rule us all.”
 
But I did not want to rule such an emptiness. I did not want that great dark to be mine. I just wanted this brief happiness.
 
“What you doing, girl?”
 
I pulled myself from the dark earth, I pushed away their reaching fingers. They snatched and tried to hold me, but I knew that I was stronger, that my will was iron, and for the first time in a long time, maybe ever, I did not listen.
 
I got up, and out of the grave. I smiled at Lolly, and he smiled at me; uncertain, but a smile all the same.
 
I nodded to the coffin and the ropes they’d placed under it.
 
“Lower it now,” I said.
 
And they did.
 
“You can look down now. Your mother’s in the grave. Your mother’s to her power.” I held his hand. “You can look down, and listen. But you don’t have to.”
 
I thought of him. Me and Lolly, leaving this place. And I’d like to think he considered it too. Maybe, for a second, because he didn’t pull away, not as swift as he could have. He squeezed a little then he let go and walked down to the grave’s edge
 
Lolly looked down. He looked down for a long time, and when he turned around, he wasn’t the same Lolly any more. He was older, smaller, his back bent with a weight that hadn’t been there before, even in his grief. And I knew I’d lost him.
 
“Thank you,” he said. And he said it all formal, all polite.
 
“Nothin”‘ I said.
 
“Thank you, all the same.”
 
I already had my back to him, already started the walk into town. And he was digging, throwing spade after spade of that black earth into the hole he had dug. His other brothers helping, his family closing round him, closing me out. Listening for the mother. I could hear her, so loud, and spiteful.
 
“Not a proper choice, boy,” Dead Mrs Robson said. “You need yourself a sane one, a real one. Don’t curse our line with that. Surely you understand.”
 
He must have because he didn’t come running. Oh, the weight the dead have, and their judgments. The other dead whispered, whispered, whispered, through the cracks in my feet; almost all the family allowed me.
 
I walked home, to my mum, and her bottle-dreams, and gran whispering up to do this, pick that, help this one and hinder that. Only I didn’t.
 
“What you doing, girl? What you doing?”
 
I ignored her, and bought some food, and a lot of water.
 
“You can’t. The power, the song.”
 
I walked out of town, into the cooling dark.
 
“You can’t.”
 
I didn’t walk far that night, just far enough. But I would. There was days of it ahead, and no guarantee of anything but sore feet, and heat.
 
“You can’t.”
 
I found a place to rest, by the river, where the ‘roos were mobbing. They didn’t mind me none. I lifted my feet. It was quiet. So blessed quiet.
 
The dark is the dark. The song is the song. 
 
But not my song. 
 
Not anymore.
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Mist and Murder
 
LUCY SUSSEX
 
 
I
t began with a difference of opinion, between myself and my employer, Madame la Duchesse Dubois.
 
“Ghosts and murders! Pepin, they do not mix.”
 
We had just been to L’Odeon theatre to see the thrilling new mélodrame, The Murder of Maria Marten. The audience had hissed at the villain, as he murdered his sweetheart, and buried her in the Red Barn; dabbed tears at her grieving parents, as they searched for their missing daughter (little knowing how close her corpse lay); and shuddered deliciously as the ghost of poor Maria appeared in her mother’s dream, an angry revenant. Now we were headed homewards in Madame’s phaeton, which was where the argument ignited.
 
“But Maria Marten was based on a real case! From Old Earth.”
 
Madame made a gesture that loosely translated as: Pish! “No doubt the mother had eaten cheese at supper that night, and that, coupled with her maternal anxiety, translated into a phantasmickal dream.”
 
“You ascribe a spectre to indigestion, Madame? Where is your sense of the sublime?”
 
“I find only horror in a man who cruelly murders his sweetheart. And nothing sublime in the unfortunate combination of Welsh rarebit and worry.”
 
I leaned back against the satin upholstery, momentarily defeated. Then I had it:
 
“Perhaps Madame, you as detective object to a ghost trespassing on your territory, solving its very own murder.”
 
I saw a sudden uncertainty creep across her impeccably powdered and rouged face.
 
“Peradventure. Or it may be that I merely have a very cold imagination, as Mrs Radcliffe says. I am a product of my times, Pepin, the New Eighteenth century, where there is a rational, ratiocinative explanation for everything, no matter how uncanny. I prefer Radcliffe to Monk Lewis, detection to dream revelations. And I don’t believe in ghosts, most definitely.”
 
In the course of the argument the phaeton had reached the Hotel Exclusif. In my capacity of Secretary, I helped Madame out, sideways, given the width of her hooped skirt.
 
“Shall I summon room service and ask them to toast some cheese for us?”
 
A definite shudder. “No Pepin. I am in no need of scientific experiment tonight, rather an undisturbed sleep.”
 
* * * *
 
How very fortuitous that a visitor next day should serve to continue the argument, this time in actuality rather than theory. I was out posting the latest in my series (Mémoires of a Lady Detective), to the publisher, Mr Colburn, and returned to find the Abigails in a positive orgy of packing.
 
“Pepin, we are going on a country house visit. To a Mr Longmuir, whose name perhaps should be Marten.”
 
“He has a Red Barn?”
 
“No, a mansion on the river, down from the space port. And he has a daughter living still. But if ever I saw a man who looked as if he had seen a ghost ...”
 
One of the Abigails gave a decisive nod.
 
“Did you ask him if he sups on toasted cheese, Madame?”
 
“He says: not with his digestion. There must be some other explanation. I will not believe in ghosts, Pepin.”
 
“But nonetheless we are going ghosthunting?”
 
“Yes, and what should I take?”
 
I pondered. “Flour, to test for tracks. Tripwires. And a blunderbuss.”
 
“I meant to wear, silly.”
 
An Abigail emitted a slight cough. “Nightclothes, given that hauntings occur after dark. May I suggest a peignoir or three, in some subtle, dark shades. And not too revealing, unless, Madame, you intend to set more than hairs upright.”
 
Where had Madame got these Abigails from? I wondered.
 
“I very much doubt it. Mr Longmuir is rather a prissy example of manhood. He pointedly looked anywhere but my décolletage. And begged that our visit be discreet. He has a schoolgirl daughter, apparently a paragon of purity.”
 
The other Abigail emitted a slight snort.
 
“My thoughts precisely. Innocence of a schoolgirl is only in the doting daddy’s eye.”
 
“Not like Mrs Longmuir, then,” said the first Abigail.
 
“Pray tell ...”
 
Always ask a servant, they know everything. And they did, talking in turns, while they folded and packed clothes into trucks.
 
“Rowed away, she did.”
 
“Down the river to the spaceport.”
 
“In the company of a nautical gent.”
 
“With twirling moustachios.”
 
“Captain Jasper Sparrow, of the Black Opal.”
 
“And Adventures of a Space Pirate.”
 
“It was all the fault of her reading group, they said.”
 
“Too many space operas.”
 
“Horatia Hornblower.”
 
“The Jasper Sparrow series.”
 
“And she never, ever, came back.”
 
* * * *
 
Mr Longmuir was a man in a tightly buttoned suit, with a harried air, despite a fine house and gardens landscaped down to the river. We arrived via his personal ferry, and were given a guided tour, firstly of the garden highlights: the folly, the avenue of blossoming trees, the hothouses and the ha ha. He was, quite frankly, a house and gardens bore. As our disguise was to be feature writers from The Gentlewoman’s Companion, New Ceres’ domestic bible, we were obliged to endure it. I took notes and tried not to yawn. Then, once inside, his flow of information shifted from the details of decor to what was relevant to our investigation.
 
“I lock all the outside doors at nine o’clock sharp,” he said, demonstrating on the front door while a liveried footman looked on. “See, Reynolds?” To us: “New servant.”
 
“A habit of long-standing?” Madame inquired discreetly. Her dress for this occasion was similarly discreet: slate blue silk with barely a hint of sheen, let alone hoop, a frothy lace fichu covering her décolletage.
 
“A man of wealth can never be too careful. Nor a father of a daughter. The windows are shuttered at the same time. I also lock all connecting doors to the servants’ quarters. Routine, Madame, the only way to run a household.”
 
His tour encompassed in grinding detail every room in the expansive house, a warren of interconnecting rooms, from scullery to the library. The one exception was his daughter’s quarters, where he only opened the door briefly to give a glimpse of a white muslined back, with chestnut ringlets and a powder-blue sash, busy at a desk.
 
“My little petal.”
 
Only when we were finished, and safely closeted in the master bedroom, a riot of flowery wood-carving covering walls, furniture and ceiling, did he drop the cover of genial host. He sank down on the tapestried four-poster as if suddenly drained of vitality.
 
“So,” Madame said. “To the business at hand.”
 
“I would not have bothered you, Madame, but you are the doyenne of confidential investigations, and this is a matter I wish to be kept very private.”
 
I sat down on the windowseat, nudging the trailing sun-blind away; Madame remained standing, no longer the bluestocking journalist, but in clear control.
 
“Because you have seen a ghost,” Madame prompted.
 
He mopped his brow, nodded reluctantly.
 
“Perhaps you can tell us precisely what happened.”
 
He put his handkerchief away, composed himself.
 
“Always after lock-up, I do the rounds and see dear Rebecca safely tucked up by her nurserymaid. Then I go to bed with a cup of cocoa.” He sighed. “It began late last year. I fell asleep while reading an improving book. I don’t hold with novels.”
 
A quick glance from Madame. It said: Not like your wife.
 
“When I awoke, the candle was still lit. And I saw a shadow on the wall, a silhouette, that shouldn’t have been there.”
 
“Where?”
 
He pointed at a patch of smooth wood by the bedside, miraculously free of wooden foliage.
 
“What did you do then?”
 
“I got out of bed and fled the room, so quickly the candle guttered behind me. I came back with a candelabrum for more light, but the silhouette had gone.”
 
Madame turned, inspecting the room.
 
“And your candle was?”
 
“On the chairseat.”
 
“Which was in this position?”
 
“No, the back was turned to the wall.”
 
Madame sat down in the chair, a relatively plain item of lathe-turned wooden furniture, given the rest of the room.
 
“Did the silhouette return?”
 
“No, but three months later the apparitions ... escalated. Always the same form. He closed his eyes, remembering. “I will confess I had given up reading in bed, I merely kept up the cocoa. I woke - and saw a white light in the window, where Mr Pepin is. And a figure, but standing rather than sitting.”
 
I glanced around involuntarily.
 
“What did you do?” Madame again.
 
“I admit that I cowered. I couldn’t scream, it would have woken dear Rebecca. Trembling, I got out of bed, neared the window, almost too scared to move, and lunged - but in my hands clutched only the curtain fabric.”
 
I touched it - a heavy white opaque silk.
 
“And the light vanished. I could feel the closed shutter through the fabric, but nonetheless opened the window, put my head out ... and saw light again, the figure down near the folly. Pointing, pointing ... then it disappeared again. I jumped out of the window, rushed around the grounds. Nothing, except the lights of the distant spaceport, a vessel falling to earth like a star.”
 
He curled up on himself a moment.
 
Madame waited, then said: “You knew the figure. No random apparition would produce this effect.”
 
He uncurled, nodded. “It was a face I had not seen in five years. The woman whose name I swore I would never utter again. She - once my own dear wife. Firstly as a mere silhouette, then manifesting in her wedding dress, but... but... soaked red, from her heartsblood.”
 
* * * *
 
If we had posed as being from Cookery New Ceres, we would surely have been exploded like a firecracker. Dinner that night was appalling - to the gourmand. Reynolds the footman served meagre portions of plain chicken, without its skin, and a selection of overboiled vegetables, for the sake of the Master’s digestion. Rebecca, who might possibly have made things interesting, if only by pert schoolgirlisms, was relegated to her schoolroom, a tray taken in by her nursemaid. The desultory conversation elicited only that Longmuir had always been a martyr to indigestion, even before the nervous shock of the apparition and Mrs Longmuir’s departure. I began to think the woman had left out of sheer boredom. Given such dreary domesticity, piracy had an undoubted attraction.
 
Longmuir gazed moodily out the window. “Not much of a sunset tonight,” he murmured. “Fog’s coming off the bay.”
 
Indeed, it rolled up the river and into the grounds like a greedy grey beast. Which was much like I felt. As we zigzagged through the passages to the guest apartment in the far wing, Madame went into a huddle of whispers with Reynolds the footman. Gold coin met the outstretched hand, to result, some fifteen minutes later, in a large plate of melted cheese on toast.
 
I waited until the door had closed behind his livery, then said:
 
“You’re experimenting on me!”
 
“Precisely. You are the subject, myself the control. If we both see ghosts, then I will believe in the supernatural. Eat up!”
 
The Abigails began to unlace La Duchesse’s gown. For any man it would have signalled a change of appetites, from the comestible to the carnal. But I was not a man, and I kept eating, too hungry to ignore the cheese. Once again I blessed the disguise that breeched me, safe from the perils of stays and corsets: undressing Madame was like dining on lobster.
 
Some half hour later, a hesitant knock sounded at the door. I opened it to reveal Mr Longmuir, in dressing gown and nightcap; he blinked at La Duchesse, who was resplendent in beribboned mob cap and a plum-coloured satin peignoir trimmed with deep lace ruffles, a gown outrageously lavish but indubitably modest. I picked up the folding bed and blunderbuss, and followed Longmuir as we tiptoed to his bedroom.
 
“Good night,” he murmured. “Sleep well.”
 
“I doubt it,” I muttered, queasy already. Then Longmuir was gone, to sleep in our apartments, while we kept watch in the haunted room.
 
“Not a comfortable bed,” said Madame, bouncing up and down on it. “Pepin, have you set the trip wires?”
 
“Set, Madame.”
 
“And the flour?
 
“Sifted and scattered.”
 
She lay back on the bed, a draught setting the candle flame dancing madly, a carnival of shadows. But none that looked like a silhouette, save of us. I reached out my hand, made a shadow mouse; Madame responded with a cat.
 
“Good night, Madame.”
 
“Good night, Pepin” - and she blew out the candle.
 
* * * *
 
Three things woke me: a mouse-scratch in the panelling; the cheese, rolling uncomfortably around my digestives; but most significantly the white light that poured into the room. I sat bolt upright on the folding bed, staring at the figure that had appeared on the windowseat as if standing on it, a vision insubstantial, that rippled with the curtain behind it in yet another of this room’s infernal draughts.
 
I cursed the cheese, then withdrew the anathema. Madame also sat up, staring: at a woman in her wedding dress, tall and handsome, with a veil of blood stretching down from her coiffed head, the length of the dress to her satin slippers. For a moment there was complete silence, the only sound the rustle of the curtain. Then I forgot my assumed manliness and screamed.
 
Madame reached down and gripped my shoulder - that stopped my panic, and at that moment the figure vanished. Shaking I got out of bed, fully dressed as was the plan, and reached for the blunderbuss. A match struck, as behind us in the wainscoting it seemed as if even the mice scrambled for safety. Madame lit the dark lantern, and shed mob cap and peignoir to reveal a neat plait instead of her elaborate daytime coiffure, and a plain dark man’s suit, the double of mine.
 
“Pepin! Is that window secure?”
 
I pushed the curtain aside.
 
“Shuttered and latched, Madame. Nobody could get in from the outside.” My hands were still a little unsteady, but I opened window and shutter, leaned out, with Madame craning behind me.
 
Cool night air met me, laced with fog, which was beginning to clear in the faint dawn breeze. It currently resided at just above head-height, creating an eerie grey effect reminiscent of some Gothic grotto. I heard a distant lapping from the river, as though it supped on land. Behind us came a waking commotion, the servants and Master arising, consequent to my scream. It seemed too peaceful outside to allow of any unquiet spirit, but then, near the folly, the figure reappeared, again luminescent white save the slash of red blood, but now pointing ... at what?
 
“Follow!” said Madame, and we leapt out the window, not something ever to do in Madame’s high-fashion hoops, but easily performed in breeches. We landed in a soft-dug flower bed, and went racing down the lawns. The figure stood as if waiting for us, absolutely still, except for that disquieting ripple. Now we faced each other across an expanse of geometric shrubbery, waiting ... for what?
 
“The blunderbuss, Pepin!” Madam whispered.
 
“But what if it is some person? An actor, the lady herself?”
 
“I am assured it is not. Fire!”
 
And I lifted the huge ponderous weapon, fired. It sounded like a cannon in the stillness, and the recoil knocked me over and into a box hedge. As I extricated myself, spitting leaves, I heard an unearthly scream and, from the house, shouts as Longmuir chivvied his servants outside.
 
I stood up awkwardly, to see the light gone, and Madam standing where the figure had been, apparently pulling strips of mist from the air, which fell like wafting grey blossoms.
 
“An apparition! That wears silk!”
 
I neared, to be handed a strip of torn cloth, as light and soft as thistledown.
 
* * * *
 
We searched the grounds, as the mist rose and the sun followed, without discovering anything - except that when someone falls down the ha ha, they injure themselves. In this case it was Mr Longmuir, who inflicted upon himself a broken leg, and several cracked ribs, to judge from the angle of his foot and the way he clutched his chest. Madame immediately took charge. The private ferry was commandeered to take Longmuir to the nearest infirmary; Rebecca and her nursemaid, who had joined the search just in time to fuss over the invalid, accompanied him.
 
Once the ferry and its cargo were dispatched, Madame clapped hands.
 
“I think what we need at this point is a breakfast... a good one, in the kitchen. No standing on ceremony at this time!”
 
And no mistaking who was wearing the pants, either.
 
At the back of the house we sat at the scrubbed pine table with Madame’s Abigails and the Longmuir servants, while the cook and scullery maid produced a breakfast quite unsuitable for a man of delicate digestion.
 
“Eggs Lincotte,” said Madame. “Pain perdu. Devilled kidneys. My compliments to the cook.”
 
“I’m Hannah, Ma’am, and it’s a pleasure to cook properly again.”
 
When in doubt, ask a servant, and this gang slipped easily into gossip mode, while I took notes. The maids were devoted readers of Mémoires of a Lady Detective, and had recognized Madame La Duchesse immediately. So much for our disguise!
 
“Never a spread like this since the Missus went.”
 
“She liked her food rich and spicy.”
 
“And parties, noisy ones.”
 
“Masks and fancy dress themes.”
 
“Like Pirates.”
 
“Then she heard a real pirate had just docked at port, on a flying visit for repairs.”
 
“Captain Jasper Sparrow, author of Adventures of a Space Pirate.”
 
“The Missus’ favourite series.”
 
“She sent him an invite, as a lark. And he larked back.”
 
“What a rager he turned out to be.”
 
“So was she.”
 
“Couldn’t blame her for running away with him, with the master so pale, dull and abstemious ...”
 
“And all his routines.”
 
“Getting worse they were.”
 
The gardener, a tall husky man seated at the far end of the table, had been silent. Now he cleared his throat.
 
“If she ran away with him.”
 
“Oh,” said Hannah, “Wilberforce, not that again.”
 
“We’re helping Madame and her secretary with their queries, aren’t we? So it’s only fair I say that Captain Sparrow was a dashing fellow, but not one for the womenfolk. Don’t ask me how, but I know for certain.”
 
“Thank you Wilberforce,” said La Duchesse. She opened her purse, began tipping handsomely, with most I noticed to Hannah, and also Wilberforce.
 
* * * *
 
After breakfast, we made a full tour of the premises again, in the absence of the owner, ascertaining that the trip wires and flour were intact, and that nothing had entered from outside. Madame scrutinized the sites of the hauntings, tapping the panelling of the bedroom, with tweezers removing what seemed like ordinary rubbish from the garden: fragments of old coloured window glass, espalier wire, and more of the mysterious grey silk. She also instructed me to make quick sketches. That done, we inspected the house again, leaving until last the only rooms we had not seen earlier, Miss Rebecca’s.
 
As we neared her bedroom door it opened a crack, to reveal a liveried rear-end, bent under the single four-posted bed.
 
“Ahem!” said Madame, entering and closing the door quietly behind us. “Mr Reynolds, I presume? I knew you were no servant, however new-employed.”
 
He crawled out backwards, stood, and gave a slight bow.
 
“Well-spotted, Madame. May I ask how?”
 
“Your thumb was in the toasted cheese.”
 
He sighed. “Not the sort of thing we learn in the Lumiscenti.”
 
“You had a report of new-fangled, forbidden technology?”
 
“We had a report of a phantasm, idle servant’s talk in a pothouse, but intriguing.”
 
“You too do not believe in ghosts?
 
“Only as illusions presented within the time-frame of our New Eighteenth Century. A phantom in a Phantasmagoria, an invention of the 1790s, but not a Zoetrope, or Dr Pepper’s Ghost, illusions which date from the nineteenth, and forbidden century. We license the spectacles in our theatres most carefully, and a report of an amateur performance merited investigation.”
 
“Performance, but by whom?” I asked.
 
“That remains to be seen. Consider these books ...” with a nod at the tomes on the bedside table. “Christian Huyghens! Hamlet! We have here not romances, nor conduct books, but a bluestocking child.”
 
“I was much the same at that age,” said La Duchesse. Sotto voce, to me: “Before I discovered the distractions of love.”
 
“Then consider this ...” and he led us to the connecting playroom, a higgledy-piggledy treasure trove of juvenile achievement, from the easel to the workbox, junior alchemy set, prisms, kaleidoscopes, telescope, astronomic charts, woodworking tools, and not a doll in sight. A school hat hung from a hook, and Madame gave an approving nod.
 
“The Madame de Stael Memorial Academy for Young Ladies, my alma mater. Nothing forbidden there, except a girl left fallow, with no cultivation of her natural abilities.”
 
“To judge from this mess,” Reynolds says, “Miss Longmuir had no ability for housekeeping. But for everything else, it would appear. Woodworking? I had no notion that was the latest craze for young ladies.”
 
“The Academy prides itself on its bluestocking tradition, and also on providing practical careers for girls. Wood-carving, locksmithing, even the stage, but props-management rather than actressing. New professions, instead of the oldest.”
 
“In my opinion,” Reynolds said, “Miss Longmuir is the cleverest person in this house.”
 
“But sufficient to cause the Lumiscenti concern, at 12 years old?”
 
“How clever is or was her Mamma?” I said. They both turned and stared at me.
 
“An excellent question, Pepin. Here we find a guide to the character and interests of the daughter. Her mother, on the other hand, is a blank. Nothing I have seen in this house suggests the personality and possessions of the absent Mrs Longmuir.”
 
She paused, finger to mouth.
 
“Which makes me wonder. A woman in a midnight flit does not usually pack anything but lightly. She must have left something behind, which her husband no doubt shut out of sight and thus remembrance.”
 
“There is an attic, Ma’am,” said Reynolds. “I had yet to concoct a reason to inspect it.”
 
A sudden movement out the window, which like the master bedroom opened onto the garden, caught my attention. The private ferryboat had returned, and was docking at the riverside jetty. But something about it was different.
 
“Madame, is it usual for a boat to carry the flag with its owner’s arms half-mast?”
 
The ferryman’s dress was subtly different too, with a band of black on sleeve and hat, clearly distinguished from the green of the household livery.
 
“Oh!” and Madame stood beside me, Reynolds craning over both our heads. “I fear that poor Mr Longmuir’s injuries were more serious than expected, that he has ... died.”
 
“Or was murdered,” said Reynolds.
 
Servants were running from the house to the ferry, just as two figures, tall and short, in long black cloaks disembarked: Miss Rebecca Longmuir and her nursemaid.
 
“There will be an inquest,” Reynolds said. “At which, as investigative agents, we will be summoned to appear. To present our conclusions.”
 
Madame looked from him to me.
 
“And the conclusions of an investigative agent, whether of the Lumiscenti, or a Lady Detective, can only take one form: to bring the mystery to an end.”
 
* * * *
 
Coronial inquests are generally convened in situ, and quickly, but it was a week before Madame, I, and the Abigails, all clad in sombre mourning, took the ferryboat back to the Longmuir estate. It was crowded: with the Coroner, doctor, and witnesses, all wrapped up in cloaks against a biting sea breeze. We disembarked, and hurried up to the house. In the library, the largest room, was where the inquest would be convened. Miss Longmuir sat there already, veiled in black on a couch, holding hands with her nursemaid.
 
The Coroner seated in the late master’s chair, a jury of neighbours empanelled, Madame nodded to the servants. A series of exhibits, shrouded in dustcloths, were brought in and lined against the near wall. Then the Coroner opened the proceedings, in a droning voice I found very difficult to listen to. Madame had kept me hard at work the last week, dictating letters, taking record of interviews, conducting experiments, and what with one thing or another I had very little sleep. I drifted into a light doze, then awoke with a start, as Madame took the floor, in black velvet and matching pearls.
 
“Mr Coroner, the function of an investigation is to be reconstructive, and I had to reconstruct first a recent sequence of events, then an older one, of five years back. That was when Mrs Longmuir notoriously eloped with Captain Jasper Sparrow, never to be seen again. Except, perhaps, in Exhibit A, published late last year.”
 
With a curtsey, a housemaid pulled the dustsheet away from an occasional table containing a prosaic business ledger and pile of pamphlet-sized booklets, their covers adorned with bright, gaudy engravings. I recognized the familiar format of my publisher, Mr Colburn & Co, whose popular memoir series included ...
 
“Adventures of a Space-Pirate. Not originating with Colburn, but licensed for distribution in New Ceres. A series with a substantial following here, even if the author is somewhat dilatory in his instalments, given his busy career in piracy. He is, at present, running several years behind actual events in his career. But last year, a new volume did appear ... and sold out almost immediately. Mr Colburn was obliged to provide me with his personal copies to read. Alas, he was quite unable to provide an actual interview with his author, who is rather elusive, natural given his profession.”
 
She took out a jet lorgnette, and quizzed the topmost booklet before her.
 
“Captain Sparrow, like others in the memoirs trade, does disguise facts and figures to prevent too close a recognition. And exaggerates, no doubt. In this one volume alone he escapes a sunspot storm, rams a space-whaler, and also ... attends a Masked Piratical ball, as himself. At a riverside mansion, on a planet that bears an unmistakable resemblance to New Ceres.”
 
The Coroner painstakingly noted that fact.
 
“The highlight of this particular narrative is a card game, with the officers of a Naval vessel, unsuspecting old adversaries of Sparrow. The fake and the real pirates play for high stakes - he cleans them out completely, and most comically. Yet, curiously, there is no mention of running off with his hostess. Indeed, the more I read these books, the more I noticed an exclusively masculine cast of characters, with no apparent need of feminine company.”
 
Wilberforce, seated besides the ferryman, received a visible nudge.
 
She closed the book, opened another, the ledger.
 
“Mr Colburn kindly provided me with his list of subscribers. In which I notice the Madame de Stael College.”
 
She passed the books to the coroner.
 
“Next, Exhibit B.” The housemaid gave her curtsey again, and pulled the dustsheet from Mr Longmuir’s bedroom chair.
 
“Mr Coroner, honourable juryfolk, consider this chair. A rather plain, lathe-turned item, but which with certain modifications could take part in a scientific experiment: to determine if a man was merely a deserted husband, or something much worse.” She put one hand on the knobs, finials on either side of the high back. “See, one unscrews ... and the other most decidedly doesn’t.”
 
An anticipatory silence filled the room.
 
“May I request the curtains be drawn ... Not now, when I signal! And for a candelabrum to be lit. Also, if I may borrow the Chinoiserie screen, by the fireplace.”
 
It was arranged behind the chair, the dustsheet draped over it, the candelabrum lit and placed on the seat.
 
“If I may humour the audience with a shadow play. In this house’s schoolroom, I observed woodworking tools, among them some lathe-turned knobs. They appeared innocuous, but in certain lights, they bore a remarkable resemblance ... to the Headmistress of the Madame de Stael College, its janitor, an unpopular figure, and to this lady, Exhibit C.”
 
She produced from her hanging pocket a miniature portrait.
 
“Mrs Longmuir, a silhouette, done from life and concealed in the family attic. Now draw the curtains.”
 
The room, save for the flickering candle, plunged into darkness, illuminating the knobs on the chairback and throwing their shadows against the draped dustsheet. They appeared unexceptional, at first. Then light, or rather shadow, dawned.
 
One knob had been cunningly turned so that it formed a face in silhouette - the counterpart of the one in the miniature.
 
“Jouets séditieux, seditious toys, a trifle from the Old Eighteenth Century, but surprisingly effective when used here, as an agent of justice. But not as effective as Exhibit D.”
 
She nodded to the maid, who removed yet another dustsheet, to reveal two metal boxes.
 
“A word on provenance here. The coastguards, acting on my suggestions, dragged the riverbed within a narrow radius of the jetty. They unearthed, or rather unwatered these, the insides smashed, the delicate glass scattered. Fragments could be found in the garden, including a shard of mirror. I had repairs made, but a vital component was missing.”
 
She removed one candle from the candelabrum, opened a hinged flap in the nearest box and inserted it. A stream of light emerged from the front, and hit the dustsheet draped over the screen.
 
“Ah,” said Reynolds, now in his Lumiscenti robes. “A Magic Lantern.”
 
“Or Lantern of Fear, as some call it. It projects: pretty panoramas, images of foreign potentates, anything that can be painted in miniature, on glass. I have here only a view of New Copenhagen, which will have to suffice. See the square of painted glass, in my hand, see me place it in the Lantern, behold on the dustsheet, the image magnified. Pepin!”
 
“Yes Madame?”
 
“Perhaps you can describe the phantom you saw in Mr Longmuir’s bedroom.”
 
I stood before the assembly, all eyes on me, and tried to describe what I had seen. “A lady, tall and stately, in her wedding dress, satin à la Polonaise. She was very pale, with chestnut hair, and she stood perfectly still, though she rippled slightly.”
 
Madame took hold of the dependant dustsheet.
 
“Like this, pray?” - and shook it. New Copenhagen trembled as if in an earthquake.
 
“Your phantom was projected onto the silk curtain. Probably from the next room, via a hole drilled in the wall and concealed among the wooden foliage.”
 
“I did hear a scratching sound, Madame, but thought it mice, attracted by the smell of cheese.”
 
“Thank you, Pepin. Wait here a moment, while I present my final exhibit ...” - a tall rectangle underneath its shroud.
 
From the audience Hannah the cook spoke:
 
“We think we know what your next exhibit will be, M’am. It used to hang over the fireplace, till Master sent it to the attic.”
 
“Hannah, you are perfectly correct.” The last dustsheet fell to the floor, and I beheld the spectre, to the life, or rather paint: a full-length portrait of a tall, chestnut-haired woman in white, a bride à la Polonaise.
 
“Madame, she was much less realistic when I saw her.”
 
“Because she had been copied, in miniature, and a crude swathe of red blood added. That was one image, the other was for the garden, with an arm crudely upraised, pointing ... at what? And why?”
 
Silence fell, broken from the other side of the room, by the sound of two hands muffled in black silk mittens, clapping.
 
“Well done, Madame,” said a high, girlish voice. “Open the curtains, extinguish the candlelight. You have exploded me quite.”
 
Rebecca Longmuir stood, pushing back her black veil. From where I stood I could see the intelligence in her face, but not, I thought, any particular malevolence. She walked slowly over to Madame, an effortless upstage.
 
“You were wrong in one matter. My inspiration was not the new instalment of Adventures of a Space Pirate. That was secondary. Certainly when I read it I found no mention of Mamma’s elopement. To him she was no more than Mrs Longbottom, as he called her, a merry but gracious hostess.”
 
One of the jurymen stood up. “As she was, that night. I was a guest, and went as Captain Sparrow. So did several others, including the genuine article. Which one of us rowed Mrs Longmuir down the misty river? I didn’t, but I can’t say who did.”
 
“A confusion to be exploited at a masked ball,” said Madame, “for amours or worse. Especially next morning, when everyone except the host is hungover, and the lady cannot be found.”
 
“Ahem,” said Rebecca, and the juryman subsided. She turned, held out one hand, and the nurserymaid joined her.
 
“From Captain Sparrow’s narrative, and from certain hints dropped by my dear Abigail, I acquired the dreadful suspicion Papa had been telling me fairytales. He was increasingly irksome in his strictness, and seemed to think my apex in life was to be his housekeeper. When I could read Mr Hughyens on Optics, could paint, carve wood, and shone as props lady in the end of year school mélodrame! So I resolved to test him, as Hamlet did his Uncle. I copied the silhouette, transferred it to a jouet séditieux, and substituted it for the knob on his bedside chair. It took several nights, before the angle of shadow was correct, but assuredly he reacted like the guiltiest of men.”
 
She turned to Madame la Duchesse.
 
“I have read all the Mémoires of a Lady Detective. In my innocent teatime prattle, I inserted into Papa’s mind the notion of your discreet investigations. Who better to expose his guilty secret? And so you came, to witness a Magic Lantern show, myself inside, Abigail outside, with a second Magic Lantern in the folly, projecting onto a gauze curtain hung between two trees. A Phantasmagoria, Mr Reynolds, not a Zoetrope nor Dr Pepper’s Ghost. Oh! such fun we had, until you shot your blunderbuss, Mr Pepin. Abigail and I took fright, we concealed the Lanterns beneath our shawls, then dropt them, their mechanisms smashed, into the river. Where I fear Papa dropt Mamma, when her desire for a noisy, spicy life conflicted too much with his desire for bland peace. But, I assure you, I did not drop Papa in the ha ha, that was the least of my intent. I only wished that justice would be done.”
 
The doctor, scheduled to give evidence last in the inquest, suddenly stood.
 
“I must interrupt. Death was consistent with a heart attack, there is no doubt about it.”
 
“Twas Nemesis, the agent of justice, pushed him,” said Hannah. “Or maybe the ghost of Mrs Longmuir herself.”
 
“I don’t disbelieve in ghosts,” said Rebecca. 
 
“Indeed,” said Madame, “and why not, pray?” 
 
“You never asked me what my inspiration was, to first try Papa, then expose his guilt before you. Why it was the ghost of dear Mamma appearing in my dream, wordless and imploring, dripping water and seaweed!”
 
And Madame turned to face me over the veiled chestnut head and mouthed two words: Toasted cheese!
 
* * * *
 
Back at the Hotel Exclusif, my pen scratched as I wrote the final words of the latest Mémoire of a Lady Detective:
 
To solve the problem seemed to be impossible, and so the case of the dream revenant, à la Maria Marten, has remained a mystery to this day — a mystery to which the Lady Detective carried the closest investigation, without being any wiser by the inquiry.
 
“Very good,” said Madame, reading over my shoulder. “Have you thought of a title yet? I fancy: ‘The Lantern of Fear’.”
 
“It suggests horror, Monk Lewis and his shuddering ilk. Also it gives the plot away, something never to do with mystery narratives.”
 
‘“The Phantasmagoria’?”
 
“Likewise, Madame.” I was the writer, and as such I had authority. So I turned to the title page, and wrote, the pen sputtering slightly:
 
MIST AND MURDER
 
* * * *
 
Lucy Sussex was born in New Zealand, and emigrated to Australia at 13. She has compiled three anthologies for younger readers, and She’s Fantastical, an anthology of Australian women’s non-realist fiction, was shortlisted for the World Fantasy Award. Her award-winning fiction includes four books for younger readers and one adult novel, The Scarlet Rider (1996). She has written three short story collections, the most recent being A Tour Guide in Utopia (2005) and Absolute Uncertainty (2006). Currently she reviews weekly for the Age and West Australian newspapers. Her next book is Saltwater in the Ink, forthcoming from Red Dog Books.
 
Author’s note:
 
‘Mystery and Murder’ is a story in the first Australian crime series, by Mary Fortune. I had to do a textual comparison on it, to establish authorship, and in the process discovered a quite interesting subtext: that a man who summons a detective to investigate a haunting might be the actual murderer. ‘Mist’ rewrites the Fortune story for New Ceres, but remains true to its central tension, of the rationality of the detective faced with the Gothic horror of a ghost. It helped to have the ‘Eyes, Lies and Illusions’ exhibition visit Melbourne, so that I could learn how to fake a ghost in the eighteenth century. And part of the fun was playing around with archaic language, also the history of publishing. Colburn existed, and published Polidori’s The Vampyre. One of his clients, Rosina Bulwer Lytton, described him as an ‘Embodied Shiver’, a description I can only palely imitate.
 
Editors’ note:
 
‘Mist and Murder’ won New Zealand’s Sir Julius Vogel award for Best Short Story of 2007.
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Special Perceptions
 
RICHARD HARLAND
 
 
6th April
 
A
t last - I’ve got something to start this journal with! Something so small and yet so marvellous! Completely unplanned!
 
I was sitting reading in the garden under the jacaranda tree. I’ve been reading poetry several hours a day, ever since the start of the holiday, trying to get into the mood. But it was warm and sunny, and I drifted into a kind of haze.
 
Then I heard this fast furious liquid noise. I knew it must come from the creek at the bottom of the garden, so I went to look. I saw it immediately - like a live thing, a struggling thing in the smooth flowing water. It was where a branch had got jammed in the stones and muddy bed of the stream, so that one end reached up just as far as the surface. The water bulged up and over the end of the branch in a sudden fast bulb of liquid - like a gelatinous muscle on the top of the water. So strangely spasmodic it was - terrifyingly furious - always about to break loose, about to plunge down under the surface or race off downstream - but always somehow remaining the same. There was even a definite shape to it, a long bulging oval like an eye, rapidly, continuously winking.
 
I don’t know if there’s a poem in this. I started thinking about a poem while I stood watching. But I’m not going to push it - as Stephen says, look after the perceptions and the poems will look after themselves. I’m on the way now!
 
* * * *
 
7th April
 
Went up to town today. It’s amazing - a year ago, all I wanted to do was get away - to university, to Melbourne. Culgoa seemed boring and oppressive and narrow-minded. Yet today I found myself almost falling in love with the place. Everything so incredibly familiar, so unchanged! And the people too, so unchanged! I talked to Mr Jurd in the fish shop, and Mrs Lilley, and a dozen more.
 
The same feeling continued when I came back home. This plain old house with its stuffy middle-class furniture - but all exactly as it ought to be! And my mother in the kitchen, my father coming back for lunch - I could’ve hugged them! I don’t get to feel like that too often.
 
* * * *
 
8th April
 
Last night, an extraordinary dream. I woke up straight after and forced myself to scribble some notes about it. I had a pen and pad of paper ready on the chair beside my bed. Stephen says you should train yourself to record your dreams - he says that dreams are the poet’s inner poet. But I’ve hardly ever remembered interesting dreams - until this one.
 
It started with dancing. We were in a ballroom, all white and gold decoration, ornate glass chandeliers. A band on the platform played delicate tinkling music. The dancers were my whole family, uncles and aunts and cousins and grandparents on both sides. I was there writing in a book exactly like this journal. I think I was some kind of historian recording distinctive family characteristics.
 
Then the dance started to become very strange, as though everyone was stumbling and recovering in an irregular swooping, swaying motion. This way and that, a sickening stop-go, like the hovering and darting of a fly. And yet it was all part of the dance. The tinkling music swooped and swayed along with the dancers.
 
It occurred to me that we were on a ship and the ship was sinking. Perhaps I’d been on a ship in some earlier part of the dream. The dancers were swaying and stumbling because the ballroom floor was tilting from side to side as the ship sank. It was a kind of dream logic deduction - we couldn’t feel the tilting ourselves because we were moving with the ship, but the change in the dance was the clue to what was happening.
 
I went across to the band to tell them to stop their music. But the members of the band were now dressed in ragtime stripes and blue-and-white top hats, and they were capering about and rolling their eyes so that the whites showed. They seemed completely lunatic. I noticed there were ropes rigged up round the platform, penning them in.
 
The next thing I remember was that the ship had already sunk and I was in the water. I was terrified of drowning, but someone supported me from behind - someone with strong powerful arms, swimming and towing me along. I tried to turn my head but I couldn’t manage to see who it was.
 
Instead I seemed to be looking down, down through endless depths of black water. And there, far below, descending to the bottom of the sea, was the ship itself like a tiny toy. I could see its rows of glittering lights, I could even hear the dance music tinkling on. The sight made me incredibly giddy, as though standing looking down from the top of a cliff.
 
That was when I woke up and scribbled my notes.
 
* * * *
 
10th April
 
At last I’ve found my journal again. When I came back home yesterday I searched for it everywhere - I wanted to record my experience on the embankment. And now today it turns up on top of the kitchen crockery cabinet. I can’t imagine why I put it there.
 
This was experience. I was walking beside the railway track when I saw a large round stone that had split in two. Only I didn’t think about what it was at first - that’s what I’ve been doing, allowing the special perceptions to grow and flower, without categorizing or limiting them. So what I saw was the inside of the stone like a mirror, a sheer blue-black flinty colour, as though dark light had been trapped in a crystal. There was so much difference, whole worlds of difference, between this pure inward thing and its outward appearance, its ordinary dull brown dusty covering.
 
And then I saw how many other dull brown dusty stones there were on the embankment - and I thought: so they’re all like this inside! It was like a revelation. Everywhere the secret inward intensity, the hidden power! And it’s the poet’s job to uncover it!
 
* * * *
 
11th April
 
I wrote to Stephen today. He’s staying in Melbourne over the holiday. I described my new experiences, but only in a general way. Somehow I don’t want to tell anyone the contents of my journal - not even Stephen. I’m beginning to think this journal will be my true poem, much more than any separate poems that might come out of it.
 
I can’t help feeling that something great, something wonderful is happening to me. I’m following Stephen’s theories - about training oneself to hold on to the most subliminal perceptions - but I’m really living what he only theorizes! Maybe I’m getting over-confident, but I believe - no, I won’t put it into words - but I have such immense hopes for myself!
 
* * * *
 
12th April
 
I haven’t been reading so much lately - I take in a few lines of a poem and immediately my thoughts start to drift. It’s as though the mere idea of poetry is enough to put me in the mood.
 
In fact, I haven’t done much of anything today - not since slicing my hand this morning. It was incredibly stupid. I was going to cut myself a hunk of bread and I ran the blade of the big kitchen knife lightly across the palm of my hand. Testing for sharpness, I suppose - only I must’ve got that movement confused with the movement of actually cutting into the loaf, because instead of pressing lightly, I pressed very heavily.
 
I could hardly believe the deep slit I made in my palm. There was blood everywhere. It was very difficult to tighten a bandage in a way that would stop the flow. Luckily it wasn’t my writing hand.
 
* * * *
 
13th April
 
Another strange and vivid dream last night. It started out with the poetry workshop, our Tuesday night workshop in Stephen’s room. Stephen, Kerry, Justin, Denise and all the regulars were there, plus a few others. I remember one man with a red tie who seemed familiar in the dream, though totally unfamiliar when I re-picture him now.
 
We were talking about an amazingly good poem that Justin had photocopied and handed around for discussion. It was anonymous - that’s how the workshop operates, unless the author wants to own up at the end. But this time even Justin didn’t seem to know who the author was.
 
It was a poem about a fire breaking out in a house - which turned out to be my house, this house. And as the dream went on, the poem became a story about me. I was a small child again, playing in our front room, and there was sunlight coming in through the front window. Then somehow the sunlight caught fire and changed into flames. I stopped playing and watched the flames, but I couldn’t move. Even in the dream I thought, ‘I’m too young to move.’
 
Then a great splintering crash made the door shake. I knew that it was the firemen come to rescue me. And soon enough, there was an axe-head appearing through the wood. But still they were chopping too slow, they weren’t going to get to me in time.
 
Suddenly I was in a state of panic - and out of the panic came an impossible switch. All at once, I was no longer the child waiting to be rescued but the fireman on the other side of the door. I was the one wielding the axe, I was strong and powerful, chopping and chopping. But now the chopping seemed strangely pointless, merely going through the motions.
 
That was the end of the dream. It was as though it had run out of anything more to happen, as though it had stuck in a rut.
 
* * * *
 
14th April
 
Went for a long walk today - but the special perception didn’t happen outside, strangely enough. It happened when I came home, when I was in the kitchen.
 
It was a very simple thing. There’s a carpet in the kitchen patterned in an intricate Turkish design of red and green. What I saw first of all was a distortion of the pattern in one small area of the carpet - a kind of greasy blur, a filminess. As I moved my head, the distorted lines and colours kept sliding and running together in a repulsive kind of way.
 
I backed off the carpet and stood staring at it. It took me a very long time to realize what it was - a circular glass ashtray lying upside down on the carpet. I was seeing the pattern through the glass. That was all it was! When I bent down to
 
* * * *
 
What the hell happened then? I was writing a sentence about the ashtray and suddenly my mind blanked out! I couldn’t remember the word I was going to use - then I couldn’t remember the idea I was trying to express - or what the idea connected to - or what I was doing - or why - where - anything at all! I was casting around in my mind for some solid memory, and I couldn’t find anything at all! The more I panicked, the more the emptiness kept opening out, wider and wider!
 
Maybe it only lasted a fraction of a minute, but it was scary, very scary. I don’t want to get like that again. I’ll continue this journal some other time.
 
* * * *
 
15th April
 
I blame that ashtray thing. It must’ve been still in my thoughts when I went to bed, and it came through again in a frightening dream.
 
The dream began when I was walking along a track, like some of the tracks around Culgoa, except that the surface of the ground was covered with white sand. White sand with green banks on either side, and yellow wheatfields spreading all around - it was a dream in colour, and the colours were wonderfully intense.
 
Then I became aware of something transparent and shapeless on the sand, almost under my feet. It was a jellyfish - and at the same time it was the distorted filmy illusion produced by the glass ashtray. But I thought of it as a jellyfish in the dream.
 
I stepped around it - but then there was another, and another and another. For some reason I couldn’t slow down, I had to keep walking faster and faster, desperately twisting and turning to stop from putting my feet into the transparent blurry shapes.
 
I knew in my mind that I was being forced off the path - off the path, up the bank, to walk across the wheatfield. But it was very important not to have to walk across the wheatfield!
 
Then another fear started up - completely arbitrary, not connected to anything, coming into the dream out of nowhere at all. So stupid and irrational, in a way that even dreams ought not to be irrational. It was as though I was waiting for it to happen.
 
It was a fear of someone standing behind me. Someone standing very close behind me, even as I was walking faster and faster. But now I was no longer exactly walking, I was gliding, gliding - hardly conscious of moving at all.
 
I was almost expecting it when the cuff of a jacket appeared over my shoulder. Then my arms were held in, locked against my sides. And then the hands.
 
I can’t begin to describe the horrible intimacy of those hands. Strong powerful hands that clamped over my face and blocked off my breathing! I knew that my nostrils were being gently squeezed between someone’s thumb and forefinger. And at the same time, impossibly, a pressure against my neck, like a tight band. I couldn’t struggle! I could feel the strength in those hands increasing, while my own strength ebbed away ...
 
I woke up with my head pounding, ears ringing, gasping for breath - as though it had all really happened. I still seemed to feel the imprint of those hands like a physical sensation on my face.
 
* * * *
 
19th April
 
Four days since I last wrote in this journal. There’s been nothing much to write. In a way I’m glad. I’m still nervous about what I’ve been calling my ‘special perceptions’. I don’t want them leading on to other things - like that experience of total blank-out, like that bad dream. I haven’t remembered any dreams for the past few nights.
 
The house has been in turmoil with my parents preparing for their fortnight on Magnetic Island. They leave in three days time. I feel somehow cut off and distant from them, as though we’re moving on separate planets. Perhaps it’s because those bad experiences keep preying on my mind.
 
This evening, I got to the state where I had to do something about it - I had to take another look at that illusion of filminess on the kitchen carpet. I found the same glass ashtray and put it down on the carpet in exactly the same position. But I couldn’t recapture the illusion. The more I looked at it, the more I couldn’t believe I’d ever seen anything other than a glass ashtray.
 
Suddenly I realized my father was watching me from the doorway. Watching me staring at an upturned ashtray! What must he have thought? How long had he been watching?
 
But all he said was ‘What’s that ashtray doing on the floor? Did you knock it down, Chris?’
 
Then he went across and picked it up. He made some comment about how clumsy I’d been getting lately. As though that had anything to do with it!
 
* * * *
 
20th April
 
I have to check up on everything now. I can’t help it - it’s the only way to stop from worrying.
 
Like half an hour ago. I took a spoon from the cutlery drawer and sat down at the table for breakfast. But then I just stayed sitting - as if I was waiting for something. Then I realized what it was. The fingers and palm of my right hand were wet.
 
My first thought was blood - it was only yesterday I took the bandage off my hand. But it wasn’t blood, only water. But where from? I couldn’t remember touching anything wet.
 
In the end I worked it out. It must have been the handle of the cutlery drawer - the last person to open it must have had wet hands. Still I had to go and check up. I can’t explain the feeling of relief when I discovered I was right.
 
* * * *
 
21st April
 
What’s wrong with me? I thought I was getting back to normal - and then last night I had another vivid dream. But this time it wasn’t what happened in the dream itself that was disturbing.
 
I dreamed I was in a long corridor-like room, with iron beds lined up parallel to the walls. It was like some kind of institution, but old-fashioned, with a sense that this was all taking place a long time in the past.
 
I was one of the people milling around - we were protesting about something, perhaps the fact that there weren’t enough beds for us all. Some of the other faces were familiar, though maybe from other dreams rather than real life. I remember the man with the red tie, who was in one of my dreams a week or so ago. His smart red tie didn’t seem to match his other clothes, of loose grey sack-like material.
 
Then someone came walking down the corridor and speaking in a firm voice. It was the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge - I knew that the way you know things in dreams - and he was uttering phrases like ‘Your protests are useless’ and ‘The situation is inevitable’. And when I heard those phrases, a great sense of fate and doom washed over me.
 
At that point I woke up and switched on the light. I wasn’t worried about the dream itself. But then I noticed a ball of paper on the chair beside my bed - a sheet of paper rolled up into a very tight round ball. Rolled up when? How? By whom?
 
I picked it up and smoothed it out. It was a sheet from the pad I’d left out for recording my dreams. There was nothing written on it, no message. And yet it was like a message nonetheless. I must have done it myself - fast asleep - in the middle of the night!
 
I tried repeating the operation with another sheet of paper. I had to roll the paper round and round between my hands to create a ball so very small and tight. How could I have performed such a tricky operation without waking up? Is this some version of sleepwalking?
 
I can’t help thinking that I did it while I was having the dream.
 
* * * *
 
22nd April
 
My parents left on their holiday today. The taxi arrived at 11.00 and I helped load their cases and waved them off. I had the impression they were worried about me - and more than just the worry over me looking after myself in the house for two weeks. But I acted positive and cheery - I felt positive and cheery. I was thinking how I could order my own life at last, without having someone always watching over my shoulder.
 
And then, right in the middle of the positive cheery feeling, it happened. As the taxi disappeared, I went to go back in through the front gate - and I couldn’t open the latch! I was doing something else at the same time!
 
I don’t know how to explain it. It was something to do with my arm, as though my arm was caught between two different movements. I was blocked, immobilized, bent over the gate in a strange unnatural way.
 
At least it seemed strange and unnatural to me. Mrs Silveri from next door was standing around - she’d been seeing my parents off too - and I don’t think she noticed anything. But I couldn’t try again, not with her there, I couldn’t risk it happening again in front of her. There was a hollow sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 
So I turned away and walked off down the street, pretending I had something to do before going back in. I took a five minutes walk to nowhere and when I returned - the problem had vanished. My arm behaved completely normally, my hand opened the latch first time.
 
It’s 7.00 p.m. as I’m writing this. I’m going to go out later tonight, to practise opening and closing the latch when there’s no-one around. Just to be sure, just to see if that strangeness happens again.
 
* * * *
 
23rd April
 
I’ve had another dream. I’m afraid of what it might mean. It’s the recurrence that frightens me.
 
I dreamed that I was going up town. I didn’t want to meet anyone, and I deliberately crossed to the other side of the street when anyone approached.
 
For some reason it was especially Mrs Lilley I didn’t want to meet. But as I went along Hamilton Street I began to think I saw her features in every face. To escape, I took a turn into Cox Street.
 
The next thing, I had followed Cox Street right out of town and turned off along the path by the river. But there was still someone coming towards me from the opposite direction. I left the path and walked away from the river, across the wheatfields.
 
The other person went on past along the path. But when I veered to head back towards the river, I saw that she’d also left the path. She was circling around behind me through the wheat.
 
The thought passed through my mind - Mrs Lilley has been drinking! Perhaps the thought came from the fact that my mother once told a story about seeing Mrs Lilley drunk.
 
I was determined not to let her get behind me. I started circling around her as she circled around me. Round and round we went, about twenty metres apart, neither of us looking straight at the other. It was somehow important not to recognize her, not to admit that she was there.
 
So we performed a kind of ritualistic circle, waist deep in the golden wheat. The circle swirled all across the field - at one time on top of the hill, another time almost back at the bridge. But always exactly the same distance apart.
 
It was no longer Mrs Lilley, though. I no longer thought of the person as Mrs Lilley, not her at all. It was the man with the red tie. That was who I was afraid of.
 
Still I didn’t look straight at him and he didn’t look straight at me. But now I could glimpse the tie around his neck - a strange unpleasant red colour. I couldn’t tell what his face was like. Somehow the tie dominated everything else about him.
 
That was all there was to the dream. We kept on circling around each other like the opposite ends of a rotor. Circling and circling, until I finally woke up. I was covered in sweat.
 
* * * *
 
26th April
 
Three whole days, and nothing’s happened. Maybe it’ll come all right after all. I’ve got into the habit of knocking myself out with three glasses of whiskey every night. I’ve got a store of four bottles, so I won’t run dry in a hurry.
 
Another thing I’ve done is move out of my own bedroom. I’ve made up a bed for myself on the lounge in the front room. It seems to be working. No dreams - and no sleepwalking, or whatever it was I did that night.
 
I’ve hardly been out at all, except to buy my bottles of whiskey. I went up to the Culgoa Tavern, and it was like that dream - I didn’t want to meet anyone. I didn’t cross to the other side of the street, but I kept my head down and pretended not to see people. I dreaded having to make polite conversation. I’d been planning to buy bread and tins and vegetables, but in the end I just went to the bottle shop and came straight home.
 
Home seems very strange now that I’m sleeping on the lounge. Everything so familiar, hardly changed since I was a child - yet I’m living in it like a total outsider. My shirts and trousers hang over the piano and piano-stool, my dirty clothes are piled under the table, there’s a towel lying on top the bookcase. It’s as though I’m camping out in someone else’s house. I can’t be bothered tidying up.
 
* * * *
 
27th April
 
A letter from Stephen arrived today. Full of names - Rilke, Hoffmanstahl, Bachmann, Vallejo, Alberti - all the poets he thinks I ought to read. So pretentious! To help me ‘open my mind to the potential and equivocal’, he says. What does he know about it? I only wish I could close my mind down.
 
* * * *
 
28th April
 
Still nothing happened. Maybe I’ve beaten it. I try not to think about anything much, a sort of minimalist existence, letting things happen. Life has become a floating cloud of random impulses.
 
My strongest impulse is the impulse to go to the kitchen for something to eat. Dozens of times a day I find myself wandering through the kitchen door. But when I get there, I know there’s nothing I really want to eat. Maybe it’s because I’ve already run out of most of my favourite foods - the shelves are getting very bare, ever since I failed to stock up at the supermarket the other day.
 
That must be the explanation for this recurring whim. There’s a hankering in my taste buds, but nothing to satisfy the hankering. It’s very stupid. I have to keep reminding myself not to go into the kitchen. If I stop reminding myself, then sooner or later I’m drifting back through the door again.
 
* * * *
 
Middle of the night
 
It’s him! Of course! I’ve been trying to avoid admitting it! But it’s been him all along! The man in the red tie!
 
He came to me in a dream - in a hundred dreams, on and on through the night. Again and again I dreamed I was waking up, but it was always only another level of dream. And on every level, in every scene - he kept finding me, coming after me, trying to work his way around behind me.
 
I remember only the most vivid scenes clearly. One scene was in a theatre with rich plush seats and carpets and incredibly ornate gilt decoration. Another scene was a green paddock - unreal technicolour green - and there was a red rusted wreck of a car in the middle of the grass. Another scene was on the beach at Coffs Harbour - a perfect memory of when we used to go there for holidays - and I was wading out towards my special rock, my island.
 
Scene after scene after scene ... but always he discovered a way of getting into them. He was the swimmer further along the beach, he was someone sitting five rows back in the audience, he was circling around behind me through the paddock. Even a patch of shadow could start turning into him!
 
Scene after scene after scene ... and I had to keep running, climbing, scrambling away from him. It was impossible to find a safe place to hide. I could always escape - but I could never escape for good.
 
In the end it was almost mechanical. Even some of the same scenes repeated themselves. A terrible sense of inevitability came over me. Whenever I glanced round behind - there he was, lolling his head and rolling his eyes.
 
That’s what he was doing - lolling his head and rolling his eyes. His head rocked as though there were no bones in his neck, his eyeballs swivelled as though loose in their sockets. Horrible sickening motion, white round globes of his eyes!
 
Until finally I awoke for real. I was exhausted - exhausted by terror, if that makes sense. But at least he’d never managed to catch me up, I thought, at least he’d never managed to come up close behind.
 
Then I felt a wetness on my wrist. I turned on the light - and saw small lines of red over the sheet. There was a scratch mark on my wrist, not deep but oozing blood. And another on the back of my hand - another on my other hand - still more on my chest! Dozens of tiny marks, most of them not even bleeding. Some were fresh but some were old - maybe days old - only I’d never noticed before!
 
I jumped up and rushed to the bathroom, to the mirror in the bathroom. I counted thirty separate scratches. It was like discovering some terrible secret crime that had been committed.
 
And then I discovered who was responsible. There was blood under my fingernails - under two fingernails that were slightly longer than the rest.
 
I felt like throwing up. I took the nail scissors and cut my fingernails - all of them - back to the quick. But what’s the use?
 
I can’t believe it’s just a coincidence - the dream and the scratch marks. I daren’t go back to sleep, I don’t trust the whiskey to work any more.
 
I’m sitting writing this on the front room table. I daren’t go back to sleep.
 
* * * *
 
29th April
 
I’ve been thinking about it. I know what it is about him. The man with the red tie is a lunatic. That’s why he rolls his eyes and lolls his head. He’s completely irrecoverably insane.
 
But how has he got into my dreams? And into my life too? What is he - some sort of psychic entity? Trying to take possession of me? A goddamn ghost?
 
I’d like to believe it, I want to believe it. But why would there be a ghost in this house? There’s never been anything strange before, and I’ve lived here since I was a child. And even before then, I’ve never heard of any weird or violent events connected with this house. You couldn’t keep weird or violent events secret in a place like Culgoa.
 
* * * *
 
I went to the window just now and looked out through the curtains. Day is dawning, there’s a light creeping up across the sky. I have to make plans, I have to do something.
 
Okay, no panic. No surrender. I can work it out calmly. If there’s some kind of psychic entity involved, if that’s what he is, then okay, where does he come from? How did he get released?
 
When I try to think back, everything that’s happened recently seems totally confused in my mind. I can’t remember what came first and what came second. But I don’t have to rely on memory - I’ve got this journal to give me dates and events. I’m going to re-read every entry, very carefully. There must be clues.
 
* * * *
 
Later
 
I think I’ve got it! The carpet in the kitchen! It can’t be an accident that so many of these strangenesses tie in with the kitchen. And the crucial moment - I believe the crucial moment was when I saw that filmy shape on the carpet, when the pattern was distorted by the glass ashtray. Is that where he comes from? Something that was locked into the pattern?
 
I’m certain I’m right, I hope I’m right. I went and studied that very same spot on the carpet. There’s only one thing to do - destroy it. I’m going to rip out the whole strip of carpet and burn it.
 
This is my plan. I’m writing it down to make sure it won’t be forgotten, not even if I suffer one of my lapses, my losses of contact.
 
So - I wait until the middle of the night, until one o’clock. I can’t do it during the day, it would be too hard to explain if anyone saw. I’ve set one o’clock as my starting time.
 
First I rip out the strip of carpet, roll it up and carry it to the bonfire patch in the back garden. I don’t think the rest of the carpet matters, only the spot where I saw the filmy shape. At least that’s what I’ll try first.
 
Next I get the can of lawn mower petrol from the garage and sprinkle it over the roll. Then I set a light and burn it completely to ashes.
 
As I was writing that down, I had the sudden thought - how am I going to explain the missing strip of carpet to my parents? Suddenly I remembered they’re going to be back in less than a week. So soon! It seems like a million years away. I can’t be bothered worrying about it now, I’ll make something up when the time comes. If the time comes.
 
* * * *
 
8.00 P.M.
 
I had to put a chair in front of the kitchen door. Twice today I found myself with my hand on the handle, about to wander through into the kitchen. The chair will block my way, remind me not to go in when there’s no reason. I don’t want to go in when there’s no reason!
 
Still five hours to go. When I looked out through the curtains, the darkness was starting to come down, the garden was filling up with shadows. Out in the street the streetlights are already on.
 
I mustn’t fall asleep. Not that above all! And yet I’m afraid I might just do it, in some accidental moment when I’m not paying attention, when I’m not keeping a watch on myself.
 
I’ll go for a walk - that’s the best answer. A long long walk until one o’clock. I hate the thought of going outside - not just because of meeting people - I hate the thought of going anywhere near those places where I had my ‘special perceptions’. My stupid bloody ‘special perceptions’! But I’ll find ways to walk that don’t remind me ...
 
* * * *
 
2.30, middle of the night
 
I did it, I burned the whole strip of carpet. Nothing special happened when that particular spot went up in flames - I don’t know what I expected, but I expected something. Will it work? Please please please let it work!
 
But I don’t feel very confident now. I daren’t go to sleep - I still daren’t go to sleep. What made me believe it was the carpet? But if it wasn’t the carpet, if that wasn’t where he came from - then what happens next?
 
I keep thinking there’s something pressing against my shoulders from behind. I keep moving my shoulders, reaching with my hand, trying to brush something away.
 
Maybe I’m only imagining it because it’s what I’m most afraid of. I know how the idea arises, I know what it would mean if it was true. But maybe it isn’t true.
 
But I’m afraid. Very afraid.
 
* * * *
 
3.15 a.m.
 
This is my final entry. I hope someone reads it and understands. I hope someone can make sense of what’s happened to me.
 
How could I ever have believed he came from the carpet? Sheer desperation. Now I know it all - the truth is so much simpler. He told me about it himself.
 
Now he’s behind me even as I write. I can close my eyes and see him with his red tie around his neck, I can feel the lolling movements of his lunatic lolling head. I don’t need to dream.
 
But he won’t do anything for a while. Not now that I’ve come through into the kitchen. I’ve brought my journal in here and I’m sitting writing at the kitchen table. He doesn’t need to push any more. He knows he’s won.
 
He told me about it in gestures and words, horrible bubbling words coming out of his mouth. Or maybe they weren’t proper words at all, only slobbery sounds - but I still understood the meaning. How could I fail to understand? He’s me - Christopher Caulder - he comes from me!
 
It was so obvious. I knew he was somehow familiar, even though I never got a good look at him, even though his face was always stretched and distorted in crazy mad expressions. The last face I ever thought of - the one face you never see in ordinary dreams - my own face!
 
But not me as I am. Me as I’m going to become. The potential me, the me that will be. I’ve opened him up in myself.
 
I’ve haunted myself with my own future. With my own oncoming insanity.
 
He’s letting me write this, but he’s starting to come up closer behind. And not only behind, but through me, closing in over me. Immensely strong and powerful. Isn’t that what they always say about madmen?
 
Not long now. I won’t be in control much longer. I’m sitting writing this at the kitchen table, with the big kitchen knife in front of me. I laid it out on the table next to my journal. But now it’s time to close the journal.
 
* * * *
 
Very soon I shall pick up the knife and make myself a bright red tie
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A Lady of Adestan
 
CAT SPARKS
 
 
T
he prim maidservant did not smile or answer any of Dena’s questions - she simply set out the teapot and delicate cups and left her alone, cup empty, in the parlour in silence.
 
Dena studied the pattern on the china, almost afraid to touch the cup lest she break it with her clumsy fingers. The walls of her sister’s mansion were covered with paintings of houses and lakes, men on horseback and women in stiff, elaborate gowns.
 
The silence of this house unnerved her. How long would they keep her waiting? Dena knew so little about the city of Adestan and its inhabitants, even less about the family her sister, Nadira, had married into.
 
She sat and waited, her heart beating more rapidly as the minutes passed. Dena had last seen Nadira a year before, when the wedding carriage had come to take her to Adestan. She had thought she would never see her sister again, as was customary when girls from the plain married into wealthy city families. Yet here she was now, surrounded by opulence and luxury, having been issued a hand-delivered invitation as if she were a person of great importance.
 
The double-oak doors at the back of the parlour swung open. Three women swept through as if borne on a breath of wind. It was a moment before Dena recognised which was her sister. Surely the creature before her now was a queen, not her own flesh and blood! What had happened to little Nadira, the girl who’d played chasings around the pinebark trees? Skinny Nadira, in her plain cotton shift, splashing the younger children in the river? A hundred memories swirled and evaporated one by one as Lady Nadira, Mistress of Thorsten Mansion, stood before her, accompanied by a handmaid and a translator, who each took smaller steps behind.
 
Nadira’s gown was like the gowns in the parlour paintings, only richer and finer than oil on canvas could depict. Deep burgundy, azure and charcoal. The Adestani seemed fond of sombre hues. The only brightness came from the jewels sewn on her bodice and the string of blood-red rubies around her neck.
 
Lady Nadira (for that was who she was now, not little sister, prettiest of them all) settled herself on the hard divan. Her translator sat in the chair immediately to her right. The handmaid went about the business of making tea, pouring it into the waiting cups the maid had already set out on the low table that separated the Adestani women from their guest.
 
Dena realised she was slouching. She immediately sat up straight and folded her hands in her lap, not knowing what else to do with them. She felt so clumsy and awkward in her sister’s presence now.
 
Nadira’s hair was pulled back tightly from her face, fastened into slim braids with tiny clasps of gold. Each braid was woven through with gold thread so fine that Dena only noticed it when Nadira turned her head and the threads caught the light. The end of each braid was capped with golden beads and ringlets interspersed the braids.
 
When she met her sister’s gaze, Dena feared she might burst into laughter, all the pomp and finery and foreignness forgotten, but Nadira did not laugh, and neither did Dena. They stared at each other until, prompted by the handmaid’s offer of fresh tea, the conversation began.
 
Dena understood that grand ladies of Adestan were not supposed to speak. When Nadira had accepted master Etan’s offer of marriage, an elegant lady from the Adestan court had presented herself at the family home accompanied by two handsome bodyguards. She had taught Nadira handsign, the language exclusive to high-ranking women in the city of noble stone. No one had noticed Dena spying on her sister’s private lessons through the downstairs study window. No one had caught her practising the elegant gestures when the fine lady and her bodyguards had gone.
 
Nadira signed to the translator and the translator spoke to Dena.
 
“Welcome to Adestan, and to our home. My husband regrets he cannot be here to meet you, but he has been unavoidably detained by business on the estate. I trust your room is comfortable. Please let Housemistress Keony know if there is anything you require.”
 
Dena shifted uncomfortably in her seat. How strange it was to hear her sister’s words spoken through the mouth of another. Her gaze fell to the rubies adorning her sister’s neckline. “You’re so beautiful. You always were, but now more than ever,” she said.
 
Nadira nodded, acknowledging the compliment gracefully. She paused before signing again.
 
“Is our mother well? How are Angus and the ducks?”
 
Dena smiled and relaxed a little in her chair. “Scruffy old Angus misses you. You were always his favourite. But the ducks are as fat and as greedy as ever - I do not think they’ve even noticed you’ve gone.”
 
Dena felt sure mention of the ducks would raise a smile, but Nadira remained as composed as ever. Her tea lay untouched on the table, as of course it must, Dena realised. Nadira needed her hands for talking. Dena began to babble, recalling every little detail she could remember from their street, hoping that if she spoke long enough Nadira would be able to relax a little, or at least drink her tea. But the tea grew cold and eventually Dena ran out of gossip. Silence fell between them like a heavy curtain.
 
Then, translated, “Ardena, you must convey to our mother some joyous news. She will be a grandmother before year’s end.”
 
A baby! Dena glanced at Nadira’s belly, noticing the swelling for the first time. How could she possibly not have seen it before? She had been entranced by the rubies and the fabrics, distracted by the welcome sight of her sister’s face.
 
A look passed between the translator and the handmaid. A small thing, but Dena caught it. Something Nadira had said was not proper. But what could be improper about announcing the expectation of a child?
 
“Of course, we are exceptionally busy here. Our mother may not receive an invitation to visit until next year,” said the translator.
 
Dena paused. Her sister’s hands had been still this time. The translator had spoken for her. She glanced upwards and met her sister’s eyes, but they betrayed nothing. No emotion whatsoever.
 
“Nadira, your tea is getting cold,” said Dena.
 
The handmaid leaned forward quickly, picking up the cup and passing it to Nadira, who accepted it without gesture of thanks. She brought the delicate porcelain rim to her lips and sipped.
 
* * * *
 
After tea Dena was permitted to accompany her sister on a stroll around the rose garden and down to the gazebo beside the lake. They did not attempt conversation, despite the presence of the translator. Dena told more stories from the plain and her sister listened, her eyes on the bevy of black swans that sailed back and forth across the still water. Dena felt obliged to fill the silence with chatter, but all she really wanted to do was throw her arms around Nadira’s neck and squeeze her until she returned to her old self.
 
When at last her chatter was exhausted, the three sat in silence for a while. Dena hoped the translator might leave them alone so that they might talk freely, but she kept her place and they watched the swans glide until the shadows lengthened and it was time to return to the house.
 
They walked slowly. Grand ladies of Adestan did not move quickly, but it was Dena who set the pace this afternoon. Dena who did not want the visit to end.
 
The women came to a halt at the farthest end of the rose garden. Nadira signed farewell, wishing good health on her mother and her sister, promising to write as often as time permitted.
 
Dena grabbed her sister’s hands suddenly, squeezing them in her own. “Are you truly happy here?” she asked. She could feel the translator stiffening beside her, clearly disturbed by such an undignified display.
 
Nadira smiled. A kindly smile and her eyes shone brightly, but Dena saw that it was the smile of a grand lady of Adestan, rather than her sister’s smile.
 
How could so much have changed in a single year?
 
* * * *
 
Back in her room, Dena was served a sumptuous baked partridge on a silver platter. As delicious as the food was, Dena understood full well that she was dining alone because the Adestani did not wish her to share their table. She had been permitted to see her sister and that was enough. Tomorrow the coachman would return her to the plain, back to her proper station in life amongst common folk. She would never return to this beautiful house.
 
More food had been provided for her than necessary, and she ate more of it than she ought, but she felt so awkward, so nervous and uncomfortable sitting alone in the pristine room. It was a relief when Housemistress Keony came in for her dishes.
 
“I tried to open the window but it seems to be stuck,” said Dena.
 
“The window does not open,” replied Keony as she filled her tray with Dena’s dirty plates. “I see you have a keen appetite,” she smirked.
 
Dena blushed, embarrassed. She tried to engage Keony in further conversation, but the housemistress’ answers were short and sharp. In Adestan, speech was only for men - and the coarser kinds of women. Keony did not wish to advertise her own inelegance.
 
Sleep did not come easy to Dena that night. The bed was too large and the mattress far softer than she was used to. She twisted and turned, tossing aside the covers, while outside the wind shook the trees and rattled the windows.
 
She awoke to the clinking sounds of porcelain and cutlery. Dena lifted her head to see Keony setting out her breakfast tray, and not making any effort to be quiet about it.
 
“Regrettably, your departure from Adestan must be delayed,” said Keony.
 
Dena sat up and hugged the bedclothes tight to her chest. “Why is it so dark?”
 
“A frightful storm.” Keony went to the window and pulled aside the drape in a futile effort to let in more light. “Apparently the road has turned to mud. Whole sections have been washed away.” She let the drape fall. “You are to stay here until the road is passable by carriage once more.”
 
“Oh,” said Dena. She glanced around the room at all the now-familiar objects: the dresser, the pitcher and basin on a stand, the heavy oaken drawers where her few undergarments were stored, neatly folded. “May I see my sister again?” she asked suddenly, her face brightening at the thought.
 
“No,” Keony replied, heading for the door.
 
Dena understood that she was not to be given a reason. “I think I shall go mad cooped up in this room,” she added, more to herself than to the housemistress.
 
Keony paused at the door and turned her face to Dena. “Whoever said you must remain in here? The city square is only a few blocks from here. There are many shops suitable for a person such as yourself. I should not be hiding in here all day if I were you.”
 
Keony and her smugness left the room. Dena threw back the eiderdown and touched her feet to the wooden floor. She ate her breakfast quickly before the last of the heat faded from it, dressed, then peered out the window into the grey and the gloom.
 
She was met downstairs at the side door by an older servant, who neither smiled nor spoke. She presented Dena with a heavy cloak.
 
“If you please, which way to the city square?” Dena asked. The woman gestured to the left. Dena thanked her and tried to catch her eye, but the woman had already turned away.
 
The rainfall was lighter than it appeared to be from indoors. She pulled up her hood and trod carefully on the slippery stones. The chill wind whipped at her face, invigorating her, driving the last traces of slumber from her head. She gulped icy lungsful of air deep down into her chest until it hurt. Anything to clear the stuffiness and oppression of that house!
 
Men and women hurried along the footpath with great industry, shielding themselves from the wet as best they could. Dena headed in the direction indicated by the servant, remembering to count the number of streets she crossed so she could find her way back. Flat stone walls soon gave way to small shops with sturdy awnings, their interiors warm and inviting as glimpsed through their front windows.
 
Dena paused at each one, enchanted by the exotic displays but was too timid to go inside. She had a little money, but did not wish to draw attention to herself. Her mother had made her promise to memorise every detail of her encounters, although all details were irrelevant now compared to the news of Nadira’s baby.
 
As she gazed longingly at a row of tiny pearl-and-diamond earrings, a sudden blast of sleet buffeted her up against the glass. The rain had resumed its pummelling in earnest.
 
Dena was about to seek shelter inside the jewellery shop when she saw several people on the stretch of pavement ahead hurrying inside what was clearly an alehouse. Dena decided to join them. She would be far less conspicuous there than in a tiny shop where she could plainly not afford the wares.
 
Warmth and noise enveloped her as soon as she crossed the threshold. Dark shoulders swept her further into the interior’s warmth as more people crowded in to escape the fierce wind and rain.
 
“Let’s get that cloak off you,” said a friendly voice. As the wet fabric was peeled from her back, Dena turned and was met by a smiling red-cheeked woman. “Get yourself over by the fire there, lass, or you’ll catch yourself a nasty chill.”
 
Dena joined the others warming their hands before a roaring hearth fire. They made room for her automatically, just as plain folks would have, had she been back at home. The noise surrounding her soon fractured into individual snippets of conversation:
 
“An’ bales were banked up row after row on the Port Daran docks with no way to shift ‘em.”
 
“He might’ve seen that landslide coming after last year’s floods, eh.”
 
“Better make mine a double this time, Linsy, I’ve three manors on my inventory before lunch.”
 
The sound of chit-chat was almost more comforting than the fire after the oppressive silence of her sister’s house. Dena had presumed the whole of Adestan to be soundless and austere, and she was relieved to have been wrong. Adestan was a city like any other, its regular folk the same as on the plain.
 
“What’ll you be having, Miss?” asked the red-faced woman who was now serving behind the bar.
 
Unsure of what to ask for, Dena had been about to request tea when another spoke for her.
 
“I reckon she looks like she be needing the special tea today, Linsy - as will everyone else who finds their way through your door.”
 
A man leaned on the bar, dressed in well-worn leather and black linen. A lean man, yet strong. She could see the curves of his muscles against the weave of his shirt. His posture was casual, as if he had ordered a thousand drinks in a thousand inns.
 
Linsy handed him two mugs of something hot and fragrant. He held them close and breathed in the aromatic steam. “To your health,” he said to her, then left the bar, carrying his mugs across to a table to where sat another man.
 
“I think a half’ll be doing you,” said Linsy. She placed a smaller cup on the bar and smiled. Dena nodded and gave the woman a copper. She took the cup in both hands and sipped, blowing on the liquid to cool it.
 
It was indeed tea, but with a sting of rum in its tail. As Dena sipped, she glanced across the room at the dark-haired man in leather and black. He was deep in conversation with his companion. She wondered if he might glance back her way, but he didn’t.
 
“You look a little lost, Miss,” said Linsy.
 
“Oh, no,” said Dena, “I’m visiting my sister. I was to return home today but apparently the road is unpassable.”
 
Linsy smiled knowingly. “Your sister? Would she be a noblewoman, perhaps?”
 
Dena nodded, taking another sip of tea. “She is Mistress Nadira, wife of Master Etan. I am staying in their house, only it’s ...”
 
“Lonely?” Linsy nodded, understanding. “I can imagine it might be. Beautiful grounds on their estate, from what I’ve been told. I do believe I’ve seen your sister in her carriage. Yes, I think so - I can see the family resemblance.”
 
“Oh, no,” blushed Dena. “There’s no resemblance at all, not hardly.”
 
Linsy was called to serve another customer. Dena sipped her tea in silence, listening to the crackle of the fire and the ebbs and flows of hearty conversation. She moved to stand before the hearth once more. There were empty seats scattered about the room, but she was tired of sitting. Her drink had made her a little light-headed, a feeling she enjoyed almost as much as she enjoyed the warmth of the flames.
 
“Still here?” said a familiar voice.
 
She looked up to see the dark-haired man standing beside her.
 
“What’s your name?”
 
He was handsome. She’s decided that already many minutes ago, even before she’d sipped her drink. Before she’d wondered if he might be watching her.
 
“Ardena,” she said in a whisper. “I’m from the plain,” she added, realising her mistake as she said it - there was no need to tell him something so obvious.
 
“Mine is Karas, and I’ve been to your plain,” he said. 
 
“Really?” She wondered how she had managed not to notice such a man before, if what he said were true.
 
“Just passing through on my way to other towns and other plains,” he said.
 
“You’re a traveller?” 
 
“That I am.”
 
She could smell the heady musk of his skin, feel the warmth of him, despite the fire, despite the impropriety of such thoughts.
 
“Perhaps you will travel to the plain again sometime? Perhaps I shall see you then?” It was the rum in the tea talking, she knew, making her far more brazen than a girl ought to be.
 
“I hope so, Ardena,” he said with a smile, and then he was gone, swallowed by the crowd as a new batch of sodden travellers pushed through the doorway and Linsy ran out to take their cloaks.
 
* * * *
 
A surprise awaited Dena when she pulled back her eiderdown and prepared for sleep that night. An envelope poked out from beneath the corner of her pillow. She tugged it free, knowing who it must be from before seeing her name on the stiff cream-coloured paper. A letter from Nadira, somehow smuggled to this room without Keony’s knowledge, for that girl was no friend to either sister, Dena was sure. As she slit the thick paper with her fingernail, she knew that this letter would bear dark news, and that her sister would have taken a grave risk to write it.
 
My Dearest Dena,
 
Forgive my haste, but I am desperate. The Adestan court is a terrible place — no place for a daughter, and I feel it is a girl child I carry within me. I will not have her raised by the whip and the knife.
 
The Autumntide Ball will be held tomorrow night. You must beg Keony to be allowed to attend as a serving girl in the hope of seeing me again. I know that Keony is in love with my husband. She is cruel and will relish the chance to make my sister work. You must bring me a servant’s uniform and we must escape together. These rubies are for a bribe, should you be discovered.
 
Dena, do not get caught. These people are unspeakably brutal.
 
For my daughter’s sake,
 
N
 
Dena’s eyes welled with tears as she looked to the place where the letter had been concealed. She slid her fingers beneath the pillowslip, where they brushed against something hard and cold. Her sister’s ruby necklace. She tugged it free and held it up to the light, fighting tears all the way. What would happen to her sister if the jewels were missed? What if she herself were apprehended as the thief?
 
She stuffed them back beneath the pillow, needing time to think. How would she ever be able to help Nadira escape? Who could she turn to? What could she do?
 
She sat on the edge of her bed and hung her head. “I’m sorry, dear sister,” she whispered as the tears washed down her cheeks. She cried for hours, the sound of her misery masked by the battering of the rain and the lashing of the trees outside her window.
 
* * * *
 
It was not Keony who brought her breakfast tray the next morning, but the silent older servant. Unlike Keony, she knocked before entering the room. Dena sat up as she pulled the heavy curtains open. Outside, the sky was as grey and bleak as ever.
 
Dena felt for the rubies under her pillow, half expecting them to have vanished during the night, but they were still there.
 
The woman busied herself setting up Dena’s meal.
 
“I suppose I am to spend another day in Adestan, with the weather being so foul,” said Dena.
 
The woman looked up from her work, then gestured to indicate she should come down from her bed and eat. Dena smiled and was about to throw back the eiderdown when she saw something that made her blood freeze. A small detail she had somehow missed, no doubt because of the older woman’s voluminous lace cuffs, obviously designed to hide her disfigurement. One of her hands was missing. Even from a few feet away, Dena could see that it had been sliced off cleanly at the wrist.
 
The woman saw the look on Dena’s face. She bowed her head in shame, flicked her arm so that the lace fell to cover the stump, then left the room without looking back.
 
Dena understood what she had not seen before. This servant had been a noblewoman once; as dignified as Nadira and all the other fine ladies of the court. This was why she did not speak. What crime could she have committed to be punished so cruelly?
 
Dena sat back on the bed, her head reeling, echoing with the words in her sister’s note: the whip and the knife. She snatched the rubies from their hiding place, clutched them in her fist, drawing them close to her heart. I’ll get you out of here, she promised. Somehow.
 
After she had washed and dressed, and tucked the rubies safely inside her undergarments, Dena went downstairs in search of Keony. She was not in the kitchen or the hallway. Dena crept stealthily through the house, room after room, well aware that she was overstepping boundaries, but she knew her time was limited to the duration of the storms and the impassibility of the road.
 
The corridor opened out into a parlour far less grand than the one where she had been received by her sister. A flash of movement caught her eye. Reflections in a mirror. She trod softly, angling her body for a better view of curled hair and an energetic flurry of hands.
 
Dena stopped still. It was not two ladies talking that she could see, but Keony sitting by herself practising handsign! Dena recognised some of the words from when Nadira had been taught: man and handsome and better. Marriage and deserve and plain folk. Keony smiled as she formed each word, blushing and pouting and lowering her eyes.
 
You stupid girl, thought Dena, inching closer to the shadows almost by instinct. As if the master of this house would fall for the likes of you. And then it struck her - he had fallen for a commoner once, why not believe it might happen again? Keony wasn’t half the lady Nadira was, but as a fantasy it made perfect sense. Perhaps Dena could use it to her own advantage?
 
Dena backed slowly out of the room. She paused for a moment, then re-entered, this time deliberately treading hard to make the floorboards squeak. Keony appeared in the doorway, a dark silhouette radiating caution.
 
“I’ve been looking for you,” said Dena, lacing her voice with as much meekness as she thought she could get away with. “Bad weather is still keeping me from returning home.”
 
Keony did not reply. Dena continued talking to fill the uncomfortable silence. “If I must be detained, I would like to see my sister again, if I may.”
 
“You may not,” said Keony. “Mistress Nadira is far too busy with the Autumntide Ball preparations. “We are all extremely busy.”
 
Dena cleared her throat. “I do not expect a formal meeting. I only wish to see her again before I go. There is no need to trouble a handmaid or a translator. Perhaps if I could -”
 
“Lady Nadira is not to be disturbed. The Autumntide Ball is tomorrow night - do you not know what that means?” Keony took a small step forward, bringing herself into the light where Dena could see her face. “But of course you don’t know. How could you? Autumntide is not celebrated amongst the plain folk.
 
“I have heard of it,” whispered Dena, her eyes downcast. “A very grand occasion. Although, of course, I have never seen it.”
 
“No, I am sure you have not,” said Keony. “I am to be senior kitchenmistress this year. My role is extremely important.”
 
“Will my sister be promenading with Master Etan?”
 
“They shall both promenade,” said Keony, her eyes shining.
 
“Then I would like to be there, too. Might not a small servant’s role be found for me? I will cause no trouble. I only want to -”
 
“Out of the question!” said Keony indignantly. “We do not just pull servants off the street for Autumntide Ball!”
 
Dena bowed her head in penitence, holding her breath, hoping against all hope. She could feel the weight of Keony’s eyes on her, hear her mean little mind ticking like a clock.
 
“There is one small chore you might be suited for,” said Keony coldly. “It’s a speaking role - few of our maids are well suited to the task. When canapés are presented to the lords and ladies in accompaniment to their wine, you may stand beside the tray and describe the contents of each morsel.”
 
When Dena raised her head she saw the cruel smirk on Keony’s face. “I would be honoured, if it meant another glimpse of my sister.”
 
“You will be honoured indeed. With any luck you might see Lady Nadira for a moment or two, although don’t go expecting too much. You may not speak to her. If you try to, I shall have you whipped.”
 
Dena took a deep breath. “Thank you, Housemistress Keony. You have been so very kind.”
 
Keony sniffed, then pushed past Dena and strode out of the room.
 
Dena learned quickly that the role of speaking servant was the lowest of the low. She and four other unfortunates were made to memorise list after list of canapé ingredients until they could recite each one to Keony’s satisfaction.
 
Keony’s eyes shone clear and bright as she ordered the servants from task to task. It seemed that for such events, she outranked the silent servant with the missing hand, a situation no doubt founded in practicality.
 
Dena did not feel safe with Nadira’s rubies in her care, but she knew she could not chance leaving them hidden in her room, so she tucked them inside her brassiere when she changed into her servant’s uniform for the ball. The uniform was brown, drab and neat. In it, she looked the same as all the other serving girls, a fact Nadira would know full well.
 
When no one was looking, Dena took a second, larger uniform from the cupboard and pulled it on over the first. She felt cumbersome and enormous in the double layers of fabric, but no one gave her a second glance.
 
Dena had thought the alehouse large, but upon entering the ballroom, her jaw dropped at the immensity of the space. Several thousand people could have been accommodated with room to spare. The walls were adorned with bright frescoes depicting minutely detailed plants and animals and scenes of mountains, rivers and fields. Even the high, curved ceiling was painted bright blue and dotted with stars, held in place by sturdy-yet-delicate columns of wrought iron wreathed in vines.
 
An orchestra played soothing music on a corner stage designed to resemble a garden gazebo, complete with caged birds and palms.
 
The talkers were made to stand against the wall, their hands folded and eyes downcast until their services were required. Keony was busy with so many details. Too busy to supervise the girls and see that they did not raise their eyes to gawk at the lords and ladies arriving through the arched entrance at the far side of the room.
 
Dena’s eyes darted in search of Nadira. She presumed her sister would be easy to spot, but there were several pregnant women present, each heavily laden with jewels, as indeed were all the guests, men and women alike.
 
As the space gradually filled, Dena imagined she was observing a garden filled with strutting peacocks, each one prouder and haughtier than the next. The gowns were so exquisite, the jewels so bright, that for a moment she lost herself in the spectacle of it all.
 
The sound of clapping hands brought her back into the moment. Keony paired each talker with a waiter as he emerged from the kitchen, then sent them out into the crowd to perform their tasks. Dena’s waiter swiftly manoeuvred himself to a position on the left of the orchestra, and Dena trotted dutifully beside him, sneaking a look at the faces in the crowd when she could. Once in place, she recited her menu, noting the looks of disdain on the ladies’ faces. None sampled the canapés. The air around her was filled with the deep voices of men and the silent fluttering gestures of women’s conversation.
 
On her third foray into the crowd with the waiter, Dena spied not her sister, but Karas, the man from the alehouse. He was dressed in a fine uniform of royal blue and silver. She lowered her eyes at once and began her recitation. When finished, she stole another glance in his direction and discovered he was staring directly at her, a broad smile on his face. He reached forward and sampled a treat from the tray. “Delicious!” he declared. “Make them yourself, did you?”
 
Dena opened her mouth to answer when a sharp glance from the waiter made her change her mind. Karas reached over and grabbed another. “I could eat the whole damn tray!” he declared to a burst of polite laughter from his friends. The tray cleared quickly and Dena returned to her place against the wall. To her horror, she realised he had followed her back. “I can get you a tray for yourself if -”
 
He laughed. “It’s not the tray I’m interested in, girl! I remember your face from the alehouse. I took you for a traveller. I had no idea you were a servant in this house!”
 
Dena could feel her face flush. If Keony caught her speaking with this man, she’d punish her severely. “Please, Sir, I may not speak with the guests. I will get into trouble.”
 
“Undoubtedly,” he replied. “Pity. I hate these damn balls. Everyone’s so busy watching what they say, minding who they’re seen with. There’s never anyone interesting to talk to.”
 
He cast his eye around the room as he spoke, a disapproving frown on his face. The kitchen doors burst open again. Dena quickly hurried to the side of the nearest waiter.
 
She performed her recitation again and again throughout the hours that followed, each time searching for her sister, each time returning to the wall disappointed. She felt so helpless. So hot and uncomfortable in her heavy double uniforms. What if she did find Nadira? What then? Were they to run from the ballroom together out into the enveloping darkness? The cold pressure of rubies against her chest did nothing but reinforce the helplessness she felt.
 
The one fortunate aspect of the evening was the busyness of Keony. Dena presumed that she would be tied up in the kitchen. When the double doors burst open again, Keony appeared, sweating, clutching a pail and a cloth in her hands.
 
“A spill near the bay window - one of you clean it up,” she barked, her attention already shifted to something else.
 
Seizing the opportunity, Dena grabbed the pail and made herself scarce. This was the most freedom she had been allowed all night and she intended to use it well.
 
The spill was found and mopped within minutes. Dena wandered through the crowd pretending to be in search of another spill. It was soon evident that no one was paying her the slightest attention. With her dour uniform, pail and grim expression, she could move as freely as she liked so long as Keony didn’t catch her.
 
Dena slunk amidst the jewels and corsets. Her eyes had finally acclimatised to the sight of such finery and splendour. Now all she wanted was her sister.
 
Finally she spied Nadira. Dressed in azure velvet, she stood alone, her hands cradling a goblet, no doubt to avoid unwanted attempts at conversation. When their eyes met, Nadira’s brow softened with relief. She turned her back and headed for stained glass doors at the far end of the ballroom that led to an outside balcony. Dena waited a moment, then followed, clutching her pail with both hands.
 
Outside the air was cool and clear, thick with the scent of recent moisture but no rain fell now. Nadira waited for her sister in the shadows. Once she was sure no one was nearby, Dena ran to her, set her pail down and they embraced.
 
Dena gripped her sister’s shoulders. “Nadira, there are so many people. How will we ever get out of this place? I don’t think I can go through with it. I’m sorry, but -”
 
Nadira pulled free of Dena’s grip. She stepped forward into a clear shaft of moonlight, then took Dena’s hand lightly in her own. Nadira opened her mouth. She guided Dena’s hand to her lips, then gently pushed two of her sister’s fingers inside.
 
Dena gasped in horror. She snatched her fingers back and cradled them against her breast. “You have no tongue!”
 
Nadira pressed her lips together, her eyes glistening with tears.
 
The whip and the knife.
 
Handsign was no mere affectation. The faint sound of music escaping from the ballroom took on a sinister tone as Dena comprehended the elegant silence of the ladies of the Adestan court. And their reluctance to take the canapés.
 
Nadira tugged on Dena’s uniform. With the moon so bright, Dena could make out the lines of tension etched around Nadira’s eyes. Lines that had not been there a year before.
 
Together they pulled the spare uniform up over Dena’s head. Dena then helped her sister undress, tearing at the lacing of her bodice with her nails. There was nowhere to hide the elaborate gown. They could only wedge it into a dark corner and hope it would not be discovered before they were far away.
 
As Nadira pulled the servant’s uniform over her head, moonlight revealed the whip scars on her back. Dena sucked in her breath. Working as fast as she could, she bound Nadira’s intricate hair braids in the dirt-brown scarf. A rough job, but it would have to do.
 
The uniform was large enough to conceal Nadira’s belly. In it, she looked dull and lumpen. As long as she kept her face downcast and no one asked her any questions, the sisters had a chance.
 
Dena handed her sister the pail. “Head for the servants’ staircase. I shall follow behind you. Don’t look back.”
 
Nadira nodded. She slipped quietly through the stained glass doors. Dena waited only a few moments before leaving the balcony. So far they had been lucky. Almost too lucky, but she didn’t want to dwell on that thought. She could not see Nadira in the crowd and could not chance looking for her, nor directly into the faces of the ballroom guests. The steady pounding of her heartbeat drowned out all other sounds. Even the orchestra became faint and distant, along with the raucous laughter of men and the clink of crystal glasses.
 
A sudden crashing sound a few feet ahead made her jump. Nadira! She ran forward and found a pool of red wine, glistening like blood sprinkled with splinters of shattered crystal. A man had dropped his glass. He was very drunk and he pointed accusingly at Nadira, whose head was bowed, her shoulders trembling in terror. The man was attempting to admonish her, but his words were jumbled with drink.
 
“Fetch a mop this instant, you stupid girl,” barked Dena. Nadira didn’t move. Dena stepped forwards, pulled a cloth from the pail and shoved her roughly. “Go now!” she said, and Nadira moved at last, heading for the servant’s door as fast as she could.
 
Dena dropped to her knees to the accompaniment of ugly laughter. She mopped up as much of the spilled wine as the cloth would take, then stood, curtsied roughly, and followed Nadira to the stairs.
 
Nadira was cowering behind the door, trembling in terror. Dena looped her arm through her sister’s and guided her down the stairs. She stashed the pail and cloth in a cupboard on a landing. “We must take water with us,” she told her sister.
 
The empty downstairs kitchen was illuminated by shafts of silver moonlight. Leaving Nadira by the door, Dena tiptoed to the pantry. Half a loaf of bread and a row of water bottles on thin leather straps sat within easy reach. She slipped the bread into her uniform pocket, selected a bottle and filled it from a pitcher. She turned to leave, only to see a silhouette of a woman blocking the doorway.
 
Keony! What should she say? What could she possibly say to explain why they were creeping around the kitchen in the dark?
 
The silhouette stepped forward. But it was not Keony. It was the servant with the missing hand. The two women regarded each other for a moment in silence. The woman looked to the water bottle, then to Nadira, and finally to Dena. And then, to Dena’s complete surprise, she stepped aside. Dena quickly gathered her wits, taking her sister by the hand. The woman’s eyes shone clear and bright. She would not betray their secret.
 
As the girls were about to leave, the woman took a knife from a kitchen drawer, offered it to Dena, handle first.
 
“Thank you,” Dena whispered. The woman nodded, her expression impossible to read now in the half shadows.
 
With the knife and bread in her uniform pocket, and the water bottle slung across her shoulder, Dena and Nadira hurried to the servants side entrance that led from the kitchen out to the street, snatching two half-sodden cloaks from the racks as they went. There was no time to think, no time to consider their options - either they made it back to the plain on foot or they would both be brutalised at the hands of the Adestani nobility.
 
The streets lay silent and deserted. “Where is the gate? I can’t get my bearings,” said Dena. Nadira wiped her tears with her sleave and pointed. The two girls hurried, conscious of the crisp sound of their shoes on the pavement.
 
At first the gate guards’ hut seemed deserted, but sounds of grunting from within soon let them know that it was not. Dena stopped at the door, uncertain of what to do. A girl emerged from the darkness within. She eyed the sisters cautiously. Nadira stepped forwards quickly and placed something into her hands. The girl smiled, revealing two missing front teeth. A prostitute! Dena tried to mask her revulsion, but if she saw it, the girl didn’t care. Nadira had given her the jewelled necklace she’d been wearing at the ball. The girl slipped the necklace into her pocket, then led the sisters through the guard’s hut and out the other side as the sound of rutting emanated from the back room.
 
How much of tonight’s sequence of events had been planned by Nadira? Had anything been left to chance? The timing of the invitation to coincide with the season of terrible storms, the full moon, the distraction of the hall, the prostitutes in the guards’ hut? Without each of these elements, escape would have been impossible, yet here they were, shivering in their thin brown uniforms and damp cloaks, picking their way across the straw-patched road with only a few moonbeams to guide them.
 
Nadira strode purposefully, a look of grim determination on her face. There was so much Dena wanted to ask her, but all questions would have to wait until they were safe, if indeed that were possible.
 
The road wound steadily down the hill and, mercifully, it did not rain. Dena prayed it would rain later to wash away their tracks. If they could make it as far as the forest before they were missed, perhaps they stood a chance. She tried to force darker thoughts from her mind. Where were they going? They could not return to the plain - that would be the first place the Adestani would look. For now, it was enough that they kept moving. Enough that the moonlight held steady and true, and the road did not subside beneath them.
 
Eventually the forest came into view, a dark impenetrable mass of trees. Dena knew it to be criss-crossed with well-worn paths, but they would have no hope of navigating it without daylight. She had to place her hand on Nadira’s shoulder to stop her marching head first into the blackness. Nadira seemed not to care if they couldn’t see, as if all she wanted was to run from the Adestani.
 
They had travelled the road for perhaps another hour when Nadira tripped and fell. In hauling her sister to her feet, Dena saw that her shoes were shredded to ribbons. She had not thought to swap Nadira’s shoes for suitable footwear. Her ball slippers been delicate: ornamental and useless.
 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Dena protested, making her sit as she tore strips off her own skirt to bandage her sister’s bleeding feet. Nadira didn’t utter a sound. She stared at the road before them with glassy eyes, and Dena cursed her own lack of foresight in not stealing boots from the servants’ quarters.
 
With the first weak rays of dawn came the point where the road cleft in two and the plains lay spread below them like folds of rich cloth. The right-hand path would be the easier way - easier both for the sisters and their pursuers. The left led through the forest, and clung to the hills like fur on a wolf’s back.
 
Nadira stared ahead with eyes that reflected nothing but pink and orange streaks across the sky.
 
“They will be coming for us soon,” Dena whispered.
 
“I’m afraid that’s true,” said a deep voice behind them. Dena spun around. Behind them stood Karas, his hands resting on his hips.
 
Dena stepped in front of her sister, spreading her arms in a futile gesture of protection.
 
“What do you want?”
 
“From you? Nothing. I’ve come to take the lady back home where she belongs.”
 
“She does not belong in Adestan.”
 
“Her husband says otherwise.”
 
“Her husband is a tyrant.”
 
“So I have heard. But he is also my master, and if I do not return his property to him, I shall not remain on his payroll.”
 
“My sister is no one’s property!” Dena’s eyes filled with tears.
 
“Was your mother not paid a dowry?” he gestured to Nadira’s belly. “Does she not carry his child? These are our laws, girl. If you do not like them, stay away from our city. Stay on the plain eating dirt where you belong.”
 
“They will cut off her hand.”
 
“There are worse punishments.”
 
Nadira made a whimpering sound, a sound more befitting an animal than a human being. She was staring out over the cliff, her face still and expressionless. She took a step closer to the edge, the movement dislodging a handful of smaller stones and sending them tumbling downwards.
 
“Let us go,” pleaded Dena. “I will give you Nadira’s rubies.”
 
“A thief as well as an abettor!” said Karas. “Girl, you have nothing to bargain with. I have offered you your freedom. Take it and run home to your plain. I will not make the offer again.”
 
Dena slipped her hands into her apron pocket, wrapping her fingers around the kitchen knife’s sturdy pommel. Karas’s eyes followed the movement.
 
“But I do like rubies,” he added. “Better give them over before you go. In return, I’ll tell her husband I lost you in the forest.”
 
Nadira took another step closer to the edge of the cliff. Dena positioned the knife so that the blade angled upwards against the thin fabric of her apron pocket.
 
“If she jumps, I’ll be taking you back to Adestan in her place,” said Karas. “You’re not worth much, but at least the Master will be able to take his revenge.”
 
“Come and get them yourself,” whispered Dena.
 
Karas laughed and shook his head. “I am a bounty hunter by trade. I’ve been hunting runaway women for years. You cannot possibly win.”
 
As he moved forwards and reached out, Nadira kicked a large stone over the edge. His eyes flicked to the movement and at that moment Dena lunged upwards with the knife, angling the blade to slide under his ribcage and pierce his heart, thrusting with more strength than she knew she possessed. She stepped back suddenly, her hands raised in horror as Karas crumpled to the ground. A look of utter disbelief was frozen on his face.
 
Nadira smiled and stepped away from the cliff. She knelt and began to tug the bounty hunter’s boots from his cooling corpse. When this was done, she moved to do the same with his cloak. Dena helped also, relieving him of several items: a knife, a coin purse, a compass, a water bottle and a pistol. When he was stripped of everything useful, the sisters tipped his body over the edge. A rain of tiny pebbles tumbled in its wake.
 
“We can’t go home to mother,” said Dena. “That’s the first place your husband will look.”
 
Nadira unlaced the boots and forced her feet inside them. They were too big, but with the bandages, her feet filled them well enough to walk in. She sloughed off her own sodden cloak and slipped the bounty hunter’s dry one around her shoulders, hugging the rich blue fabric close against her damp skin.
 
“Where can we go?” whispered Dena, unnerved by the look of utter stillness on her sister’s face. We have killed a man, robbed him and thrown his body onto the rocks, yet she does not flinch? What happened to my little sister who was once all sweetness and light?
 
Nadira stood tall and straight. In the bounty hunter’s boots and coat, she looked nothing like the fragile creature Dena had discovered trapped within the walls of Adestan. Nadira pointed to the east, away from the plain and all that Dena had ever found familiar.
 
“The coast? We must travel to the coast? But there’s nothing there but Port Daran and a thousand leagues of ocean.”
 
The sisters looked back the way they had come. In the distance, the cold grey stone of the city wall blended seamlessly with the sky.
 
Below them, the plains rolled on for miles’, a repetition of grey and green vanishing into the mists of early morning.
 
“And beyond the ocean, Nadira, who knows what? Foreign lands! Places where we don’t know their language, nor understand their ways!”
 
Nadira nodded with certainty, and as the weak rays of dawn blossomed into sunlight, strong and true, Dena saw not her little sister, but the Lady of Adestan she had become, and knew that she was right.
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John Wayne
(As written by a non-american)
 
BEN PEEK
 
 
Autumn, New York, 1949
 
J
ohn Wayne leant casually against the Empire State Building. Six foot four, with large, blunt features, he looked as if he’d been shaped by the hand of God on the day that He had forgotten His tools. He wore an expensive, but plain, dark brown suit with a simple, long sleeved, white shirt beneath it. His feet were encased in a pair of creased leather boots and the wide brimmed leather hat that he wore was sun faded, its rich brown texture leeched away by the ritual rise of the sun. Wayne wore the hat pulled low to obscure his features as he waited and watched the crowd shift and twist around him.
 
He had been waiting for nearly sixteen minutes. The worn out stub of a cigarette staining his fingers with faint, decay-yellow nicotine measured the time. Once, he had been the kind of smoker that burned through a smoke with impatience but now, in his forties, Wayne had changed his style. He smoked slowly, tasting the tobacco, nursing the hot sensation into his throat, allowing it to soak into the flesh. It took him eight minutes to make his way down to the end of his cigarette, until he had nothing more than a tiny nub in his fingers to drop onto the pavement and squash beneath the front of his boot.
 
A second butt crushed: sixteen minutes exact.
 
When he returned his gaze to the world, he found his companion crossing the road: Orson Welles. Younger than Wayne, and pressing outwards in a fleshy smear, Welles was still an imposing figure. He was supporting a short goatee around the chin of his boyish face, and wore a bone-coloured suit, a red handkerchief in the left breast pocket, and a dark grey shirt beneath the jacket. In his pale hands, he carried a long cane. Much to the irritation of Wayne, he held it as an accessory, rather than a necessity, and spun it in a circle as he crossed the road.
 
He said nothing about it. Instead, he pushed himself off the wall, tilted back his hat, and grasped Welles’s hand in a friendly shake.
 
“I apologize for my lateness,” Welles said with exaggerated politeness, waving his cane at the traffic. “You know how Manhattan is.”
 
Wayne nodded and, without another word, the two men began walking, joining the pedestrian flesh that ran throughout the city in a long, sinuous vein.
 
In front of Wayne was a young, slowly fattening Indian couple who, when they glanced behind, began whispering quietly but excitedly to each other. On his right walked a black man in a green suit, holding a tiny blue radio (Wayne was sure it was a radio) up to his ear. To his left was Orson, and then the traffic, full of crawling yellow and black cabs.
 
“It’s good to see you, John,” Welles said, his cane taping out a disjointed rhythm.
 
“You too.”
 
“You look good.”
 
Wayne glanced at his companion slowly, then said, “You look like you’ve put a bit of weight on.”
 
“It comes and goes,” the other replied blandly.
 
Reaching into his jacket, Wayne pulled out cigarette, followed by a box of matches. “Still, you ought to watch what it makes of you.”
 
“Indeed.”
 
Wayne followed Welles into a narrow alley. The buildings rose in a patchwork pattern of red and brown brick, laced with cement, while the pavement beneath was swept clean. At the end was a single door, without a sign, and through it, a dimly lit antechamber. Welles nodded at the tall, lean black woman standing behind the counter in a tailored black suit, and Wayne expected her to speak in return, but she inclined her graceful neck, and directed them to the door wordlessly. Beyond it was a long, dimly lit restaurant: the booths and seats were covered in rich crimson splotches of velvet, and down the middle was a line of black circular tables. In the dark, Wayne could not make out the patrons easily, though he could hear the scrape of their knives and forks and the unintelligible whisper of their conversation.
 
A black man in a crimson jacket directed the two to their booth. He had an ethereal quality about him, suggesting that his station, dictated by the matching jacket, was more important than his personality. To Wayne, it was the nature of the service industry, though he was surprisingly irritated when the waiter tilted his head and smiled in his direction and, ignoring Welles, uttered the only words he would say throughout the entire meal, “I’m a big fan, sir. It’s my pleasure to serve you.”
 
Once seated, Wayne dragged the ashtray towards him and ground out his cigarette in the glass bowl, leaving black stains. “Strange place,” he observed, removing his hat.
 
“Always the obvious statement, I see. But I like it,” Welles replied. “It’s unlisted, and very quiet about what one orders.”
 
“Really?”
 
“The press is a pestilence.”
 
“Has its uses when movies come out.”
 
“Indeed it does, but we’ve had this conversation before, I think.”
 
“True,” Wayne replied. He fell silent as a menu was place in front of him. When the waiter had left, he said, “Guess we’ll need a new topic.”
 
Welles leant forward, and whispered, “How about the Soviet Union?”
 
“What?”
 
“Or Joseph Stalin?”
 
“Christ,” Wayne muttered sourly. “That ain’t funny, Orson.”
 
Welles leant back, smiling faintly but without mirth. “I’ve got to warn you, John. I’ve heard that Stalin himself has put a price on your head.”
 
“Best of luck to him.”
 
“It’s not a joke. You’ve been quite public with your hate for communism.”
 
“It ain’t no democracy,” Wayne replied, his voice rising. He hesitated, not wanting to speak politics, but gave in. “There ain’t nothing right and decent in the way Stalin runs his people over there, and I ain’t going to be quiet about it.”
 
“You won’t hear me defending Stalin. I’ve heard of awful things done in his name.”
 
“Damn right,” Wayne muttered. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a red and white cigarette packet, and a brown box of matches.
 
“But,” Welles continued, “but. He isn’t to be taken lightly, either. The man does run a country.”
 
“The man’s a beast.”
 
“He’s just a man, John.”
 
“No.” Wayne flicked his match, and brought the flame to the end of his cigarette, where, after drawing in his first breath, he waved it out. Smoke trailed in a grey, indistinct wisp over Wayne’s sun-browned face, then evaporated. He said, “No, he ain’t. Maybe everyone who follows communism ain’t bad. I’ll allow that. But the face of it nowadays is that of a rabid beast, and the leader of that pack of beasts is Stalin.”
 
“Still, you should watch yourself -”
 
“No,” he replied shortly, cutting Welles off. “I know you say it out of friendship, Orson, really I do, but no. You’re wrong. You can’t be no coward ‘bout what you believe, and a man has to say what is right when it is so. Especially men like you and me, since we got louder voices that most other folk. And one of them responsibilities of having that voice is exercising it. That’s the notion this very country is built upon. That’s what democracy is.”
 
“This democracy is not perfect,” the other replied. “Or are you forgetting that it stole this country from the natives?”
 
“It’s two different things,” Wayne replied angrily. “We didn’t do anything wrong in taking this great country away from them. There were great numbers of people who needed new land, and them Indians were selfishly trying to keep it for themselves. Maybe we weren’t right in the way that we did it, but without us, this land would’ve stayed nothing but mud and tents.”
 
“It must be lovely to see everything so black and white.”
 
“So long as you make sure you’re on the white side. Now let’s change the subject. I didn’t come out all this way to argue with you.”
 
* * * *
 
They ordered. The food arrived and settled wordlessly. After the waiter had left, and in the dimness of their booth, Wayne tried to warm to his companion, but Welles’s words had dug beneath his sun-browned skin and laid a tiny egg into his mind. No matter how he tried to brush it off, tried to smile that dismissive half a smile of his, his thoughts kept returning to the egg and its suggestion that it was true.
 
After the meal, Wayne and Welles stepped out into the overcast afternoon. The city’s fragile shadows fell over them like thin sticks of crumbling ash. Welles, leaning on his cane, said, “It was a pleasure, John.”
 
“Yeah, it was nice,” Wayne replied, pulling out his cigarettes.
 
Welles nodded, motioned to speak again, but stopped.
 
“What?”
 
“Remember what I said,” Welles advised quietly, leaning forward. “A red menace is not to be taken lightly.”
 
Wayne frowned around his cigarette, but before he could press Welles, the other man shook his hand and left. It was strange, but then Welles was strange. He had been ever since Wayne had first met him - it was a strangeness that, in his mind, resulted in people not wanting to work with the man, despite his talent. Still, it was not his problem.
 
By the time Wayne was on his second cigarette, he was on the Avenue of the Americas, and behind three Korean men in identical dark blue suits. Behind him walked two black women, and their conversation, high pitched and full of unnecessary hyperbole, reached over him: one of their children had enrolled in the US Army, and was currently sending them postcards from France, telling them of a world they had never seen. It was beautiful, they said, though it took Wayne a moment to register the she - a mistake on his part no doubt -
 
He bumped into the Korean men.
 
“Sorry there,” he began, the words dying in his throat as the three turned to face him.
 
Red. The first thing he noticed was the red handkerchief in their pockets; each folded just like the one before it. Then their eyes: dark still pools that reflected his frozen face back at him. With a hesitant step - why was he hesitant? - he tried to croak out his apology, to force it through the sudden chill that ran down his back and caused the Welles egg to crack ever so slightly open.
 
The middle Korean pointed a long finger at him and spoke sharply in his native language. Around him, the crowd stopped, and swelled, bloated with curiosity.
 
Wayne took a second step back. “There ain’t no need for that kind of language,” he said quietly, holding up his hands in a show of peace. “It was just an accident.”
 
The Koreans stared at him, their bodies still, their eyes never wavering, that hint of red in their breast pockets never evaporating - that red over their hearts.
 
“Christ,” he muttered, anxiety rushing through him. He tried to push it away, but couldn’t. The cracks in the Welles egg splintered, the shell parted, and tightness grew in his chest. His palms began to sweat. He glanced around him, but did so too quickly, and couldn’t make any of the features out about the people around him.
 
Frantically, Wayne ploughed through the people to his right, bursting out of the flesh ring around him. Free, he stood isolated upon the footpath. Next to him was a large open window belonging to a florist, its display patterned in red, white and purple. The distortion of the final colour registered with a slither up his spine. It wasn’t right. Something was wrong. People flowed around him in tiny isolated droplets, but he remained, he realized, out in the open, where anyone could see him. Anyone.
 
The thought was ridiculous. More, it was stupid. Wayne knew it. It was utterly stupid, but before he could cast the thought away - and as if following some other directive than his own - his gaze followed the rim of his hat up into the grey sky and along the rooftops that were mapped out in a jagged line. Some man could’ve made his way up the stairs. He’d want a fine perch, so he could pick his moment; he’d have to organize it so that there wasn’t a crowd around me, he’d have to make sure that I was suddenly in the open and that his shot wouldn’t miss.
 
Nonsense.
 
Yet he turned in fear.
 
His gaze ran over the crowd around him, catching a hint of red. The Koreans. They were quiet and still, watching him, stripping back his flesh with their gaze, squeezing the Welles egg and cracking it further ...
 
The middle Korean stepped forward, and slapped his hands together.
 
Wayne didn’t wait to see what happened: he fled into a side street, away from the Avenue of the Americas.
 
* * * *
 
As he ran, Wayne’s mind fought to be rational. He pushed together the Welles egg, made the cracks tiny and indistinct, though he could not remove its foul presence entirely.
 
His run slowed, turned into a striding walk, and a new cigarette burned away as he tried to orientate himself internally. Externally, he didn’t recognize the narrow and empty street he was on. Forty-third? Thirty-fifth? The sky failed to reveal his position to him: the buildings looming around him were identical to hundreds of others throughout Manhattan.
 
There was only one difference to the streets he had just run through. It identified itself along the street with a bright splotch of neon red and blue that ran along the top of the building, spelling out ‘Wal-Mart’.
 
Wayne approached it slowly. A fractured voice in his subconscious questioned the presence of the store. It wasn’t right. There was something wrong. Yet, in contradiction to the tiny, isolated thought, the sign remained with its bright electric red and blue beacon. The glass windows were papered in advertisements from the inside, offering chocolate for ninety-nine cents, six rolls of toilet paper for two dollars, bourbon for seven, and an endless run of colourful items that Wayne had never seen before, their prices bursting out in red and yellow.
 
Dimly aware he was doing it - and without knowing why - Wayne dropped his cigarette to the ground before entering. Inside, the light was bright. So bright that it would have been in competition with the big spot lights used on sets; but unlike those, which worked with one huge, bright, hot focus, the lights in Wal-Mart ran along the roof and gained strength by reflecting off the white floor and ceiling. It gave the building’s presence a hazy, indistinct quality as if it were constantly shifting in and out of focus until finally it did settle, and a sense of calm settled over Wayne.
 
Glancing to his left and right, he stared at the clothes on the racks: they were of a design he’d never seen, and made stranger by the fact that the colour had been washed out by the light, leaving what remained to look as if it had been made from watered down dyes. Around him a characterless sweet-toned murmur of music passed from unseen speaker to speaker in Chinese Whispers.
 
There was no need for him to be in the store, no reason for him to continue, but he did. The clothes shifted in the cool, artificial whisper of the air conditioning, and soon he came upon aisles of plastic boxes and saucepans and bicycles that looked space age. Food was also offered, and behind him, the entrance to Wal-Mart disappeared in a bright whiteness ... but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered in the tranquillity of the store.
 
The glass cabinets at the back of Wal-Mart were a beacon for him - it was possible that they had been calling ever since he had walked through the doors, and that their promise was a need that only his subconscious had been aware of and that, only now, he was coming to know about.
 
When Wayne stepped around the corner, leaving the washed out blue and black of car repair kits and the brown of fishing rods behind, a smile unfolded across his face and he stopped. There, he took in the sight of each long item in one long drinking glance.
 
Guns.
 
There were over fifty; most were the length of his arm and ended in polished wooden stocks.
 
Wayne approached them slowly. The voice of dissent that had raised itself earlier was gone, but it had left a faint tactile impression on his brain, suggesting that this wasn’t right. But what could be wrong? How could it be wrong? The guns, neatly lined up, were soldiers: loyal and steadfast and unquestioning in their proposed service.
 
“See anything you like?”
 
Wayne blinked. He had believed he was alone, was sure of it, though he wasn’t quite sure why he had been so confident of the fact. It was a store. Stores had employees, even without customers. Nevertheless, the young man materialized as if God’s pencil had suddenly sketched him into the world. There was nothing extraordinary about the young man: angular, bony, without muscle, and white. His skin much paler than Wayne’s, and his hair a short, spiky blonde that had been dyed in a fashion trend that Wayne was unaware of. He was wearing black pants and a store t-shirt with the name ‘Lincoln’ printed upon it.
 
“Sorry to startle you,” the young man said, offering his hand.
 
Wayne took it: loose and dry. He said, “Don’t worry none about it.”
 
“Cool.” He retracted his hand. “See anything you like?”
 
“They all look good,” Wayne replied, his gaze returning to the black metal shafts.
 
“They’re great for protection - I mean, you’ve got to protect yourself, right?”
 
Without changing the focus of his gaze, Wayne nodded.
 
“It’s an increasingly dangerous world out there. It’s not what it used to be in the streets or in the world around us. A lot of people envy the kind of freedom we’ve got. Especially in some of those - in you know, the black” - he whispered the word and it escaped his lips like a curse - “neighbourhoods.”
 
“Black?” Wayne repeated, a sour expression crossing his face.
 
“Yeah, man. You got to watch for them, y’know? They make up around seventy percent of the jail population, most of them in there for armed robbery or murder or -”
 
“I have no problem with an American,” he interrupted. “Don’t matter their colour.”
 
“Well, individually, yeah, some of my mates are black,” Lincoln replied quickly. “But that’s individually. As a group - as a group, you’ve got to admit it’s something different. A lot of hate in those people as a group.”
 
“We ain’t done well by most of them.”
 
“We’ve been more than fair.”
 
“No,” Wayne said, the word ringing out with a deep certainty. “We ain’t been fair to them. The key to being an American is freedom - notice my emphasis. We got to make sure it’s for everyone in America, not just those people born the so-called right colour. Black people have the exact same rights as me and you, and not respecting that, that was a thing that we’ve got to deal with, cause we’ve done wrong by them.” 
 
“I didn’t do a thing to them!”
 
“You’re American, right?”
 
“Damn straight,” Lincoln shot back. “Proud of it, too.”
 
“Then you got to accept that this fine country hasn’t always had its finest moments when dealing with some other folks.”
 
“But-”
 
“No,” Wayne repeated sternly. “There’s right and wrong, and we did wrong.”
 
The young clerk stared at him, clearly not pleased. Then, with a slight smile, he ran his hand through his hair and said, “Well, I’m not going to argue with you, man. Never thought I’d hear that in here, though. Next you’ll be saying we should give back the Native Americans their land.”
 
Wayne shook his head. There was no humour in the situation. “Ain’t been nothing wrong done there, boy, and don’t let me hear you argue it like some folks I know.”
 
“Course not.”
 
“Good. Now, I’ve been looking over your guns here, and I reckon I fancy the look of that 12 gauge you’ve got there.”
 
“The Browning, yeah?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“That’s three ninety eight.”
 
Kinda expensive, Wayne wanted to say, but the price was quite good. What was he thinking? “That’s fine,” he said, finally.
 
Lincoln pulled the key out of his pants, opened the glass cabinet, and removed the shotgun. Outside the glass, the barrel and wooden stock was darker, as if the entire shotgun had gained an extra weight in the reality of the world simply by being placed in Lincoln’s pale hands. Reaching out, Wayne took the weapon into his own grasp as if it were a child. He had been around guns all his life, both real and fake, but there was a rare joy in holding a new gun for the first time to become acquainted with its texture. He could tell that this shotgun was something special: a rib of the Earth that God had reached deeply into and pulled out.
 
“Yeah, this’ll do,” Wayne murmured, placing it down on the counter, his fingers never leaving the metal.
 
“Okay,” Lincoln said, appearing on the other side of the counter. “It’s pretty easy from this point onwards: all I need is two pieces of ID and for you to answer some questions for me. Then, well, then this’ll all be for you.”
 
Wayne nodded. He opened his wallet and pulled out his driver’s license and credit card, and passed them to Lincoln.
 
The clerk examined them, nodded, and handed them back. “Okay, that’s fine,” he said. “Now you’ve just got to answer these questions - I’ll just fill in your name and address here at the top.
 
“Okay,” he said, having finished filling in the details. “First. Have you ever been convicted of a felony?”
 
“No.”
 
“Are you, or have you ever been, homosexual?”
 
“No.”
 
“Do you regularly wear black?”
 
“No.”
 
“Are you black - ah, don’t worry about that. It’s just the next question, sorry.”
 
Wayne grunted, his displeasure evident. “I don’t like that question, boy. Colour ought to not have anything to do with it.”
 
“It’s just the question. I don’t write the sheet. Anyhow, you’ve got one left, ready?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Okay.” Lincoln took a deep breath, and in a rush said, “Have you ever thought that your Government is lying to you? And that this lie exists to hide the truth about a political system that has ceased to be about democracy. That a Capitalist-orientated Government runs the country not with the needs of the people in mind, but rather with the needs of its investors? These investors being the large companies that support the President during his campaign for office. Furthermore, has it ever occurred to you that this Capitalist Government is promoting a Right Wing Christian view through the implementation of political and economic policies on a global scale which is ensuring that new technologies and theories that exist outside the Capitalist canon are stunted in their growth?”
 
“I can honestly say,” Wayne said slowly, “that I ain’t never thought that in my entire life.”
 
“Great,” the other replied brightly. “I’ll just call, get everything checked, and then, assuming there’s no problems, the gun is yours.”
 
Wayne waited while the young man called. It took five minutes for him to repeat the information, and another five to wait for confirmation, and then he hung up. “Everything is fine,” Lincoln said. “Just got to pay for it.”
 
“Sure. Credit card is there. Don’t suppose you mind giving me some shells?”
 
“Sorry, it’s against store policy.”
 
“Sure?”
 
“Yeah, but there’s a K-Mart a block down, and you can get some there.”
 
“They ain’t going to say anything about me bringing in the shotgun, right?”
 
“Won’t be a problem. You’ve got a receipt.”
 
* * * *
 
The shells were easily obtained. Wayne placed them in the box next to the 12 Gauge, held both in his right hand and felt, for the first time since leaving Welles, safe. Safe enough that, when he figured out where he was (38th Street), he didn’t hesitate to make his way back towards the Avenue of Americas, a stream of cigarette smoke trailing in smoky-grey victory.
 
Above him, the sky rumbled with thunder. The fragile shadows that had strained earlier across the ground finally broke and seeped into the concrete, washed away like dirt down a drain. Wayne didn’t quicken his pace. Let it rain! He didn’t care. Nothing bothered him. If it weren’t for the people around him, he might have laughed at the fear he had felt earlier. A fear that did not bother him as he paused at the curb, waiting for the pedestrian light to change, and saw two Middle Eastern men step from a yellow and black chequered taxi.
 
Wayne didn’t know from just where in the Middle East they originated. It could have been Afghanistan, Iran, or Pakistan; he wouldn’t know unless they announced it. Identically shaped, they were thickset men just under six feet. The first man, wearing a blue turban, had a face that been horribly scarred by acne. The second man, in a white turban, had a thick moustache and eyebrows and thick, short neck, as if he were missing a vertebrae or two. Both wore grey suits, with red handkerchiefs in their pockets.
 
Red.
 
Nothing to worry about, Wayne told himself, his grip tightening on the box. Nothing.
 
Their gaze fell on Wayne.
 
He smiled politely in return. Red. Why did he care? He didn’t. Yet Welles’s egg sat in his brain, connecting with the colour as if it was an answer to a question that had plagued him since his birth.
 
The two men made their way up the street, their gaze never leaving him. Wayne told himself that he had nothing to worry about - nothing - but the Welles egg fractured and its fluid began to seep out, sending a small wet curling finger of fear through him. He tried to ignore it. He had the shotgun: its very design and purpose to protect its owner. There was nothing to worry about. Nothing at all.
 
The pedestrian light changed.
 
Crossing, Wayne quickened his pace. At the end of the road, glancing behind him, seeing them following - redredredredred - he dropped his cigarette and began weaving through people. His thick hands bent the corners of the shotgun box, and dampness began trickling down his spine. Behind him, the two Middle Eastern men quickened their pace.
 
Ahead, the pedestrian light was red. Red. Christ. He knew that if he waited, it would bring the two Middle Eastern men up beside him. Good. No. No, it wasn’t good. The shotgun box dug into his palm in demand. He wanted to rip the lid off and load it. But he wouldn’t. He would feel safer if he did - he should - but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t open the box, not here, not in the middle of the street.
 
Wayne left the Avenue of Americas.
 
He turned sharply, making his way towards Park Avenue by using Sixth Street. Quickly, he worked his way through the people, pushing past them, telling himself - lying, he was lying - that he was only heading down to the street early because it was quicker to the Waldorf and it was going to rain. That was all. It had nothing to do with the two men. Nothing.
 
He glanced over his shoulder, searching for their turbans. Nothing.
 
He was a fool, an idiot, yet his grasp relaxed. He blamed Welles entirely, even though the fault lay within him. He had allowed the tiny doubts and fears to flood over him and force him to react in a fearful, suspicious way. An un-American way.
 
Walking up to the front of the Waldorf, Wayne greeted the doorman in a short, terse greeting.
 
“Sir?” the short man said.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“There are two men waving at you, sir.”
 
Bending the box with his grip, Wayne turned. There, at the bottom of the steps, were the two men, their red handkerchiefs brightly displayed. The colour was all that he could focus upon, all that mattered, and his hand, bending the box, came into contact with the stock of the shotgun ... Then, and only then, did Wayne realize that they were holding a pad of paper out to him.
 
“Please,” the blue turbaned man said. “We were told we could find you here.”
 
Wordlessly, grinding down on his teeth, Wayne laid the pad across the crushed shotgun box, and signed his name.
 
* * * *
 
He wanted to call Welles and attack him over the phone, but he didn’t. He knew that if he did, the other man’s response would simply be to deny it and chuckle down the line at the success of his private joke. But the next time he saw Welles... well, that was another question, and another time.
 
Placing the shotgun box on the coffee table, Wayne kicked off his boots, and dropped his hat down on the chair. A moment later, he picked it up and tossed it onto the table with the shotgun, then sat down and pulled the phone towards him. There was a line of lightning outside the window, followed by the sound of rain smacking against the glass in a hard rhythm. At least he had avoided the storm. That was one thing. Dialling room service, he ordered a dinner of steak and potatoes, then hung up, picked up the receiver again, and called his wife.
 
Esperanza answered on the third ring. Her sweet voice reached him with the faint trace of static, “Hola.”
 
“Howdy.”
 
“John! Es tan bueno oir de usted. He estado preocupado.”
 
“Worried?” Wayne frowned into the phone. “What’ve you got to be worried ‘bout?”
 
“Oi ese Joseph Stalin -”
 
“You ain’t been talking to Welles have you?”
 
“Orson? No. No, un periodista llamó esta mañana, lo buscando.”
 
“Reporters,” Wayne repeated sourly. He pulled out his cigarette packet and shook one of the slender white sticks into his mouth. “There ain’t nothing to worry about, love. Welles is just playing some sort joke. Probably like that radio play stunt of his.”
 
“Ah, bien. El periodista no pensó era un chiste. Quizá debe ser usted un poco más cuidadoso?”
 
Tiny spark of fire, a burst of smoke around the mouth piece. “I’m always careful.”
 
“Bien, quizá usted puede ser un poco menos critico del Comunismo?”
 
“I ain’t going to be quiet with my opinion just cause of some story,” he replied immediately. “This is America and I got the freedom to say whatever I want.”
 
“John.”
 
“Don’t John me like that. I’m right, and you know it.” He drew a long, satisfied lung full of smoke, his first since meeting Welles. “People ought to be free to say whatever it is that they happen to be thinking, no matter what other people think. That’s what being in America is all about. And don’t you say you don’t think that, cause I know a girl on this phone that damn well stuck up for her right to say whatever she feels, and that’s why she’s an American too.”
 
“Acabo de preocupar es todo.”
 
“There ain’t nothing wrong with worrying - ah, Christ, that’s the door. My food. Hold a sec.” Wayne placed the receiver down and, as he walked to the door, pulled his jacket off and tossed it onto another chair. He opened the door, and said, “On the phone to the wife -”
 
The world stopped.
 
In the hallway stood a silver cart with his dinner, but behind the cart stood two white men. The left man - the blond one - wore the uniform of the Waldorf, but was obviously too big for it, while the second man - dark haired - wore casual brown pants, a white shirt, and a thick jacket. But it was not the strangeness of their dress, or the cold look on their faces that caused Wayne’s heart to skip one of its life securing beats.
 
The men held small silver pistols with thick silencers at the end.
 
Welles’s egg shattered. 
 
“Shit.”
 
Wayne didn’t have time to move. It was a blink to take in the scene, and in that blink, the whispered spit of the bullet sounded and pain burst in his chest. Blood blossomed - his cigarette tumbled - then blood blossomed again. He stumbled backwards. He screamed - or did he? His perception swam through the pain wracking his body. Had he called out to Esperanza?
 
His voice failed to call out as the two men entered his room. One closed the door softly, and another stalked in squeaky shoes across the floor. Wayne tried to push himself up, to lurch towards the shotgun, to grab anything. Yes, it was unloaded, but just grabbing it would buy him precious moments. Outside the rain was falling harder against the windows, its tempo matching his pulse as he moved across the floor, pounding, pounding, urging him on, pounding the beat of life for everyone as he pulled himself up against the table and reached for the box -
 
There was the whispering spit of a bullet again, and pain in his back.
 
Wayne crumbled onto the carpet, the box out of his reach. Groaning, he rolled himself over so that he could face his assassins, and meet his death.
 
The dark haired men crouched down in front of him. “Well, goddamn, John Wayne, dead at my hands. Who would’ve thought.”
 
“You god ... damned ... snake ...” he muttered harshly, spitting blood.
 
“You don’t die like your films,” the man continued, taping the silver, silenced end of the gun against Wayne’s head. “Shame. My folks love them. Real American they say. But look how you die, man, all covered in blood like you’re just anybody.”
 
His vision was slipping, turning grey, but he spat out, “Traitor!”
 
“It isn’t that simple,” he replied, softly and with contempt. “But if it makes you feel any better, Stalin’s money will be going straight back into the economy.”
 
Wayne’s right fist connected solidly against the man’s face and a loud, bony crack followed. A bullet sliced into his arm, snapping Wayne’s vision back into focus. The blond assassin was taking aim; Wayne dragged his companion in front of him - the man, dazed, his noise crumpled, offered no resistance. On the floor, his pistol lay like a silver dollar.
 
The whispering spit again, and the dark haired assassin jerked, moaning loudly.
 
Wayne grabbed the fallen pistol and bought it up.
 
The shots caught the blond man in the chest and pitched him backwards. Wayne, his vision dimming again, pushed the dark haired assassin away, intent on shooting him too, but there was no need. The man’s eyes were wide and his lips bubbled with blood: his breath sounded in shallow gasps as if he were asking God how the world he had been so sure of had failed so suddenly?
 
“Yeah,” Wayne muttered faintly, “I got that question.”
 
* * * *
 
Orson Welles stood in the waiting room of the New York-Presbyterian Hospital. It was different to how he last remembered it, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on what that difference was. It just felt wrong. In fact, everything of late felt wrong. But then why should it feel right? He was standing in the horrible, antiseptic smelling white waiting room of the emergency ward, waiting for the doctor, fearing the worse, and feeling responsible.
 
The doctor emerged from behind the white doors. He was a narrow, white man, with short grey hair. In a quiet, serious voice, he said, “I’m sorry. I really am. It’s just that he had lost too much blood, and one of the bullets struck a vital organ -”
 
“When?” Welles asked, his voice sounding as if someone else had spoken it. Why he didn’t feel anything? Shock. It must be shock. “When did it happen?”
 
“Ten minutes ago.” The doctor paused. After a moment, his carefully constructed façade broke, and disbelief slithered across his face. “I did not think it was possible for him to ... I just didn’t think he would. He was so strong - a healthy, vital man, in every aspect. I just - I just can’t come to terms with what I know.”
 
“Doctor,” Welles interrupted kindly. “He was just a man.”
 
“He seemed more, somehow.”
 
“The lie of the screen.”
 
“Don’t you have anything to say?”
 
“No,” Welles replied softly. “What does it matter what any of us say, now?”
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The Dark and What it Said
 
RICK KENNETT
 
 
I
t didn’t start with their leaving the train at Ferndale in the foothills, backpacks loaded. Nor when they entered the Matagong Ranges, hiking boots on upward trails of gravel and clay, cold winds sighing almost humanly through the trees. Not even when bad weather caught them three days later on a lonely mountain road, little more than a dirt track, making them pitch camp in the early afternoon. It started when Rudy on all fours pushed through the tent flap and said, “Jeez, I hate that!”
 
“What? My cooking?” said Andrew, stirring dehydrated vegetables in a pot bubbling on their little one-burner stove.
 
“Yeah, that too.” Rudy threw the torch in ahead of him now that he was back in the light of the hissing kerosene lamp. He closed the flap behind him, zippering out the rain and the cold night wind. “No, I mean people dumping old car bodies in the bush, cluttering up the place. Isn’t that what junk yards are for? There’s a rusty old hulk just up the slope here. Almost banged into it in the dark while I was looking for a big enough tree to pee on. Looks like it’s been there for years.”
 
“The tree?”
 
“The car.” Rudy reached for a towel amongst his bedding and started drying his hair wet from the rain.
 
“Eh? What sort of car?”
 
“Dunno what make - some old sedan by the look of it. Rusty and pretty overgrown with branches and bushes. Smelt sort of funny too, sort of sour, so I didn’t really take a good look. Wheels were still on, though. Tyres too, but flat. Odd for a wreck to have its wheels still on.”
 
“Probably stolen,” Andrew said. “Stolen, then brought out here and stripped of its radio and stuff.” He dropped a couple of beef stock cubes into the pot, followed by a handful of instant mash for thickening. “Was all the glass still in place?”
 
“Um ... yes, come to think of it. I remember my torch glinting off the windscreen. Not sure about the side windows though.”
 
“And was the engine still under the hood?”
 
“Didn’t look. Like I said, too dark and wet and smelly to go poking about under the hood. But you might be right about it being stolen. I’ll check it out in the morning.” Rudy rummaged in his backpack sitting in a corner of the tent and brought out the two plastic plates which served as their only crockery, followed by a couple of plastic forks salvaged from the last take-away they’d had before leaving the city. “Say, when I was out there did you call me?”
 
“Not me,” said Andrew, adding, “Give us your plate,” and began spooning out a brown concoction that smelt better than it looked.
 
“Hmmm. Could’ve sworn I heard you say ‘Hey there’ or something. Maybe it was a night bird. Maybe the wind in the trees. Who knows.”
 
“Maybe you’re going bush-happy.”
 
Rudy laughed. “No, I enjoy it too much. There’s more to bush walking than getting out in the open, getting the country air. Even more than giving you self reliance, it gives you self belief. You know?” He started looking through his pack for the bread they’d bought the day before at that mountain township, their last contact with civilization. “A good pair of boots and some common sense are practically the essentials. Tell someone where you’re going and you can’t go wrong.”
 
“You did tell someone where we were going, didn’t you, Rudy?”
 
“Huh? No, I thought you did.”
 
“What?” Andrew glanced up into a perfectly straight face - then saw that his friend’s eyes were smiling. No way would Rudy ever overlook a fundamental rule of bush walking. But there was something else that bothered Andrew. With some forced casualness he said, “What about snakes?”
 
“What about them?”
 
“Despite all this,” Andrew said, pausing a moment to listen to the rain pattering against the nylon sides of the tent, “it’s coming on to warmer weather. Won’t they be coming out of their holes about now?”
 
“Snakes feel your footsteps through their bellies. They slither off long before you see them.” Rudy handed out slices of staling bread as if he were dealing cards, three each. “It might be a cliché, Andrew, but they are more scared of you than you are of them.”
 
“I doubt it. I’m terrified of them.”
 
“Shouldn’t be.” Rudy dunked bread into the contents of his plate. “As my grandpa used to say, snakes and ghosts are overrated.”
 
“Ghosts?”
 
“Good stew,” said Rudy, eating.
 
“Scratch feeds are my specialty,” said Andrew, then prompting repeated “Ghosts?”
 
Rudy gave his friend a sour look. “You’re not gunna tell me you’re scared of ghosts as well as snakes?”
 
“In all the time we’ve been bush walking together this is the first time you’ve mentioned ghosts.”
 
“And this is the first time you’ve got skitty about snakes. So what?”
 
“Are there ghosts in these mountains?”
 
“There are more ghosts in cities. But... yeah, the Matagong Ranges are big enough to have its share of ghost stories ... but, shit, Rudy, they were made up by old timers in the olden days. I’ve hiked these mountains for years and I’ve hardly ever seen a ghost.”
 
Despite his passion for the Great Outdoors, Andrew had to admit to himself that lonely places sometimes got to him. Lonesome places like the Matagong Ranges generated ghost stories. For all he knew they generated ghosts as well. In his childhood - not that long ago - he’d twice heard rapid knockings on windows facing into empty rooms. And lying awake one night watching the oblong of his open bedroom doorway, dimly outlined by light down the hallway, he’d seen something hunched and black, framed for a few seconds, creep by in silence. Then the hall was again empty and remained so for the rest of that frightened, wakeful night. It had foretold nothing, it had never appeared again. But he kept his room door closed at night from then on and never again watched open doorways for fear of what he might see go by. He’d told no one of any of these things. Not his parents, not any of his friends. Not then, not ever.
 
* * * *
 
Midnight. Or so Andrew thought. Rudy had the only watch.
 
He’d woken some minutes before from uneasy dreams and was lying in his sleeping bag, looking up into the dark. The smell of dinner had disappeared earlier while they’d drunk coffee and played cards. The tent, Andrew now thought, smelt of all the Summer forests and Autumn hills it had ever been pitched on all the years Rudy had owned it, and whoever had owned it before him. And perhaps - he took a long, silent breath - perhaps just a hint of something sour, something he couldn’t identify and didn’t like. The patter of rain on nylon, the sound they had listened to for the last nine hours, had ceased. The wind too had dropped, was no longer making almost human noises among the trees. A heavy, uncanny silence enveloped the night, both outside and within the tent, like that which had preceded the rapping on those childhood windows, like those few watching seconds before the hunched and creeping thing had crossed his doorway all that time ago.
 
Beside him, Rudy rolled over in his sleeping bag and someone outside grunted, “Hey you there.”
 
Eyes wide in the dark, going suddenly cold, Andrew listened in this immense silence. Waited for the voice to speak again, hoping he wouldn’t hear again, maybe just a night noise, maybe just a waking dream, just a dream, maybe the wind, imagination maybe maybe maybe.
 
Seconds passed but the sound he dreaded to hear again was not repeated. As quietly as he could, Andrew unzipped his bag, freed an arm and nudged his sleeping friend.
 
“Rudy!” he whispered. “Rudy! Wake up!”
 
The dark beside him muttered sleepily
 
“Rudy, there’s someone out there.”
 
“Wot?” said Rudy heavily.
 
“Shhh. I just heard someone talking outside the tent.”
 
They listened, both of them, to the deep silence of the night.
 
“You were dreaming,” whispered Rudy at last. “You’re -”
 
The voice grunted again. Where it came from they couldn’t tell, couldn’t even be sure of the words exactly. Hey you there? Ya you care? But it was close and surely addressed to them. Here in the depths of the scrubby faraway in the middle of the black of the night it could only mean trouble. Unbidden memories came to mind of stories of crime in lonely places: forest murders and shallow bush-land graves not found for years, not found at all.
 
Rudy was first to move. He sat up and groped for the torch while Andrew struggled to escape his sleeping bag. Whatever threatened outside was best faced standing up and in the open, not lying in a ready-made nylon shroud, no proof against anything but rain.
 
Rudy zipped open the tent flap, gently, slowly, a few teeth at a time. He and Andrew edged together and peered out. Not that there was anything to see. So dark was the night they might as well have been on the far side of Oblivion. With fear surging through them their sense of smell grew acute: the smell of the forest damp after the rain, of dripping branches and rotting leaves on the ground ... and something else, sour, bad. Their hearing sharpened too. They listened for the sound of breathing, for footsteps squelching in the wet grass, for the click of a gun being cocked.
 
It was easy in the night to imagine someone, something standing over the tent, large, tall, silent, malign. In the mind’s eye it was always large and tall, always silent and malign.
 
Spurred less by bravery than by a need to know what the night might hide, Rudy flashed the torch on, swinging the beam around in an almost frantic fashion, shining now on branches sparkling with rain drops, now on the wet grass, now on the empty road, lonely in the forest depths.
 
They scrambled from the tent, the light flicking up the slope and into the trees behind them, swinging back and forth.
 
A tree, another tree, another tree ... the moving torch beam set their shadows off in a marching line slowly left to right, thin black fingers pointing to things out of sight.
 
The light touched on a bulky, indefinite shape, hard by a tree, obscured by a low branch across the top of it.
 
“What’s that?’ whispered Andrew.
 
“That old car body I told you about,” Rudy whispered back. He moved the light along, then swept it all around to catch whatever might be creeping up from behind. Nothing was creeping up from behind.
 
“Maybe it was a night bird like you said before,” said Andrew, not at all sounding like he believed it. “I’ve sometimes heard a bird call that sounds like ‘Whatcha reading.’ Maybe there’s something out here that hoots ‘Hey you there’ at night.”
 
As he said this Andrew thought Rudy turned his face towards him, but in the dark he couldn’t see his friend’s expression. Nor at that moment did he want to.
 
High in the trees a stray breeze rustled the branches, shaking last droplets to fall cold onto the grass around them. Nothing moved except Rudy’s light across the trees, across the grass, across the old car body, into the thick scrub beyond. He turned the beam back to the car. The light glinted on its unbroken windscreen, flashed across flat tyres, over the doors and hood, rusted but undamaged. The light seemed unable to penetrate its dark interior.
 
They returned to their tent where the torch remained switched on until the kero lamp was pumped and primed and lit. They dragged their sleeping bags outside and remained in the open, comforted by the regular hissing of the lamp and its ring of illumination, sitting up, determined to watch out the night. Overhead vast clouds rolled by and cleared, revealing stars in a patch of sky cut jagged on all sides by huddling treetops.
 
The great forest brooded in the dark, all shadows. Nothing came down the road, nothing came out of the trees.
 
By slow degrees alarm subsided. They spoke little and that in whispers. Sleep slipped back and caught Andrew unawares. Sitting on his sleeping bag, the lamp between Rudy and himself, he seemed to nod for an instant, and opening his eyes he found that the light from the lamp was wavering, had taken on a reddish tinge. He’d fallen asleep and the lamp’s reservoir of kerosene was nearly spent. Opposite was Rudy’s sleeping bag, empty. Yet it was still warm to the touch, so he couldn’t be long gone or far away. A quick check of the tent showed he wasn’t there.
 
Andrew lifted the dying lamp against the encroaching dark and cast about its flickering rays.
 
“Rudy?” he called, but not too loudly. The forest didn’t seem the place nor the night the right time for a raised voice.
 
A gleam of torch light flashed at him from up the slope, within the trees close by. To Andrew’s immense relief Rudy stepped into view from behind the branches and scrub half hiding the body of the car.
 
“Just taking a closer look at this,” he said. He kicked the car a solid blow, causing a yell of outraged metal to echo around the trees.
 
“Leave it alone, Rudy. It’s probably crawling with snakes.” Andrew lowered the failing lamp to the ground and began to work its plunger, pumping its last drops of kerosene up into its mantle.
 
Andrew shone his torch through the passenger side window and peered into its dark interior. “I don’t know why you want to go bush walking if you’re so shit-scared of snakes.”
 
“I’m not scared of ... yes, all right, I am. But at least I don’t go putting my hand into hollow logs or shove my face into places where they might be. Your grandpa was wrong, Rudy. Snakes - ghosts too - are not overrated.”
 
Ignoring his friend’s warning, Rudy crouched in front of the car and probed his light through the tarnished chromium of the grill. “I think you’re right about it being a stolen car. The engine is here. The number plate too, but it’s too rusty to read.”
 
Andrew, working the lamp’s plunger, snorted a noncommittal noise at this vindication of his suspicion, but said nothing. Where they were was one of the loneliest parts of the mountains. Why should anyone haul a wreck all this distance? No, it had to have been stolen: driven to this mountain, along that dirt road and parked, deliberately left up there among the trees. Many reasons for this crime loomed in his imagination, none of them he liked. He continued pumping. The lamp was burning again but not strongly.
 
Rudy stood and came around the side of the car. He pushed back a branch growing across the roof and shone his light in through the passenger side window again which had been rolled down, not smashed out. “You’d’ve thought any half-decent thief would’ve taken the radio, but it’s still there by what I can see ... hey! I think it’s a CB unit. I can see a microphone or something dangling by its flex. Weird, eh,” he said over his shoulder. “Steal a car, drive it into the mountains, but don’t even bother levering out the radio.”
 
“Who’s to say it was a crime of profit?” Andrew held aloft the lamp, its light diminishing. For a moment, before it began flickering again, he saw Rudy plainly, the car too, standing out for a second edged in red. “Rudy, whose pack has the kero bottle? This needs refilling.”
 
“The kero bottle? It’s in -”
 
A guttural, grunting voice cut across his words. Rudy gasped, half in surprise, half out of curiosity and stared closer into the dark inside the car. Andrew saw his friend’s dim form, partly silhouetted by torch-light, stoop to the car’s side window in a sort of listening attitude. “It is a ghost!”
 
“Rudy!” Andrew said, fearing for him, not knowing why. “Leave it alone!”
 
“I want to find out what it’s saying. If I can -”
 
The grunt came again, unintelligible to Andrew. Then Rudy barked a laugh of surprise. “So that’s what it is. Hey, Andrew!” he called, his voice tight with excitement, “Andrew! I’ve worked it out! I know what this car is!” He inclined his head further towards the window, shining the light at the driver’s seat. The grunting, guff voice spoke once more from out of the dark of the car. Rudy, pushing his face in through the window, said, “Yes. I am.”
 
A rusty ratchet clicked inside the car. The torch fell to the ground with a dull bump and went out.
 
Andrew peered up the slope as the lamp in his upraised hand began to flicker badly.
 
“Rudy?”
 
The lamp flared once, showing for a stark second the abandoned car all by itself, then went out. Darkness and silence surged in together. Surged in all around Andrew, leaving him there in the night, blind and uncomprehending, the heat from the dead lamp the only thing telling him that the world still existed. “Rudy?” he said again, softer than before. More than ever now the night forest seemed no place for a raised voice.
 
A fear leapt upon him. Not of the night, nor of Rudy’s disappearance, but that he might suddenly hear that grunted, gruff voice again in the dark. He couldn’t take that.
 
“Rudy! Stop playing funny buggers!” he said, louder now. No, the quiet of the forest be damned. He was going to yell if he had to, scream if he wanted. There was no way he was hearing that voice again. “Rudy!”
 
No answer, not from his friend nor from anything else. The night enveloped him, seemed to press down like a weight and be taken blackly into his lungs with every shuddery breath he took. He stood with the lamp still raised uselessly, wondering what to do.
 
Grope back down the slope, maybe trip over the tent ropes, maybe blunder into the tent and bring it down, maybe run into something waiting there in the darkness, try to find the kero bottle, try to find the matches, try to light the lamp in the middle of the darkest night imaginable. Or go up the slope, find what had happened to Rudy, maybe fallen by the car, maybe injured, maybe bleeding.
 
The sensible part of his mind told him to find Rudy, told him his friend was in trouble, that he needed help, don’t waste time. But there was another part of him, a scared little boy part of him, that said keep away, this was wrong, weird and wrong. It was the part of his mind that feared to watch open doorways at night, hated to be alone with windows looking into empty rooms that perhaps were looking back.
 
Nevertheless but none too brave, Andrew started up the slope, one small step at a time, hands outstretched. He smelt the rust before his fingers touched its roughened metal surface. Then his boot bumped against the fallen torch. He picked it up, shook it gently. It lit.
 
“Rudy?” Despite wanting to yell a few seconds ago he was whispering again.
 
He shone the torch about and inside the old car, saw no sign of his friend. Saw the front and back seats, both old-fashioned bench types, upholstery dirty and cracked. The steering wheel was there, mounted on a thick iron column. Intact speedo glass glinted in the torchlight. The speaker of a radio sat dirty and rusty beside it, just as Rudy had said, with a microphone dangling on a wire down near the brake pedal.
 
Something clicked like a clock for a couple of seconds, tickety-tickety, now heard, now gone. He flashed the light to the top of the dashboard where he though the sound, real or imaginary, had come from. There a sort of box projected out from the other instruments, and from this box something jutted like a lever. But it was too dirty and rusty to make out clearly. All was silent in there now anyway. The inside door panels and the roof lining were cobwebby, cracked and dirty, and some brown staining blotted the fabric above the driver’s seat. But no Rudy, not the slightest sign.
 
“Rudy!” He meant it as a shout. It came out as a half strangled yelp.
 
The sourness of the interior came at Andrew cold against his nose, catching at the back of his throat. He thrust the torch further into the old car to look again in the back seat. He never saw that slither of shadow. A dark flicker of something sinewy. A blow, almost gentle, lightning quick striking against the underside of his left arm. Two tiny needles stinging into his flesh, there and gone.
 
Andrew yelled, snatched back his hand, dropping the torch inside the car. A little blood trickled warm between his fingers clutched tight around the bite.
 
He reeled back and glared at the car. Swore at it furiously, uselessly. Watched for a few seconds as a long and scaly something, lit by the torch within, slid over the sill of the back door and plopped onto the ground.
 
Andrew stumbled down the slope, tripped over tent ropes, sprawled in the dirt, sure the snake was there, right there, right behind him. His hands skidded across the nylon of the tent. Where was the flap? Why couldn’t he find the flap? The snake. Where was it? By his leg? At his heel? Rearing for his face?
 
He found the tent flap and dived inside, zipping it up behind him, any second expecting his fingers to move from cold metal zip to cool scales twisting.
 
He sat there trembling in the dark, hand clenched tight over the bite, mind numbed by what’d happened to him in the last few seconds: the voice, the snake, Rudy saying “Yes. I am,” and then Rudy not being there ...
 
Under his bloodied fingers his left arm began to ache, began to throb: up the forearm into shoulder, down into wrist and hand and fingers. Despite his grip the venom was spreading. Sobbing, he felt about in the dark for Rudy’s pack, for the first aid kit inside it.
 
Bedding.
 
Hats.
 
Plastic water bottle ...
 
Rudy’s bag. He opened it. It still smelt of Rudy somehow, an indefinable something. Andrew plunged his hand in, felt his friend’s belongings, his spare T-shirt, sox, rain jacket, deck of cards ...
 
Rudy was gone and he didn’t know why.
 
... packets of dehydrated food, map, shaving brush ...
 
Rudy had said, “Yes. I am,” and then Rudy wasn’t there.
 
The first aid kit bumped against his swelling fingers. He had to let go the wound and use his right hand to open the kit. The fingers of his left hand no longer flexed. He smeared antiseptic about the wound, then with a roll of bandages bound it tight, as tight as he could stand, down around the fingers, up to the elbow. Keeping the left arm immobile he felt again inside Rudy’s bag with his right hand and found the kero bottle. Good. Now to fill... 
 
“Shit!”
 
The lamp was still up there by the car. In the dark. Where the snake was. Where the voice was. He’d put it down when he’d picked up the torch. Now the torch was gone too.
 
He felt about in his own bag and found a box of matches. But without so much as a candle they weren’t much good. A fire? What wood he might find would probably be wet. And what if the first branch he picked up twisted scaly in his hands and bit again? Anyway he couldn’t go scrambling about; he had to keep still if he was to stop the poison from circulating in his blood. So walking out was not an option. If he were to survive help would have to find him.
 
Bind the wound and keep still was about all he knew of treating snake bite. Though he also knew that not all snake venom was alike, just as all bites didn’t always inject a full fang’s worth. If what had bit him was something like an olive whip snake his body could probably fight off the poison in a day or two. And even if it was something deadly like a black snake or a tiger snake it might not have fanged him with a full dose. In which case the worst of it might eventually pass if only he could keep still. If however it was a tiger or black snake and if it was a full dose Andrew knew he’d be dead by sunrise.
 
He couldn’t feel his left arm anymore. As he lay there, breathing coming just a little faster now, he had to stop himself from striking matches to see that the arm had not dropped off. He didn’t want to see; he could well imagine his blackened, swollen arm from fingers to shoulder. Yet again and again these compulsive thoughts came, and again and again he had to fight them off. It was, he knew, the beginnings of delirium. And he was losing. As his body grew hot and cold in dull rhythmic pulses he felt his mind slipping away. Time and reason unravelled. He was back on the train taking them to Ferndale in the foothills, though now all alone in the carriage. He was tramping up the mountain tracks again, but where was Rudy? All around the trees swayed violently back and forth, back and forth with a loud wind like a grunting guff voice saying something not quite understood. He felt a great fear that the trees must surely snap. This fear, this anticipation he could not bear. Out ahead the road was alive with snakes. They wriggled and squirmed and turned their heads towards him and grinned to show their gleaming fangs.
 
Somewhere in the distance, far down this road, he could hear a car coming nearer, getting louder, while all around the trees swayed and swayed, back and forth, back and forth, harder faster madder, and he knew their rhythmic wrenching would surely pull the Earth off its axis, harder faster madder, wobble it out of orbit, and closer came the car, its purring engine like the sound of a gruff grunting wind in the swaying trees, oh how could those trees stand such movement, how could the Earth resist their harder faster madder tugging -
 
Lights shone through the tent walls, first dimly then with closer intensity, and the world rocked and spun.
 
Was this rescue or more delirium? Could he hear a car coming down the track? He couldn’t tell anymore, couldn’t even be sure if the car still neared, whether it now idled just outside, whether he could hear it at all. His mind was humming a tune all askew.
 
He waited and watched the tent flap, expecting something, not sure what. The tent flap quivered. The lights still shone, brighter now, brighter, but he still couldn’t tell if it was real or not.
 
Yet Andrew waited and watched the light strengthening, watched the tent flap in a sort of dread at what he might see suddenly unzip the opening. Concentrated so that the dead weight of his arm was forgotten, the delirium mellowed. He watched for what seemed a long time, but nothing happened. Then out of the noises in his head came the sound of the car again, clear and precise. Definite this time. Coming down the track. In seconds it would pass the tent.
 
Andrew struggled up from the bedding, and a long, dull ache pounded through his arm. He fell forward to the flap and without hesitation opened it.
 
The car, smeared in a soft light that had little power to pierce the darkness, was moving slowly past the tent - a dirty, rusty sedan growling past though its tyres were flat and did not seem to be turning. Rudy was there in the passenger seat, looking through the window at him. He seemed to be saying something but Andrew couldn’t catch a word. Beside Rudy, driving, was an ill-defined figure wearing what might’ve been a peaked cap.
 
The vision glided on in a weird slow rush and Andrew tumbled from the tent.
 
“Rudy!”
 
Though seeming barely to be moving the car was already past the tent and well down the road, out of reach.
 
“Rudy! Wait!”
 
Rudy put his head out the window and looked back with an expression on his face Andrew could not decipher. And as distance and darkness swallowed up car and face Rudy yelled something about a ride and Yes I am and cost. Or had he said lost? Andrew had no idea. He was looking again at an empty road - or rather the pitch black dark where the road was. Nevertheless he began to run down it, heedless now that he would be pushing poison through his body. He had to find his friend, sure that Rudy was in some greater danger.
 
But he’d made hardly any dark distance when it seemed to him the road twisted and humped up like a snake. He blundered into bushes, collided with trees. He called again, “Rudy! Rudy!” but Rudy never answered. Pain returned in his arm, and pumped by his quickened heartbeat spread into his body. What light he could see was coloured specks racing before his eyes, swirling and swirling. Holding the matchbox clumsily in his bandaged left hand he lit one, then another and another, fighting to keep them in his trembling fingers. Featureless scrub was all that confronted him in its brief glare.
 
Where the hell’s the road?
 
He tripped on something, fell among a heap of sticks and what felt like strips of old leather. It smelt musty, sour. He struck another match and before it sputtered out he glimpsed white bones. Three matches struck together gave a longer light, for some seconds showing a skull, empty eye sockets dark and staring, and broken at the back by two large holes. Nearby half buried in the dirt was the tattered remains of a peaked cap.
 
The matches went out.
 
Ignoring the pain, the growing nausea, Andrew stumbled off into the dark.
 
Find the road. Find the tent. Get me outta here!
 
From some direction he couldn’t tell where exactly came a voice, a thin telephone voice. Andrew followed it through the dark, through thick bushes, clambering around dense stands of trees. He could not tell what it was saying, but he knew he was closer now and it was almost certainly Rudy speaking. He did not call out, but crazed in his mind decided stealth was what was needed now. Yet he blundered on through the bush, pushing through scrub and crashing swearing into trees.
 
The voice was clear now. A radio voice. Rudy’s voice. It came from the car sitting half covered in branches and bush, rusty, dirty, tyres flat and a haven for snakes. He weaved his sick way to the passenger side window where the fallen torch still shone, showing a clean interior, no dirt or cobwebs or brown stains on the roof. He stooped his head inside, though it cost him some effort. Lost Rudy’s voice came from the two-way radio, its microphone clipped onto the dashboard, a drone of words sapped of all warmth and emotion. And Andrew understood now what the car was and why Rudy had said what he had said.
 
The figure in the driver’s seat, the peaked cap on its shattered head, turned toward him, and Andrew wondered if he were still in a delirium or if it really did have no face.
 
“Are you the fare?”
 
A gruff, grunted voice he had heard before.
 
“Yes. I am,” he said without thinking.
 
The driver reached a thin hand out for the dashboard to ratchet down the lever on the old taxi meter tickety tickety, and Andrew waited still stooped by the window for what would come next.
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The Jeweller of Second-hand Roe
 
ANNA TAMBOUR
 
 
H
onoré Barrot, the bijoutier, as he was called, was the most uncelebrated of his trade and proud of it, as his life depended upon secrets as surely as a spy’s. In the tubercular gloam of a Paris cellar, he worked standing inside a square of trestles. On the planks to his right and back his materials crowded, piled in anything that could hold them - wicker baskets, stoppered crocks, bowls, Le Matin. At his elbow, a tower of china plates threatened to topple. Empty wooden trays were stacked on the floor. He worked in a fever. Observe his eyes - those whites, yellow as yolks; their cast, ecstatic as a pilgrim.
 
He moved precisely, this great bull of a man. His hands, coarse and quick as a mastiff’s mouth.
 
Take the plate he was arranging at the moment. A swallow’s nest, only partly toyed with; a triangle of ray with Périgueux sauce; a marbled slab of jugged hair; and a diamond of quince paste that he scraped free of gravy with the knife that hung from his neck. The final touch: a spray of disinfectant. He used no chopping board - it wasted time. Trimmed bits, he dropped in a wooden bucket. He wiped his fingers on his waistcloth in the act of choice. If sold today, this plate of bijoux could make the jeweller rub his hands. If tomorrow, perhaps touched up, he could smile. If the next day, nothing to sneeze at. Every made-up plate will sell, even if he has to sell it as scraped-off messes wrapped in old news.
 
If, on a summer’s day, you were to somehow find his workshop, even if your nose could see through the emerald glaze to the rainbow on the ray, your eyes would crave these beauties. Or maybe sounds seduce you - boudins of pheasant á la Richelieu, a lettuce, almost fresh. No? Then come here. You might be amongst M Barrot’s most exclusive clients. This cutlet lay before the President of the Republic. See his marks? The price? If you need to ask, don’t ask. Only for genuine bourgeoisie.
 
But before I continue, perhaps the world has changed so much since all this happened that you are confused. Put in the bald terms of today’s brutal world, Honoré Barrot sold second-hand food. You cry ‘horrors!’? Perhaps you turn up your nose at eel! When I was a boy, the bijoutiers flourished in a certain level of society, as did the belles de jour.
 
* * * *
 
The bijouterie was a family affair. Three sons kept supplies and deliveries constant. Olivier, the oldest, drove the anonymous covered cart. The giant Thibault acted as loader along with younger brother Claude. Little Etienne was the bijoutier’s apprentice. Rats were his responsibility. He watched gravely, this little prune.
 
They earned enough to call themselves bourgeoisie, but their rooms - bare, even of a china shepherdess.
 
They dined upstairs, sitting around the stove. Their food was old bread and a soup that Mme Barrot made of whatever her husband gave her for the pot. She stirred with a big wooden spoon. They ate with horn spoons. All the metal cutlery had been swallowed, except one large knife.
 
Olivier, Thibault, and Claude ate with the appetites of oxen. Etienne and his father, delicate artists, ate like stuffed birds. Food? No! That blood-ruby glop of stewed quince, the carved-moonstone whorl of a boar’s snout, a slice of tomato with a good facet. That endive nibbled by the mistress of the Minister of Finance - stark, on its white plate, as a diamond in platinum claws.
 
In this business where discretion was the key, and volume the oil, back doors opened all over Paris, from restaurants to the finest homes. The three oxen moved in regular rounds: cooks, housekeepers, storesmen, restaurants, households, stalls, workshop, cooks - the money they collected they delivered, every sous, to their father.
 
Three young men who gained no joy from Art. Why would they work like beasts? The family shared a passion - all except Mme Barrot upstairs, as busy and close to the father and sons and yet self-centred, as a blackbeetle.
 
“Speak of the devil!” people said when Mme Barrot ventured out. Women tossed curses. Men pretended they hadn’t seen her, but watched her every move. Will my wife? mother? daughter? sweetheart? catch it, too?
 
Virginie Barrot. She cleaned as much as a Dutch housewife, but not to be closer to God.
 
A bootnail. A rustflake. She picked the stove poxy. She ran as many errands as a mother mouse, but like the mouse, stole close to home. The dressmakers called to each other from doorway to doorway when she opened her door. The man, who repaired pots in a little cubbyhole, crossed himself and clacked his shutters to.
 
The subject was never discussed between man and wife, though the Doctor was called upon one night. The umbrella-repair man banged on the door next day and, against all custom, let himself in and barrelled down the stairs, demanding to be paid for three spines that vanished from his workshop the day before when Mme Barrot paid him a visit on the pretext of obtaining a price to fix her umbrella - an umbrella, moreover, that she didn’t produce.
 
Jeweller and umbrella-fixer settled accounts with no demur from the jeweller. “She’ll pauper you, my dear Monsieur Barrot,” the umbrella man said once the coins were in his hand. The bijoutier led the way up and out, taking cordial leave at the door - to prying eyes, a courteous call between tradesmen. Overhead, he heard the shuh shuh of her twig broom. He clompered sloppily down again the better to hear only his wooden shoes. One more who deems my wife unrespectable - and he, an umbrella fixer!
 
If a person who pocks a stove for bits of rust is a thief, then Mme Barrot was a thief even when she didn’t steal umbrella spines and pins. The setting meant nothing to her: family, neighbour, gutter, slops. Shiny, dull, new, old, valued and corrupt - in ecstatic furtiveness she sought, found, swallowed and sought for more even as her throat convulsed upon the latest load. The gossip was that she stole for gluttony, that her life revolved around eating, that she ate the family poor. That was the say. Proof? That huge belly, those slippery eyes. She was certainly not with child. And the Barrots dressed disgracefully - and the Barrot household! Bare as the Bastille! Shameless, they called her, and they shook their heads for her family.
 
Most men and some women in this shoulder-to-knee, look-up-her-skirt neighbourhood disgusted the gossips. They added nothing to the gossip stew. Perhaps they had gone to Mme Dumont’s funeral. She fell to starch, the laundress’s temptation. The flower-making twins ate their teeth out, from vinegar. Their neighbour, the lace-maker Mme Roule lived alone with a baby after losing her man through her unmentionable lust.
 
The plan, agreed between the young men and their father, was to expand business as fast as they could, saving like the proverbial ant. With an addiction as advanced as hers, Dr Donnedieu had said, she would need a month in his sanatorium, or more.
 
A normal woman would have been a harridan. After all, every woman in the neighbourhood had a fiendish ability to calculate. Virginie Barrot never asked for money, and had not for many years visited the cellar. “She never sticks her nose in my business,” her husband once bragged, but whether her reason was disinterest, delicacy, or shame, neither he nor his sons could tell.
 
It is hard to understand how her sons, not to mention her handsome husband (yes! Several women planned to claim him) could have loved her, but they did. The husband and the three big ones remembered her as she was. The woman they described was not that thing upstairs, forever sweeping or picking on the stove, or when she stirred the family’s soup, dribbling bits from the spoon to the pot as if she hoped to find a finger. Etienne dreamed of the beautiful woman his father and brothers loved.
 
But first she’d have to go. Father and Etienne worked tinged with the fever of the cellar; the three oxen, with the fever of desperate haste.
 
They were that close when one morning at the busiest time, the health inspector called.
 
A breech of the law is common as piss against a wall, and for an inspector, a Cause to Close is easy to find as a blinking eye. Down in the cellar, the inspector coughed. His eyes dilated. The bijouterie was not illegal, nor was it strictly legal. The health inspector’s nose quivered, smelling what he most loved.
 
His visit set them back at least a year.
 
* * * *
 
To the sound overhead of Mme Barrot picking at the stove, her husband and sons met. The three big ones tried to walk their anger off, but it was too much. Thibault, the second son, who dwarfed them all and was hopelessly in love, smacked a trestle. The board jumped and the china towers toppled - a bombarde of shards. Splinters leapt everywhere. He burst into tears and knelt.
 
For wordless minutes father and sons crawled over the floor dropping pink, clink, crack, china into a bucket. When they’d picked up what they could see, they swept with their hands. Then they fished through the food - feeling for sharps in chops, tarts, legs, pastes, soups, sauces, ragouts and soggy puddings.
 
Sniffling, Thibault felt something in a bowl of quince. “Zut!” He flung it to the floor.
 
“Where are you, you devil’s claw?” Mind bow you move, oaf. He sucked his finger as he crawled.
 
There, dotted with ruby syrup: a diamond brooch.
 
* * * *
 
Although they called him ‘the jeweller’, Honoré Barrot had no experience of gems that didn’t rot. But he knew that quince. It had sat before the President at a restaurant as discreet as M Barrot.
 
He never considered returning the brooch. As laundrywomen say - Them who must wear pearl buttons make tailors live on promises. He would make discrete inquiries, and sell it.
 
He wrapped it in a clean rag and stowed it in his pocket, his mind stirred to dizziness.
 
That night he climbed into bed beside his wife just as he did every night, but instead of falling asleep exhausted, he tossed, schemed, fretted, calculated the minutes till morning and fretted more. So many minutes! What use is night? He knew he could not close his eyes, but soon enough, he snored.
 
* * * *
 
She had eaten no metal for four whole days. His jacket and trousers hung from the peg on the door, intolerable temptations. She hated herself for doing it, but she had to look. Perhaps a sous ...
 
A horrible beast chased him through the dark green forest. Trees hampered his every move. The shaggy thing opened its mouth, its stinking mouth.
 
“Ouf!” That dream again. He turned over, snuggling up to ... damp sheet.
 
“Virginie!”
 
She held the only metal thing she’d found. At the sound of her husband’s roar she shoved it in her mouth, gulped, and fell to the floor.
 
* * * *
 
Father and sons are yellow as rancid tallow in the light of the lamp down here. The father has stopped talking, even to say ‘Virginie.’ Etienne keeps his tongue between his teeth and his mouth shut. Thibault can’t keep his clogs still. You can hear his teeth grind his moustache.
 
(She is upstairs, revived with cold water by her husband, who carried her to bed and tucked her in as if she were a child.)
 
“Doctor!” The third son, Claude, copies his oldest brother, to the curled lip.
 
Their father had wanted to rush to Dr Donnedieu. Always before, they spoke of the doctor as a saviour, an eminence whose kindness -
 
Now, this jaundiced light.
 
“Trust him?” Olivier asks. “Trust?” he laughs.
 
“And what assurances did we ever have?” - Claude.
 
“To operate is too dangerous.”
 
Their father shakes his head. He sits on Etienne’s stool, his head between his hands.
 
Olivier and Claude put their heads together. Thibault stands in the middle of the room. He kicks the floor as if he’s breaking down the door to hell. Etienne slips his hand between his father’s, against his father’s scratchy face.
 
Claude’s throat grates. The gob he spits is big as a plum, and green.
 
His father, who could thrash a man to paste if he’d a mind to, doesn’t even look to see where it lands.
 
Claude and Olivier stare at the glob as if it were alive.
 
“There is only one thing for it,” Olivier announces.
 
“No!” says father Barrot, but his ‘no’ is muffled in his hands; and anyway, his oldest and third sons have already run up the stairs.
 
“Wait,” cries Thibault. “I’m the strongest.”
 
“No!” Father Barrot shoves Thibault out of his way and mounts the steps. As he opens the cellar door, his “Stop!” shakes the window.
 
Thibault and Etienne look to each other.
 
“Stay here,” Thibault says, and follows his father.
 
* * * *
 
Forgive me if I told you more than you wanted about some things, and elsewhere, left your jaw hanging. That is how I remember it - pieced together from scraps, I who was only a small apprentice, but already a ratcatcher.
 
The next time I saw Maman, she was laid out in the front room.
 
The neighbourhood came out, to a gossip, for her procession. The splendour of the spread laid out for them when they returned from the funeral must have filled the gossip-pots to bursting.
 
I have the Certificate, signed by Dr Emile Donnerieu. Self-inflicted Injury by Virtue of Insanity (Class, Female Hysteria; Subclass, Pica).
 
The rest, you must put together yourself.
 
There were many sounds overhead. I stayed downstairs, more out of fear than obedience. Beast sounds. Strange, terrifying. Fights? Sobs? A fight, I think. Then there were foot-steps and the front door opened and slammed, and an hour or so later I heard a horse and wheels, unfamiliar voices, one possibly the Doctor’s.
 
Finally, Olivier came down the stairs. “Maman is in heaven,” he said.
 
Discretion must be in my bones. I was ten years old before f asked Papa what happened that night. “She did it for us,” he said.
 
I made Thibault tell me.
 
By the time he got there, he said, it was all over. She was on the floor, her guts tangled out all red and blue, Olivier and Claude swearing to Papa that she’d done it herself. The knife was beside her.
 
* * * *
 
The day Papa died I took over, at my brothers’ insistence - not a moment too soon. Yellow gaslights had given way to electric white. The Barrot bijouterie such as it was, of basket and cart, fit old Paris.
 
The Barrot concern soon fit a modern army. Under my guidance, the Barrot family rose to the heights of discrete wealth. If you haven’t heard of us, that is well. Discretion, as Papa used to say, is the greater part of good business.
 
Poor Papa is lucky to never have known one thing. That brooch he treasured and never sold, that brooch that he recovered himself while Maman was still warm (I pieced that mess together) - that diamond brooch - paste!
 
So long ago.
 
Forgive this old man for his garrulousness - this vulgar need to divulge to you, so far from us that it doesn’t matter. Before I end, two gems from my father:
 
Family is all.
 
Love is sacrifice.
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Domine
 
RJURIK DAVIDSON
 
 
I
’m off the monorail and through streets littered with cigarette packets and strips of last month’s posters, peeled from the yellow and grey chipped walls. The air smells of rubbish and urine. A breeze would only blow the odour away for a moment; I’m in the City.
 
Genie and I moved into the place temporarily, with the hope of shifting farther out a few months later, where there might be a park for Max to play in, neighbours to help out, a house with a separate dining room and kitchen. Genie remained after I moved out, so every now and then I’m back in the old neighbourhood, with light rain misting through the little inner-city streets, trying not to look past the pavement in front of me in case I see one of the real things that happen here.
 
A shuttle slashes the sky overhead, taking someone rich to meet other rich people somewhere else. They don’t bother with travelling by land - easier to skip over the city like a stone over water. The deep red of the shuttle’s burners gives the illusion of warmth.
 
“Hey Mister, hey!”
 
One of the boys; there are a million around here.
 
“Hey Mister, bliss, bliss?”
 
I shake my head and keep my eyes on the stained pavement. No need to encourage them.
 
“Hey Mister, you come back.”
 
I’m there, at the old five storey yellow apartment building. Bars on every window, so people don’t get in and others don’t throw themselves out. It’s a fair balance.
 
The city is still all stairs and four, five, six storey buildings. Everything new or important happens out in The Towers, little islands of commerce in the suburbs, where things are clean and fresh and everyone’s teeth are white and gleaming and the girls in all the shops remind you of your hopes when you were young.
 
I’m into the stairwell and up. Three sets of stairs, four doors along the walkway. I knock.
 
I hear scrabbling from behind the door and wait for a while, noticing that my hands seem wrinkled. I am only thirty-eight but I’m getting old.
 
“Don’t you ever call?” I can see one side of Genie’s face through the partly opened door, her lank, colourless hair falling across her forehead. She has that look of exhaustion as usual, as if the world has worn her out and everything now is an effort.
 
“Hi Genie.”
 
“Look, it’s not a good time.”
 
“I brought something for Max.”
 
The door opens and I’m inside. The place is tiny: one bedroom, a one room lounge and kitchen, a bathroom and toilet.
 
“He doesn’t even know who you are.” Genie starts picking up odd bits and pieces of junk from the lounge room floor: some socks, a fluffy toy bird, opened envelopes with their contents still inside. She always starts cleaning when I arrive. Max is playing by a water-filled bucket in the corner. The smell of something rotten floats from the bin in the kitchen.
 
“Hey, Maxy,” I say, and my one-year-old son looks up at me, his face round with splotchy, rosy cheeks, and his mouth open. A line of dribble runs from his mouth to his chest.
 
I walk over to him and squat next to him. “Hey Maxy.” Should I reach out to him? I’m not sure. It’s hard with children: they’re strange things. He looks at me and I’m scared he’ll start crying. At the moment he’s just frowning.
 
“So what did you bring him?”
 
I have no present so I change the subject. “Dany’s coming back you know.” I say. “Really soon. August thirtieth.”
 
“I know the date, Marek, but I don’t care. It’s too late for me to care,” Genie says. “You should concentrate on your own stuff. Think about Max for once.”
 
“But what am I going to do?” I reach forward and touch Max on the arm. But he senses my tension and tries to pull away, still frowning at me as if I’m an impostor.
 
A key rattles in the door and a big brawny man, his body too big for his legs, wanders in. He wears baggy khaki work-shorts and a blue singlet over a too-tanned body.
 
“I told you this was a bad time,” Genie says to me. “Oh well, this is Rick. Rick, this is Marek.”
 
“Oh, hi,” Rick says and walks over to Genie, gives her a kiss, walks over to Max, ruffles his thin blonde hair.
 
I’m out of the door and on the landing, but Genie follows me. “I love him,” she says, “and he treats me well. Better than you ever did.”
 
“Yeah,” I say, still walking, my teeth clenched like a vice.
 
“What did you come back for?” Her voice is suddenly shrill. “Did you come back to fuck me?”
 
Another shuttle burns overhead, and I wonder where it’s going. The Towers no doubt.
 
“Come back and visit Max, though,” she says suddenly, hopefully, “He needs his father. You of all people should know that.”
 
* * * *
 
Later that evening I’m in the small unit I can afford, out in the vast expanse of houses and apartments that encircle the Towers. The suburbs are like a sea surrounding a chain of islands, running all the way to the City. It’s a nothing space, each section interchangeable with another. The view from a shuttle would be of one infinitely repeating series of buildings and roads. It’s how I like it. You can get lost here; you can feel hidden and safe. It allows me to write my music in peace, away from all the demands of the world: partners and children and work. Still, I don’t compose much. All my creativity gets drained by the soundscapes I’m forced to design for the Towers. All my originality is sucked away into those.
 
Tonight, for some reason, I’m agitated, disturbed even. It’s August twenty eighth.
 
The phone buzzes. I press the button and my older sister Leila appears on the screen. Though she doesn’t really like me, we keep in touch. Even now her hair is sculpted, like a blonde helmet. Not a hair out of place.
 
“I can’t sleep,” she says.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“I don’t want to see Dany.”
 
“Right.”
 
“I don’t want anything to do with him.” Leila clenches her jaw (we both inherited that from mum) and crosses her arms emphatically.
 
“Do you think that Mum was happy in her last years?”
 
“Christ, Marek, you’ve always been introspective. That’s your problem.”
 
“I think she was. I think finally, after everything, she found some happiness.”
 
Leila brushes her hair back with her hand, but it bounces back to its perfect shape. “So if you talk to him, tell him I don’t want to see him.”
 
“Someone’s got to be there when he comes back.”
 
“Well it’s not going to be me. And Marek, what good is it going to do if you show up? Huh?”
 
“She wanted to hold on, didn’t she? Just another year, just one more year. But she couldn’t.”
 
Someone is crying behind Leila. Must be her kid, whose name I can’t, for the life of me, remember. Leila turns from the phone to look over her shoulder, then back. “Look Marek, I gotta go.”
 
“It’s been all over the news,” I say, but she’s gone.
 
* * * *
 
August thirtieth arrives and I’m in McArthur Tower: the procession has finished, the speeches are over; there have been medals and descriptions and hologram footage and everything else. I saw him on stage with the others, in their uniforms, but I could barely make it out from up the back. Now I’m sitting at the exit to the conference centre and people in suits are milling about being official and I wonder if I should go in and look around for him, but no, I stay put. Secretly I don’t want to see him. I think of leaving, eyeing the lifts far away down the corridor, but something makes me stay. It must have been a hell of a thing, after all, out there in space. The government made a fuss of Dany and the rest of the crew, that’s for sure.
 
A soundscape full of triumphant brass and rolling drums plays in the background.
 
I notice the captain walk out, officials surrounding him, talking in hushed, respectful tones.
 
To my right, windows open out to the evening. The vast bulk of another Tower stands opposite, its own windows appearing tiny in the gigantic structure. I struggle to see if I can make out figures, but all I can see is flickering, and that’s probably just my eyes playing up.
 
I look away and suddenly Dany’s there, with another of the crew, and they’re coming past me. It hits me like a physical blow: he looks in his early twenties. His light hair is short and jagged, his eyes slightly too close together, spoiling his otherwise beautiful looks. It hits me again: he looks just like I once did.
 
“See you soon then, Dan,” the other one says.
 
He nods and grins like a little boy, runs his hands through his hair and then says, “Yep.”
 
He walks towards the lift as the other one turns back.
 
“Hey,” I say weakly, and then stronger, embarrassed by the strain in my voice, “Dany.”
 
He turns and looks at me and my breath is suddenly taken away. He cocks his head and frowns for a minute. Then says, “Yeah?”
 
“It’s me,” I say, and am struck by the banality of it, “Marek.”
 
He grins uncomfortably, cocks his head to the other side and raises his hands as if to say: well, imagine that.
 
I stand up from my chair, take a few steps and say again, “It’s me, Marek.”
 
“Where’s your mother?”
 
“She died.”
 
A look of confusion crosses his face and then passes. “Well, come on then,” he says.
 
I follow him. Neither of us speak as we make our way to the elevator and then wind through one of the prospects: a wide boulevard with ground cars and unicycles zipping along in a chaotic frenzy, the stall holders at the side of the road, with their designer tattoos, calling to us as we pass. Another elevator, spiralling through the Tower in odd directions, takes us up to the Hotel Sector in the fifteen hundreds where Dany has been given a room.
 
He has an amazing sense of direction amid the massive structure of the tower, with its thousands of winding corridors. He finds his penthouse calmly and easily. When he arrives he says to me, the first words in some time, “I’m going to get ready. I have to see some of this.”
 
He retreats to the bathroom while I sit and wait.
 
The view from the giant windows is magnificent. Two Towers, one at an oblique angle, and then the lights of the suburbs, flickering like a thousand shining insects. The clarity of it strikes me.
 
“We don’t wear makeup much anymore,” I say.
 
“Oh ... What do you wear?”
 
“I don’t really know. I mean, I’m not really up with it. But there’s a fashion channel.”
 
Dany comes out, fully shaven. He looks even younger, though the dark makeup around the eyes makes him look like a thirty year throwback. “Should I take it off?” He looks suddenly anxious.
 
“No, don’t worry. Some people still wear it.”
 
“I’ve got this card.” He says, “They gave me this card. It’ll get me clothes, all sorts of things.”
 
“Leila called me a couple of days ago.”
 
He walks across the room, presses a button and the fridge door slides up.
 
“Drink?” he asks, ignoring me.
 
“She’s doing well. All settled down: husband, kids, you know.”
 
Dany takes a big swig of something, throws back his head, and lets out a roar. Turns around, passes me a glass. “C’mon boy, this’ll put a glint back in your eye.” He grins his distinctive grin.
 
I sip the drink and try to stifle a cough. My throat is on fire, my eyes blurred. I hear a laugh off in the distance. “God,” I say.
 
* * * *
 
Nightville, up in the eighteen and nineteen-hundreds, is a complex of Middle-Eastern and African restaurants, hanging gardens filled with the scent of stone-fruit and dotted with indoor lakes, labyrinthine clubs climbing up through the Tower like ant-colonies so that after a few hours you don’t know what level you’re on. Nightville is a carefully planned planlessness, designed to give the sense of spontaneity, of a vast and sprawling confusion, imitating the red-light districts in the old cities. But nothing in the Towers is unplanned. So there’s always the element of irreality to it, a sense of the manufactured. Shambling through a club one might, lo and behold, stumble upon an Armenian restaurant run by the club’s owners, aimed at the very same patrons, in an expression of monopoly apparent only to those not doped up on rapture or blurred by alcohol. Nightville is one big franchise.
 
We’re in Arabian Nights, one of the popular clubs in the sector, a ramshackle series of levels where patrons surround hookahs in dark tent-like chambers, where everything is in the deep colours and intricate patterns of the Middle East, where belly dancers and pipe-players, tootling in exotic quarter-tones, make their way through the passageways, where camel-trains ridden by adventurers head for the mini-desert on the western side of the club.
 
Dany, dressed ridiculously in his space-suit and dark makeup (all blue shadow and grey undertones), is entertaining a small crowd in a side room. I’ve been edged out of the circle and have to crane my neck over a couple of skip-girls.
 
“Of course,” he says, “you’re unconscious during close-to-light-speed. A deep dark sleep filled with magnificent dreams. And then, suddenly, consciousness hits you like a blow, and you’re throwing up all over yourself, and you’re wondering who you are and what you’re doing there. And me, I’m thinking I could have bought this feeling for a hundred bucks at Arabian Nights.”
 
He pauses for the laughter and then continues in slightly more hushed tones.
 
“But then you look out and you see Centauri and everything is in a strange new light, filled with blues and greens that you’ve never seen before, as if you’ve been reborn into a world just slightly different from this one, and you know nothing will ever be the same again.”
 
Around him there is hushed silence, only the bass from dance music in the main rooms, audible behind his voice.
 
One of the skip-girls puts her hand on his thigh.
 
“Hey,” he says to me, “Come here.” He pulls me toward him and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “I want you to meet Marek. You have to look after him.”
 
Someone passes me a fluorescent blue drink, Ottoman Ice, and I down it in one hit.
 
He continues to tell his stories but his arm is around my neck and I keep thinking to myself: isn’t this what you came for, isn’t time with Dany what you wanted?
 
The Ottoman Ice has rapture in it, and before long everything has that tinge of silver, those floating motes of light dancing around the room like emblems of joy. I have another and the waves of heat begin to course up and down my body.
 
“Are you his brother? You look just like him,” one of the skip-girls asks me. They’re not that quick, skip-girls.
 
“What’s your name?” I say.
 
“Sandy.”
 
All the skip-girls have names like that: Sandy, Cherry, Peta, Ruby. Her lips are full and red and suddenly her little cherubic face sets off some reaction in my stomach. Skip-girls, I think, are gorgeous.
 
The Ottoman Ice no longer burns in my throat. Now it’s just a soft warmth, as if my throat is adjusting itself to the heat emanating from my body. Through a window on my left the mini-desert stretches out and in the distance I can see a little oasis.
 
“Can you see that?” I say, but there’s no one beside me. Everyone is at a table about ten feet away. When did we arrive at the observation deck? I wonder. I join them at the table. Dany is still entertaining: he’s charismatic, just as I imagined.
 
“And there, on the asteroid,” he says, “was what looked like a complex machine or engine, too structured to be natural, I swear. But how much fuel did we have? Who knew? Let’s go down, I said. I mean, here we were, how many light years from home, and there, within arms reach is evidence of alien civilization. Let’s go, I said. Take it now, seize our chance. No, said the captain. Yes, said I. No, he said. When else will we get this chance? I said. We can’t risk it, said the captain. So that was that.” He grins his childlike grin.
 
Breaths of amazement. I look out over the desert again, not believing a word of it and suddenly we’re in the Turkish steam baths and soaking everything up and my body is on fire. All I can do is lie there, head back as the steam invades my body and I feel like I’m somehow dissolving and becoming the water and the water is me and I’m suddenly aware of Dany above me leaning down and he says, “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry.” He touches my shoulder and then walks off quickly and Sandy is looking at me from the sofa as I look over to the Towers from Dany’s penthouse while Christy and Dany are in the bedroom next door.
 
“You skip-girls,” I say. “You’re so full of life.” I notice her lips again, and this time the freckles on her little round cheeks. She must be in her early twenties, like most skip-girls employed to advertise the Tower, to give it a sense of glamour and sex. She looks out over the city and yawns.
 
“Do you and Christy work tandem?”
 
She ignores me and walks to the window. She looks across at the opposite tower. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? That over there, there’s a whole ‘nother city, and that people don’t ever have to leave if they don’t want to. A whole world.”
 
I walk up behind her, and there are little muscles outlined just so on her back, perfect, as if sculpted from marble.
 
“I’ve been to all of them,” I say, “every Tower.”
 
“Wow.”
 
From the bedroom, I can hear a high pitched whining, and then I think I hear Christy say, “Oh, yes, that.”
 
“Each one has my own little mark,” I say. “Soundscape Design. I’m part of the Soundscape Design Team.”
 
“Really?” Her eyes flicker with interest for a moment.
 
“Well, you know, part of the team.”
 
I’m looking down at her and have an urge to lean forward and touch her hair, metallic green and artificial, a typical mark of a skip-girl.
 
“I’ll be back in a minute,” she says, and she walks swiftly across to the bedroom and is gone. I wait for five minutes and then let myself out.
 
* * * *
 
The next day I spend at home, occasionally staring at my computers and synths, turning them on, pretending I’m going to compose. But it’s too hard and my head feels like it’s been squeezed like a lemon. Oh no, I think, I’m getting old. Once I would have been fine on a day like today, but now my body has perfected the art of sabotage. I wander around distracted, moving from thing to thing, unable to settle. The synths sit in the corner of the room accusingly.
 
In the afternoon the phone rings and I shuffle towards it, press the button.
 
“So, what’s he like?” I can see Leila leaning forward, so she can see my expression more clearly on the screen.
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“Oh, come on, what’s he like?”
 
“He’s a great storyteller, I guess. I mean, he had a fan-club all around. You know, charismatic, I guess, kept everyone mesmerized.” I think of Sandy the skip-girl and her full lips, her cherubic face, her metallic hair. Some feeling washes over me that I’d prefer not to acknowledge.
 
“Is he immature? I bet he’s immature.”
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“Christ, Marek, listen to you. It’s always the same with you. You’re still under his spell.”
 
“I guess he’s young.”
 
“He must be. He left when he was young.”
 
“It’s like looking at me, only fifteen years ago ... really, like looking back in time. I am, you know, older than him.”
 
“Yeah: the bastard.” Leila spits the words with satisfaction.
 
“He’s okay.”
 
“You were too young when he left. I was what, eight? You, though, you were too young. That’s your problem. That’s why you can’t see.”
 
“He used to play with us though, remember? He used to build things with us, little ships that flew through the air, orbited that old planet we had hanging in our room. Remember that?”
 
Leila grimaces a moment. “He hit mum. Remember that? He hit mum.”
 
“She loved him. She waited for him all her life.”
 
“You’re both as bad as each other. Both of you. Look where it got her, Marek.”
 
“ You’re the one calling to find out.”
 
“Fine. Listen, gotta go. Why don’t you come over for dinner?”
 
But I’m off the phone and I put Mozart on with the volume up. I close my eyes and lean back in the chair as the chorus comes in: Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis.
 
* * * *
 
I meet Dany again the following week up in the Towers. His makeup is gone, he is in the latest fashion - as far as I can tell - all straight sharp lines and black, of course. It’s always black.
 
“Have you seen this holographic porn?” he asks. “It’s amazing, really, I mean, God.”
 
I lean from one foot to the other, wondering what to say.
 
“God,” he says, “some of those girls. Some of those positions.” He shakes his head.
 
To change the subject I say, “Remember we used to play with little ships that flew around a toy planet?”
 
He cocks his head. “Do you still have those?”
 
I nod.
 
“Christ, I loved those little things,” he says.
 
“You can come to my place and see them if you want.”
 
“No, can’t. I’ve got to get ready.”
 
“What for?”
 
“We’re going back.”
 
“Back?”
 
“The machine. We’re supposed to examine the alien machine.”
 
“But there is no machine,” I say, calling his bluff.
 
He shakes his head for a second, then adds, “No, you’re right. There isn’t.” He walks into the bedroom and I am left shifting my balance from foot to foot. Then he’s back again: “Here, I have something for you: I brought it back for her, but now I want you to have it. It’s from Centauri.” He leans over and passes me a piece of strange, black swirling rock, attached to a chain, alien and beautiful.
 
“She died of cancer, you know. Even now cancer takes people.” I hold the rock in my hand, and now I want to cry again, but in a different way. I want to reach out to him.
 
“Wanna go to a strip show?”
 
“Uh, I don’t know.”
 
“I know! I know just the place: baths! That’s one thing you miss in space: real water to float in. Come on.”
 
So I follow him to the elevator, and we rise, past the eighteen-hundreds, nineteen-hundreds, and then at twenty-two hundred we’re off the elevator and into the cavernous deck of the shuttle-port. Shuttles taxi around like strange beetles threatening to burst into flight at any moment. Others line a far wall at an angle.
 
“What are we doing?”
 
“We’re going to Holsen’s Tower, north.”
 
“By shuttle?”
 
“Yep.”
 
There is a line of taxis along the walkway and Dany presses a button, there’s a quick sound as the pressurized door opens - shhht - and we hop in.
 
The shuttle is a lot smaller on the inside than I imagined, only one long seat facing forward, a series of panels across the back of the seat in front. A glass window so we can see the driver, who has great rolls of fat at the back of his head and neck. The taxi shuttles across the tarmac, turns left, and I can see the runway, which opens out into the clear blue of the sky. We sit for a moment and another shuttle emerges slightly in front of us, lines itself up with the runway, stops for a minute and then suddenly its burners are a deep red, the air behind it shimmers, and it is gone.
 
Our taxi starts to shudder and I take a gasp of breath: surely we’re not going to be able to fly. We’ll get to the end of the runway and plummet to our deaths. This taxi, I realize, will crash. This is the one, the one out of a million that will break down in mid-flight, lose power, send us to our deaths. The unbelievable shuddering as we power along the runway confirms this, and I close my eyes. Suddenly the shuddering stops and I open them again, afraid of what I might see, and sure enough, beneath us the great metropolis lies like a model of itself. I gasp. Good God, there’s nothing holding us up.
 
“You can let go of my hand now.” Dany laughs.
 
“This is the first time I’ve flown.”
 
“It’s all right. It’ll be all right.” He gives my hand a squeeze and I feel calmer.
 
“Look,” he says. “Look at the city off there in the distance. Isn’t it beautiful? Like a ruined civilization.”
 
The little city does look like an ancient ruin. As if it has been through a storm that left some of the weaker buildings as rubble, or just a few walls surrounding a mess, while others it stripped of their outer layer, leaving their mottled undercoats visible.
 
“I have a son down there.”
 
“Really? What’s his name?”
 
“Max.”
 
“You didn’t want to give him a Czech name? Keep your mother’s tradition?”
 
“No. We’re not Czechs anymore. Would you like to meet him?”
 
He sits for a while in silence, and then says, “You know, I think I would.”
 
Before long we’re north of the city and then into another Tower and the flight is over. Down in the eleven-hundreds is Japantown and I find myself lying in a steaming bath, a sparse garden surrounding me and a pot of green tea just out of arm’s reach so I have to lift myself out of the bath to pour it. The roof is camouflaged and gives the impression of being sky. Thankfully there is no view of the city whatsoever. There are no sounds at all. Just silence - the Japanese really know how to do it.
 
“The silence is funny,” I say. “The Towers are almost all soundscaped.”
 
“Really.”
 
“Yep. That’s what I do. Soundscaping.”
 
“I see.”
 
“Yeah, wanted to be a musician, but you know. Soundscaping’s a good job. Keeps me afloat.”
 
“So you compromised.”
 
“No. I just, you know, you have to be realistic.”
 
“Christ, Marek.”
 
“What’s so fucking bad about that?”
 
“That sort of realism isn’t for me.”
 
I pull myself out of the bath to pour more tea and wonder, annoyed: why didn’t I pull the pot closer last time?
 
We sit in silence for quite a while and I don’t know, perhaps it’s the silence, or the beauty of the garden, or the heat of the bath, but suddenly I begin to cry.
 
“Hey buddy, what’s wrong?”
 
I don’t say anything for a while, and then manage to get out between the sobs: “I’ve made some terrible mistakes, in my life, Dad. I’ve made some bad mistakes.”
 
* * * *
 
Leila lives at the crest of a hill, and her husband, George, is a fitness fanatic with a shaven head. George invested in the Towers, or his parents did, and now they live in a mansion overlooking the aqua sea. They have two boats and three cars and a swimming pool in a basement underneath their house. “The sea,” George always says, “is for looking at, not swimming in.” At those times I want to break his teeth, but I always nod and smile and say, “Hey, who would swim in the sea nowadays? I mean, with all that pollution.” George works out and has huge muscles. He and Leila have one child, about three years old, whose name I can’t remember. George and Leila have everything.
 
The dinner is tiny and served on gigantic white plates: a piece of unidentified meat with two red slivers of what I take to be capsicum on one side.
 
“A work of art,” I say.
 
“Don’t be rude,” says Leila.
 
“He’s not,” says George, “He said it was a work of art.”
 
“A pure work of art,” I say to annoy Leila.
 
The kid starts crying at the end of the table.
 
“Here sweetie,” says Leila, and she reaches over to give him a drink. He keeps crying.
 
“Listen to ‘im,” says George.
 
“I am,” I say.
 
“All day,” says George.
 
“Oh, shut up,” says Leila.
 
“What’s his name?” I say.
 
But Leila continues at George, “Like you’d know. I’m the one here all bloody day.”
 
“What’s his name?”
 
Leila turns to me. “Families,” she says, “take a lot of energy. You’ll know -”
 
But I cut her off, “That’s because you had him when you were too old.”
 
She looks as if she’s been slapped and I turn to my meal with satisfaction.
 
A moment later she says to me, “So did you. You had Max too old.”
 
Now it’s my turn to look shocked. No matter how hard I try, I know I look crestfallen. I look back to Leila and she meets my eye. The side of her mouth twitches and suddenly we’re both laughing at ourselves.
 
“You really should meet up with Dany, you know,” I say.
 
“I can’t. I just can’t.”
 
I reach over and place my hand over hers. “You should face him. You know. Say what should be said.”
 
“Is that what you’re going to do?”
 
“Yes. I think so. Yes.”
 
* * * *
 
Before Mum died she looked an impossible colour, a kind of composite grey-orange. She was swollen, but in her inimitable way acted as if it was all some kind of joke.
 
“Look at me,” she said, “I’m a fish from the deep sea,” and she opened and closed her mouth and we all laughed.
 
I want to tell Dany something about Mum now, as we head to the city, but some part of me holds back. I know, somehow, that he’s not equipped to cope with it. He is, after all, in his early twenties. He’s young, I tell myself.
 
A minute later and we’re off the monorail together and Dany turns to me and says, “Jesus, look at this place. What have they done to the city?” I keep my eyes focused on the refuse: empty packages, indeterminate plastic things, toilet paper, but Dany, of course, doesn’t know about the street-sellers and suddenly there are three kids around us.
 
“Bliss, bliss?”
 
“It’s not really bliss though, is it?” Dany says.
 
“It is, swear brother, purest I eva had meself. Look mister, look at me eyes.”
 
“You can get your eyes wide like that with all sorts of poisons,” says Dany, enjoying the debate.
 
When we arrive at the building I turn to the kid and say, “Okay, you can fuck off now.”
 
“Aw mister, it’s good stuff,” one of the little kids says but they leave us alone as we scale the stairs. Three sets of stairs, four doors along the walkway. I knock. Again there is shuffling behind the door and then it opens quicker than I expected. Genie stands there, disappointment written on her face.
 
“Oh, it’s you, hi.” She says, then notices Dany and quietly adds, as if he’s not there, “My God, Marek, he looks just like you when we met. My god, he’s so beautiful.”
 
“Can we come in?”
 
She opens the door.
 
“Where’s Rick?”
 
“That bastard.”
 
Dany sweeps Max up from the corner and says, “Hello grubby-chubby.” Max grins, revealing a little tooth and letting out another big dribble to join the one connecting his chin and chest.
 
“I’m moving out of this place soon,” says Genie, sweeping back her limp mousy hair, only to have it fall back across her forehead, another symbol of the world’s resistance to her desires.
 
“I’m amazed you stayed so long,” I say, looking over to Dany and Max, who are playing with a toy that hovers in the air but avoids being caught when you reach out to it. Both have child-like expressions on their faces.
 
Genie looks over and says again, quietly, “amazing.”
 
“I’m thinking of going back and being a musician,” I say.
 
“Oh yeah.”
 
“No, really.”
 
Genie looks away from Dany and Max to me. “God, Marek. It would have been alright if you had really wanted to play music, but you always sat in that grey zone your whole life. You didn’t really try music, you always held onto it so you wouldn’t try anything else.”
 
“The openings were never there; you have to be lucky.”
 
“You were never ready, never good enough. You never wanted to work at it.”
 
“Jesus, Genie, you don’t understand how hard it is.”
 
She reaches over and takes my hand, and just looks at me.
 
After a moment I say, “I’ll try to come more often.”
 
“You won’t though, you know you won’t.”
 
There’s nothing else for me to say, standing there looking back and forth at the one real love of my life and the thin blond hair of my son, as he sits comfortably on Dany’s lap. Her hand feels soft in mine.
 
* * * *
 
On Dany’s last day, before he shoots off to Centauri, I arrive at his penthouse and Christy the skip-girl is wandering about, topless, with a skirt that sits high enough to show her knickers underneath. “Where’s that top?” she asks no one in particular.
 
Dany is still in the shower and I can hear the running water above the soft sound of the ocean soundscape, carefully designed for relaxation but actually infuriating. Relaxation soundscapes make me want to smash something.
 
“Here it is.” Christy pulls the top out from under a couch, puts it straight on and then holds her stomach, looking down at it with curiosity.
 
Oh no, I think, not again.
 
Christy looks over at me, smiles, grabs her bag and heads for the door.
 
“Hey Christy?”
 
She turns.
 
“You ...” My voice trails off with my confidence.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“Oh, it’s okay.”
 
She waits for a second to see if I have anything else to add, decides I don’t and then lets herself out.
 
A few moments later Dany comes in, drying his hair with a towel. “Turn that fucking sea-sound off would you?” he says. “It’s annoying.”
 
I smile, head to the panel and turn all the soundscapes off.
 
He throws the towel on the floor, sits down, and raises his eyebrows as if to say, well, there you go.
 
So I hit him with it: “So, you’re going to leave, just like that?”
 
A look of confusion crosses his face and he says, “Don’t.”
 
He gets up, walks across to the windows and looks over to the opposite Tower. “This place is so strange,” he adds.
 
I look at him, and he looks small and young and out of place. I know now, that it is time to let him go. I know who he is: He’s Dany; he’s my father.
 
“I came to say goodbye,” I say.
 
“Okay,” he says and continues to look out over to the mammoth structure, with its thousands of floors containing whole social ecosystems. Whole worlds even. And beyond that the suburbs: filled with people who fell short of their aims and now settle in the grey zone of their life, their quiet desperation muffled. And even further, beyond that, the tiny speck of the ruined city, the dead heart of things, where lights once flashed and people once gathered before everything slipped off track so subtly, so we didn’t notice and found ourselves in a world new and strange and hard to bear. That’s how I leave him, staring over the geographies of our lives, a man who should have looked older than me, but could have been my own son. He is gone the next day, back out to the stars where he belongs and a few days after that, as I sit in my chair at home, Mozart’s requiem surrounding me and filling me. Lord grant them eternal rest, the chorus sings, and let the perpetual light shine upon them. I know it’s time to call Leila. She is, after all, my sister.
 
* * * *
 
When Genie opens the door she says, “Oh, it’s you.”
 
I shrug, as if to say, “well there you go.”
 
“Come in. Come in.”
 
The place is still a mess but I don’t mind. Max is in a high chair and waves his arms around. I stand awkwardly across from Genie as she starts picking clothes up from the ground. She always starts cleaning when I arrive.
 
“He’s gone,” I say.
 
“I know.”
 
I look over at Max, who has now stopped waving his arms and is examining me curiously. I walk over to him, pick him up and sit him on my hip. He stares impassively and I’m afraid he’ll cry.
 
“Hi Max,” I say quietly, and then turn to Genie, hoping that if I act naturally, he’ll feel comfortable. “Leila ... she really should have talked to Dany.”
 
“Yeah, why didn’t she? I thought he was nice. And so pretty.” Her eyes sparkle mischievously.
 
“You’ll never guess what’s happened.”
 
“What?”
 
“One of the skip girls that Dany was seeing - I think she’s pregnant.”
 
“No!”
 
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong. I nearly asked her but ... it was awkward.”
 
Genie shakes her head: “He’ll never change, will he?”
 
“He’s okay,” I say, “He doesn’t really hurt ...” I stop myself.
 
Max starts to cry and holds his arms out to Genie, who laughs. She takes him from me. Safe once more Max turns and frowns at me. I’m getting used to the frown.
 
“Don’t worry,” says Genie, “he’s like that with everyone.”
 
“Hey,” I say, “do you want to hear my new composition?”
 
“Sure,” she says.
 
“I got the idea from Mozart. It’s sort of a requiem.”
 
I walk over to the old computer in the corner of the room - my old computer. I start it up, touching its old keys lovingly.
 
Shortly afterwards the piece is playing, filling the room with the sound of deep voices and high strings. No complex beats but a few electronic noises fading in and out - I wanted to keep the classic feel. Genie and I sit on the couch together, Max on Genie’s lap, listening as the music fills the room around us. I close my eyes and listen as the voices come in, singing back at the past.
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Sir Hereward and Mister Fitz Go to War Again
 
GARTH NIX
 
 
D
o you ever wonder about the nature of the world, Mister Fitz?” asked the foremost of the two riders, raising the three-barred visor of his helmet so that his words might more clearly cross the several feet of space that separated him from his companion, who rode not quite at his side.
 
“I take it much as it presents itself, for good or ill, Sir Hereward,” replied Mister Fitz. He had no need to raise a visor, for he wore a tall lacquered hat rather than a helmet. It had once been taller and had come to a peak, before encountering something sharp in the last battle but two the pair had found themselves engaged in. This did not particularly bother Mister Fitz, for he was not human. He was a wooden puppet given the semblance of life by an ancient sorcery. By dint of propinquity, over many centuries a considerable essence of humanity had been absorbed into his fine-grained body, but attention to his own appearance or indeed vanity of any sort was still not part of his persona.
 
Sir Hereward, for the other part, had a good measure of vanity and in fact the raising of the three-barred visor of his helmet almost certainly had more to do with an approaching apple seller of comely appearance than it did with a desire for clear communication to Mister Fitz.
 
The duo were riding south on a road that had once been paved and gloried in the name of the Southwest Toll Extension of the Lesser Trunk. But its heyday was long ago, the road being even older than Mister Fitz. Few paved stretches remained, but the tightly compacted understructure still provided a better surface than the rough soil of the fields to either side.
 
The political identification of these fallow pastures and the occasional once-coppiced wood they passed was not clear to either Sir Hereward or Mister Fitz, despite several attempts to ascertain said identification from the few travellers they had encountered since leaving the city of Rhool several days before. To all intents and purposes, the land appeared to be both uninhabited and untroubled by soldiery or tax collectors and was thus a void in the sociopolitical map that Hereward held uneasily, and Fitz exactly, in their respective heads.
 
A quick exchange with the apple seller provided only a little further information, and also lessened Hereward’s hope of some minor flirtation, for her physical beauty was sullied by a surly and depressive manner. In a voice as sullen as a three-day drizzle, the woman told them she was taking the apples to a large house that lay out of sight beyond the nearer overgrown wood. She had come from a town called Lettique or Letiki that was located beyond the lumpy ridge of blackish shale that they could see a mile or so to the south. The apples in question had come from farther south still, and were not in keeping with their carrier, being particularly fine examples of a variety Mister Fitz correctly identified as emerald brights. There was no call for local apples, the young woman reluctantly explained. The fruit and vegetables from the distant oasis of Shûme were always preferred, if they could be obtained. Which, for the right price, they nearly always could be, regardless of season.
 
Hereward and Fitz rode in silence for a few minutes after parting company with the apple seller, the young knight looking back not once but twice as if he could not believe that such a vision of loveliness could house such an unfriendly soul. Finding that the young woman did not bother to look back at all, Hereward cleared his throat and, without raising his visor, spoke.
 
“It appears we are on the right road, though she spoke of Shumey and not Shome.”
 
Fitz looked up at the sky, where the sun was beginning to lose its distinct shape and ooze red into the shabby grey clouds that covered the horizon.
 
“A minor variation in pronunciation,” he said. “Should we stop in Lettique for the night, or ride on?”
 
“Stop,” said Hereward. “My rear is not polished sandalwood, and it needs soaking in a very hot bath enhanced with several soothing essences ... ah ... that was one of your leading questions, wasn’t it?”
 
“The newspaper in Rhool spoke of an alliance against Shûme,” said Mister Fitz carefully, in a manner that confirmed Hereward’s suspicion that didactic discourse had already begun. “It is likely that Lettique will be one of the towns arrayed against Shûme. Should the townsfolk discover we ride to Shûme in hope of employment, we might find ourselves wishing for the quiet of the fields in the night, the lack of mattresses, ale and roasted capons there notwithstanding.”
 
“Bah!” exclaimed Hereward, whose youth and temperament made him tend toward careless optimism. “Why should they suspect us of seeking to sign on with the burghers of Shûme?”
 
Mister Fitz’s pumpkin-sized papier-mâché head rotated on his spindly neck, and the blobs of blue paint that marked the pupils of his eyes looked up and down, taking in Sir Hereward from toe to head: from his gilt-spurred boots to his gold-chased helmet. In between boots and helm was Hereward’s second-best buff coat, the sleeves still embroidered with the complicated silver tracery that proclaimed him as the Master Artillerist of the city of Jeminero. Not that said city was any longer in existence, as for the past three years it had been no more than a mass grave sealed with the rubble of its once-famous walls. Around the coat was a frayed but still quite golden sash, over that a rare and expensive Carnithian leather baldric and belt with two beautifully ornamented (but no less functional for that) wheel-lock pistols thrust through said belt. Hereward’s longer-barrelled and only slightly less ornamented cavalry pistols were holstered on either side of his saddle horn, his sabre with its sharkskin grip and gleaming hilt of gilt brass hung in its scabbard from the rear left quarter of his saddle, and his sighting telescope was secured inside its leather case on the right rear quarter.
 
Mister Fitz’s mount, of course, carried all the more mundane items required by their travels. All three feet six and a half inches of him (four-foot-three with the hat) was perched upon a yoke across his mount’s back that secured the two large panniers that were needed to transport tent and bedding, washing and shaving gear and a large assortment of outdoor kitchen utensils. Not to mention the small but surprisingly expandable sewing desk that contained the tools and devices of Mister Fitz’s own peculiar art.
 
“Shûme is a city, and rich,” said Fitz patiently. “The surrounding settlements are mere towns, both smaller and poorer, which are reportedly planning to go to war against their wealthy neighbour. You are obviously a soldier for hire, and a self-evidently expensive one at that. Therefore, you must be en route to Shûme.”
 
Hereward did not answer immediately, as was his way, while he worked at overcoming his resentment at being told what to do. He worked at it because Mister Fitz had been telling him what to do since he was four years old and also because he knew that, as usual, Fitz was right. It would be foolish to stop in Lettique.
 
“I suppose that they might even attempt to hire us,” he said, as they topped the low ridge, shale crunching under their mounts’ talons.
 
Hereward looked down at a wasted valley of underperforming pastures filled either with sickly-looking crops or passive groups of too-thin cattle. A town - presumably Lettique - lay at the other end of the valley. It was not an impressive ville, being a collection of perhaps three or four hundred mostly timber and painted-plaster houses within the bounds of a broken-down wall to the west and a dry ravine, that might have once held a river, to the east. An imposing, dozen-spired temple in the middle of the town was the only indication that at some time Lettique had seen more provident days.
 
“Do you wish to take employment in a poor town?” asked Mister Fitz. One of his responsibilities was to advise and positively influence Hereward, but he did not make decisions for him.
 
“No, I don’t think so,” replied the knight slowly. “Though it does make me recall my thought ... the one that was with me before we were interrupted by that dismal apple seller.”
 
“You asked if I ever wondered at the nature of the world,” prompted Fitz.
 
“I think what I actually intended to say,” said Hereward. “Is ‘do you ever wonder why we become involved in events that are rather more than less of importance to rather more than less people?’ as in the various significant battles, sieges, and so forth in which we have played no small part. I fully comprehend that in some cases the events have stemmed from the peculiar responsibilities we shoulder, but not in all cases. And that being so, and given my desire for a period of quiet, perhaps I should consider taking service with some poor town.”
 
“Do you really desire a period of quiet?” asked Mister Fitz.
 
“Sometimes I think so. I should certainly like a time where I might reflect upon what it is I do want. It would also be rather pleasant to meet women who are not witch-agents, fellow officers or enemies - or who have been pressed into service as powder monkeys or are soaked in blood from tending the wounded.”
 
“Perhaps Shûme will offer some relative calm,” said Mister Fitz. “By all accounts it is a fine city, and even if war is in the offing, it could be soon finished if Shûme’s opponents are of a standard that I can see in Lettique.”
 
“You observe troops?” asked Hereward. He drew his telescope, and carefully leaning on his mount’s neck to avoid discomfort from the bony ridges (which even though regularly filed-down and fitted with leather stocks were not to be ignored), looked through it at the town. “Ah, I see. Sixty pike and two dozen musketeers in the square by the temple, of no uniform equipment or harness. Under the instruction of a portly individual in a wine-dark tunic who appears as uncertain as his troops as to the drill.”
 
“I doubt that Shûme has much to fear,” said Mister Fitz. “It is odd, however, that a town like Lettique would dare to strike against such a powerful neighbour. I wonder ...”
 
“What?” asked Hereward as he replaced his telescope.
 
“I wonder if it is a matter of necessity. The river is dry. The wheat is very thin, too thin this close to harvest. The cattle show very little flesh on their ribs. I see no sign of any other economic activity. Fear and desperation may be driving this mooted war, not greed or rivalry. Also ...”
 
Mister Fitz’s long, pale blue tongue darted out to taste the air, the ruby stud in the middle of what had once been a length of stippled leather catching the pallid sunlight.
 
“Their godlet is either asleep or ... mmm ... comatose in this dimension. Very strange.”
 
“Their god is dead?”
 
“Not dead,” said Mister Fitz. “When an other-dimensional entity dies, another always moves in quickly enough. No ... definitely present, but quiescent.”
 
“Do you wish to make a closer inquiry?”
 
Hereward had not missed the puppet’s hand tapping the pannier that contained his sewing desk, an instinctive movement Mister Fitz made when contemplating sorcerous action.
 
“Not for the present,” said Mister Fitz, lifting his hand to grasp once again his mount’s steering chains.
 
“Then we will skirt the town and continue,” announced Hereward. “We’ll leave the road near those three dead trees.”
 
“There are many trees that might be fairly described as dead or dying,” remarked Fitz. “And several in clumps of three. Do you mean the somewhat orange-barked trio over yonder?”
 
“I do,” said Hereward.
 
They left the road at the clump of trees and rode in silence through the dry fields, most of which were not even under attempted cultivation. There were also several derelict farmhouses, barns, and cattle yards, the level of decay suggesting that the land had been abandoned only in recent years.
 
Halfway along the valley, where the land rose to a slight hill that might have its origin in a vast and ancient burial mound, Hereward reined in his mount and looked back at the town through his telescope.
 
“Still drilling,” he remarked. “I had half thought that they might dispatch some cavalry to bicker with us. But I see no mounts.”
 
“I doubt they can afford the meat for battlemounts,” said Mister Fitz. “Or grain for horses, for that matter.”
 
“There is an air gate in the northeastern temple spire,” said Hereward, rebalancing his telescope to get a steadier view. “There might be a moonshade roost behind it.”
 
“If their god is absent, none of the ancient weapons will serve them,” said Mister Fitz. “But it would be best to be careful, come nightfall. Lettique is reportedly not the only town arrayed against Shûme. The others may be in a more vigorous condition, with wakeful gods.”
 
Hereward replaced his telescope and turned his mount to the north, Mister Fitz following his lead. They did not speak further, but rode on, mostly at the steady pace that Hereward’s Zowithian riding instructor had called ‘the lope’, occasionally urging their mounts to the faster ‘jag’. In this fashion, several miles passed quickly. As the sun’s last third began to slip beneath the horizon, they got back on the old road again, to climb out of the wasted valley of Lettique and across yet another of the shale ridges that erupted out of the land like powder-pitted keloid scars, all grey and humped.
 
The valley that lay beyond the second ridge was entirely different from the faded fields behind the two travellers. In the warm twilight, they saw a checkerboard of green and gold, full fields of wheat interspersed with meadows heavily stocked with fat cattle. A broad river wound through from the east, spilling its banks in several places into fecund wetlands that were rich with waterfowl. Several small hillocks in the valley were covered in apple trees, dark foliage heavily flecked with the bright green of vast quantities of emerald fruit. There were citrus groves too, stone-walled clumps of smaller trees laden with lemons or limes, and only a hundred yards away, a group of six trees bearing the rare and exquisite blue-skinned fruit known as serqa which was normally only found in drier climes.
 
“A most pleasant vista,” said Hereward. A small smile curled his lip and touched his eyes, the expression of a man who sees something that he likes.
 
Shûme itself was a mile away, built on a rise in the ground in the northwestern corner of the valley, where the river spread into a broad lake that lapped the city’s western walls. From the number of deep-laden boats that were even now rowing home to the jetties that thronged the shore, the lake was as well stocked with fish as the valley was with livestock and produce.
 
Most of the city’s buildings were built of an attractively pale yellow stone, with far fewer timber constructions than was usual for a place that Hereward reckoned must hold at least five thousand citizens.
 
Shûme was also walled in the same pale stone, but of greater interest to Hereward were the more recent earthworks that had been thrown up in front of the old wall. A zigzag line of revetments encircled the city, with respectably large bastions at each end on the lakeshore. A cursory telescopic examination showed several bronze demicannon on the bastions and various lesser pieces of ordnance clustered in groups at various strong points along the earthworks. Both bastions had small groups of soldiery in attendance on the cannon, and there were pairs of sentries every twenty or thirty yards along the earthen ramparts and a score or more walked the stone walls behind.
 
“There is certainly a professional in charge here,” observed Hereward. “I expect... yes ... a cavalry piquet issues from yonder orchard. Twelve horse troopers under the notional command of a whey-faced cornet.”
 
“Not commonplace troopers,” added Mister Fitz. “Dercian keplars.”
 
“Ah,” said Hereward. He replaced his telescope, leaned back a little and across and, using his left hand, loosened his sabre so that an inch of blade projected from the scabbard. “They are in employment, so they should give us the benefit of truce.”
 
“They should,” conceded Mister Fitz, but he reached inside his robe to grasp some small item concealed under the cloth. With his other hand he touched the brim of his hat, releasing a finely woven veil that covered his face. To casual inspection he now looked like a shrouded child, wearing peculiar papery gloves. Self-motivated puppets were not great objects of fear in most quarters of the world. They had once been numerous, and some few score still walked the earth, almost all of them entertainers, some of them long remembered in song and story.
 
Mister Fitz was not one of those entertainers.
 
“If it comes to it, spare the cornet,” said Hereward, who remembered well what it was like to be a very junior officer, whey-faced or not.
 
Mister Fitz did not answer. Hereward knew as well as he that if it came to fighting, and the arts the puppet employed, there would be no choosing who among those who opposed them lived or died.
 
The troop rode toward the duo at a canter, slowing to a walk as they drew nearer and their horses began to balk as they scented the battlemounts. Hereward raised his hand in greeting and the cornet shouted a command, the column extending to a line, then halting within an easy pistol shot. Hereward watched the troop sergeant, who rode forward beyond the line for a better look, then wheeled back at speed toward the cornet. If the Dercians were to break their oath, the sergeant would fell her officer first.
 
But the sergeant halted without drawing a weapon and spoke to the cornet quietly. Hereward felt a slight easing of his own breath, though he showed no outward sign of it and did not relax. Nor did Mister Fitz withdraw his hand from under his robes. Hereward knew that his companion’s moulded papier-mâché fingers held an esoteric needle, a sliver of some arcane stuff that no human hand could grasp with impunity.
 
The cornet listened and spoke quite sharply to the sergeant, turning his horse around so that he could make his point forcefully to the troopers as well. Hereward only caught some of the words, but it seemed that despite his youth, the officer was rather more commanding than he had expected, reminding the Dercians that their oaths of employment overrode any private or societal vendettas they might wish to undertake.
 
When he had finished, the cornet shouted, “Dismount! Sergeant, walk the horses!”
 
The officer remained mounted, wheeling back to approach Hereward. He saluted as he reined in a cautious distance from the battlemounts, evidently not trusting either the creatures’ blinkers and mouth-cages or his own horse’s fears.
 
“Welcome to Shûme!” he called. “I am Cornet Misolu. May I ask your names and direction, if you please?”
 
“I am Sir Hereward of the High Pale, artillerist for hire.”
 
“And I am Fitz, also of the High Pale, aide de camp to Sir Hereward.”
 
“Welcome ... uh ... sirs,” said Misolu. “Be warned that war has been declared upon Shûme, and all who pass through must declare their allegiances and enter certain ... um ...”
 
“I believe the usual term is ‘undertakings’,” said Mister Fitz.
 
“Undertakings,” echoed Misolu. He was very young. Two bright spots of embarrassment burned high on his cheekbones, just visible under the four bars of his lobster-tailed helmet, which was a little too large for him, even with the extra padding, some of which had come a little undone around the brow.
 
“We are free lances, and seek hire in Shûme, Cornet Misolu,” said Hereward. “We will give the common undertakings if your city chooses to contract us. For the moment, we swear to hold our peace, reserving the right to defend ourselves should we be attacked.”
 
“Your word is accepted, Sir Hereward, and ... um ...”
 
“Mister Fitz,” said Hereward, as the puppet said merely, “Fitz.”
 
“Mister Fitz.”
 
The cornet chivvied his horse diagonally closer to Hereward, and added, “You may rest assured that my Dercians will remain true to their word, though Sergeant Xikoliz spoke of some feud their ... er ... entire people have with you.”
 
The curiosity in the cornet’s voice could not be easily denied, and spoke as much of the remoteness of Shûme as it did of the young officer’s naïveté.
 
“It is a matter arising from a campaign several years past,” said Hereward. “Mister Fitz and I were serving the Heriat of Jhaqa, who sought to redirect the Dercian spring migration elsewhere than through her own prime farmlands. In the last battle of that campaign, a small force penetrated to the Dercians’ rolling temple and ... ah ... blew it up with a specially made petard. Their godlet, thus discommoded, withdrew to its winter housing in the Dercian steppe, wreaking great destruction among its chosen people as it went.”
 
“I perceive you commanded that force, sir?”
 
Hereward shook his head.
 
“No, I am an artillerist. Captain Kasvik commanded. He was slain as we retreated - another few minutes and he would have won clear. However, I did make the petard, and ... Mister Fitz assisted our entry to the temple and our escape. Hence the Dercians’ feud.”
 
Hereward looked sternly at Mister Fitz as he spoke, hoping to make it clear that this was not a time for the puppet to exhibit his tendency for exactitude and truthfulness. Captain Kasvik had in fact been killed before they even reached the rolling temple, but it had served his widow and family better for Kasvik to be a hero, so Hereward had made him one. Only Mister Fitz and one other survivor of the raid knew otherwise.
 
Not that Hereward and Fitz considered the rolling temple action a victory, as their intent had been to force the Dercian godlet to withdraw a distance unimaginably more vast than the mere five hundred leagues to its winter temple.
 
The ride to the city was uneventful, though Hereward could not help but notice that Cornet Misolu ordered his troop to remain in place and keep watch, while he alone escorted the visitors, indicating that the young officer was not absolutely certain the Dercians would hold to their vows.
 
There was a zigzag entry through the earthwork ramparts, where they were held up for several minutes in the business of passwords and responses (all told aside in quiet voices, Hereward noted with approval), their names being recorded in an enormous ledger and passes written out and sealed allowing them to enter the city proper.
 
These same passes were inspected closely under lanternlight, only twenty yards farther on by the guards outside the city gate - which was closed, as the sun had finally set. However, they were admitted through a sally port and here Misolu took his leave, after giving directions to an inn that met Hereward’s requirements: suitable stabling and food for the battlemounts; that it not be the favourite of the Dercians or any other of the mercenary troops who had signed on in preparation for Shûme’s impending war; and fine food and wine, not just small beer and ale. The cornet also gave directions to the citadel, not that this was really necessary as its four towers were clearly visible, and advised Hereward and Fitz that there was no point going there until the morning, for the governing council was in session and so no one in authority could hire him until at least the third bell after sunrise.
 
The streets of Shûme were paved and drained, and Hereward smiled again at the absence of the fetid stench so common to places where large numbers of people dwelt together. He was looking forward to a bath, a proper meal and a fine feather bed, with the prospect of well-paid and not too onerous employment commencing on the morrow.
 
“There is the inn,” remarked Mister Fitz, pointing down one of the narrower side streets, though it was still broad enough for the two battlemounts to stride abreast. “The sign of the golden barleycorn. Appropriate enough for a city with such fine farmland.”
 
They rode into the inn’s yard, which was clean and wide and did indeed boast several of the large iron-barred cages used to stable battlemounts complete with meat canisters and feeding chutes rigged in place above the cages. One of the four ostlers present ran ahead to open two cages and lower the chutes, and the other three assisted Hereward to unload the panniers. Mister Fitz took his sewing desk and stood aside, the small rosewood-and-silver box under his arm provoking neither recognition nor alarm. The ostlers were similarly incurious about Fitz himself, almost certainly evidence that self-motivated puppets still came to entertain the townsfolk from time to time.
 
Hereward led the way into the inn, but halted just before he entered as one of the battlemounts snorted at some annoyance. Glancing back, he saw that it was of no concern, and the gates were closed, but in halting he had kept hold of the door as someone else tried to open it from the other side. Hereward pushed to help and the door flung open, knocking the person on the inside back several paces against a table, knocking over an empty bottle that smashed upon the floor.
 
“Unfortunate,” muttered Mister Fitz, as he saw that the person so inconvenienced was not only a soldier, but wore the red sash of a junior officer, and was a woman.
 
“I do apolog -” Hereward began to say. He stopped, not only because the woman was talking, but because he had looked at her. She was as tall as he was, with ash-blond hair tied in a queue at the back, her hat in her left hand. She was also very beautiful, at least to Hereward, who had grown up with women who ritually cut their flesh. To others, her attractiveness might be considered marred by the scar that ran from the corner of her left eye out toward the ear and then cut back again toward the lower part of her nose.
 
“You are clumsy, sir!”
 
Hereward stared at her for just one second too long before attempting to speak again.
 
“I am most -”
 
“You see something you do not like, I think?” interrupted the woman. “Perhaps you have not served with females? Or is it my face you do not care for?”
 
“You are very beautiful,” said Hereward, even as he realized it was entirely the wrong thing to say, either to a woman he had just met or an officer he had just run into.
 
“You mock me!” swore the woman. Her blue eyes shone more fiercely, but her face paled, and the scar grew more livid. She clapped her broad-brimmed hat on her head and straightened to her full height, with the hat standing perhaps an inch over Hereward. “You shall answer for that!”
 
“I do not mock you,” said Hereward quietly. “I have served with men, women ... and eunuchs, for that matter. Furthermore, tomorrow morning I shall be signing on as at least colonel of artillery, and a colonel may not fight a duel with a lieutenant. I am most happy to apologize, but I cannot meet you.”
 
“Cannot or will not?” sneered the woman. “You are not yet a colonel in Shûme’s service, I believe, but just a mercenary braggart.”
 
Hereward sighed and looked around the common room.
 
Misolu had spoken truly that the inn was not a mercenary favourite. But there were several officers of Shûme’s regular service or militia, all of them looking on with great attention.
 
“Very well,” he snapped. “It is foolishness, for I intended no offence. When and where?”
 
“Immediately,” said the woman. “There is a garden a little way behind this inn. It is lit by lanterns in the trees, and has a lawn.”
 
“How pleasant,” said Hereward. “What is your name, madam?”
 
“I am Lieutenant Jessaye of the Temple Guard of Shûme. And you are?”
 
“I am Sir Hereward of the High Pale.”
 
“And your friends, Sir Hereward?”
 
“I have only this moment arrived in Shûme, Lieutenant, and so cannot yet name any friends. Perhaps someone in this room will stand by me, should you wish a second. My companion, whom I introduce to you now, is known as Mister Fitz. He is a surgeon - among other things - and I expect he will accompany us.”
 
“I am pleased to meet you, Lieutenant,” said Mister Fitz. He doffed his hat and veil, sending a momentary frisson of small twitches among all in the room save Hereward.
 
Jessaye nodded back but did not answer Fitz. Instead she spoke to Hereward.
 
“I need no second. Should you wish to employ sabres, I must send for mine.”
 
“I have a sword in my gear,” said Hereward. “If you will allow me a few minutes to fetch it?”
 
“The garden lies behind the stables,” said Jessaye. “I will await you there. Pray do not be too long.”
 
Inclining her head but not doffing her hat, she stalked past and out the door.
 
“An inauspicious beginning,” said Fitz.
 
“Very,” said Hereward gloomily. “On several counts. Where is the innkeeper? I must change and fetch my sword.”
 
* * * *
 
The garden was very pretty. Railed in iron, it was not gated, and so accessible to all the citizens of Shûme. A wandering path led through a grove of lantern-hung trees to the specified lawn, which was oval and easily fifty yards from end to end, making the centre rather a long way from the lanternlight, and hence quite shadowed. A small crowd of persons who had previously been in the inn were gathered on one side of the lawn. Lieutenant Jessaye stood in the middle, naked blade in hand.
 
“Do be careful, Hereward,” said Fitz quietly, observing the woman flex her knees and practice a stamping attack ending in a lunge. “She looks to be very quick.”
 
“She is an officer of their temple guard,” said Hereward in a hoarse whisper. “Has their god imbued her with any particular vitality or puissance?”
 
“No, the godlet does not seem to be a martial entity,” said Fitz. “I shall have to undertake some investigations presently, as to exactly what it is -”
 
“Sir Hereward! Here at last.”
 
Hereward grimaced as Jessaye called out. He had changed as quickly as he could, into a very fine suit of split-sleeved white showing the yellow shirt beneath, with gold ribbons at the cuffs, shoulders and front lacing, with similarly cut bloomers of yellow showing white breeches, with silver ribbons at the knees, artfully displayed through the side-notches of his second-best boots.
 
Jessaye, in contrast, had merely removed her uniform coat and stood in her shirt, blue waistcoat, leather breeches and unadorned black thigh boots folded over below the knee. Had the circumstances been otherwise, Hereward would have paused to admire the sight she presented and perhaps offer a compliment.
 
Instead he suppressed a sigh, strode forward, drew his sword and threw the scabbard aside.
 
“I am here, Lieutenant, and I am ready. Incidentally, is this small matter to be concluded by one or perhaps both of us dying?”
 
“The city forbids duels to the death, Sir Hereward,” replied Jessaye. “Though accidents do occur.”
 
“What, then, is to be the sign for us to cease our remonstrance?”
 
“Blood,” said Jessaye. She flicked her sword towards the onlookers. “Visible to those watching.”
 
Hereward nodded slowly. In this light, there would need to be a lot of blood before the onlookers could see it. He bowed his head but did not lower his eyes, then raised his sword to the guard position.
 
Jessaye was fast. She immediately thrust at his neck, and though Hereward parried, he had to step back. She carried through to lunge in a different line, forcing him back again with a more awkward parry, removing all opportunity for Hereward to riposte or counter. For a minute they danced, their swords darting up, down and across, clashing together only to move again almost before the sound reached the audience.
 
In that minute, Hereward took stock of Jessaye’s style and action. She was very fast, but so was he, much faster than anyone would expect from his size and build, and, as always, he had not shown just how truly quick he could be. Jessaye’s wrist was strong and supple, and she could change both attacking and defensive lines with great ease. But her style was rigid, a variant of an old school Hereward had studied in his youth.
 
On her next lunge - which came exactly where he anticipated - Hereward didn’t parry but stepped aside and past the blade. He felt her sword whisper by his ribs as he angled his own blade over it and with the leading edge of the point, he cut Jessaye above the right elbow to make a long, very shallow slice that he intended should bleed copiously without inflicting any serious harm.
 
Jessaye stepped back but did not lower her guard. Hereward quickly called out, “Blood!”
 
Jessaye took a step forward and Hereward stood ready for another attack. Then the lieutenant bit her lip and stopped, holding her arm toward the lanternlight so she could more clearly see the wound. Blood was already soaking through the linen shirt, a dark and spreading stain upon the cloth.
 
“You have bested me,” she said, and thrust her sword point first into the grass before striding forward to offer her gloved hand to Hereward. He too grounded his blade, and took her hand as they bowed to each other.
 
A slight stinging low on his side caused Hereward to look down. There was a two-inch cut in his shirt, and small beads of blood were blossoming there. He did not let go Jessaye’s fingers, but pointed at his ribs with his left hand.
 
“I believe we are evenly matched. I hope we may have no cause to bicker further?”
 
“I trust not,” said Jessaye quietly. “I regret the incident. Were it not for the presence of some of my fellows, I should not have cavilled at your apology, sir. But you understand ... a reputation is not easily won, nor kept...”
 
“I do understand,” said Hereward. “Come, let Mister Fitz attend your cut. Perhaps you will then join me for small repast?”
 
Jessaye shook her head.
 
“I go on duty soon. A stitch or two and a bandage are all I have time for. Perhaps we shall meet again.”
 
“It is my earnest hope that we do,” said Hereward. Reluctantly, he opened his grasp. Jessaye’s hand lingered in his palm for several moments before she slowly raised it, stepped back and doffed her hat to offer a full bow. Hereward returned it, straightening up as Mister Fitz hurried over, carrying a large leather case as if it were almost too heavy for him, one of his standard acts of misdirection, for the puppet was at least as strong as Hereward, if not stronger.
 
“Attend to Lieutenant Jessaye, if you please, Mister Fitz,” said Hereward. “I am going back to the inn to have a cup ... or two ... of wine.”
 
“Your own wound needs no attention?” asked Fitz as he set his bag down and indicated to Jessaye to sit by him.
 
“A scratch,” said Hereward. He bowed to Jessaye again and walked away, ignoring the polite applause of the onlookers, who were drifting forward either to talk to Jessaye or gawp at the blood on her sleeve.
 
“I may take a stroll,” called out Mister Fitz after Hereward. “But I shan’t be longer than an hour.”
 
* * * *
 
Mister Fitz was true to his word, returning a few minutes after the citadel bell had sounded the third hour of the evening. Hereward had bespoken a private chamber and was dining alone there, accompanied only by his thoughts.
 
“The god of Shûme,” said Fitz, without preamble. “Have you heard anyone mention its name?”
 
Hereward shook his head and poured another measure from the silver jug with the swan’s beak spout. Like many things he had found in Shûme, the knight liked the inn’s silverware.
 
“They call their godlet Tanesh,” said Fitz. “But its true name is Pralqornrah-Tanish-Kvaxixob.”
 
“As difficult to say or spell, I wager,” said Hereward. “I commend the short form, it shows common sense. What of it?”
 
“It is on the list,” said Fitz.
 
Hereward bit the edge of pewter cup and put it down too hard, slopping wine upon the table.
 
“You’re certain? There can be no question?”
 
Fitz shook his head. “After I had doctored the young woman, I went down to the lake and took a slide of the god’s essence - it was quite concentrated in the water, easily enough to yield a sample. You may compare it with the record, if you wish.”
 
He proffered a finger-long inch-wide strip of glass that was striated in many different bands of colour. Hereward accepted it reluctantly, and with it a fat, square book that Fitz slid across the table. The book was open at a hand-tinted colour plate, the illustration showing a sequence of colour bands.
 
“It is the same,” agreed the knight, his voice heavy with regret. “I suppose it is fortunate we have not yet signed on, though I doubt they will see what we do as being purely a matter of defence.”
 
“They do not know what they harbor here,” said Fitz.
 
“It is a pleasant city.” said Hereward, taking up his cup again to take a large gulp of the slightly sweet wine. “In a pretty valley. I had thought I could grow more than accustomed to Shûme - and its people.”
 
“The bounty of Shûme, all its burgeoning crops, its healthy stock and people, is an unintended result of their godlet’s predation upon the surrounding lands,” said Fitz. “Pralqornrah is one of the class of cross-dimensional parasites that is most dangerous. Unchecked, in time it will suck the vital essence out of all the land beyond its immediate demesne. The deserts of Balkash are the work of a similar being, over six millennia. This one has only been embedded here for two hundred years - you have seen the results beyond this valley.”
 
“Six millennia is a long time,” said Hereward, taking yet another gulp. The wine was strong as well as sweet, and he felt the need of it. “A desert might arise in that time without the interference of the gods.”
 
“It is not just the fields and the river that Pralqornrah feeds upon,” said Fitz. “The people outside this valley suffer too. Babes unborn, strong men and women declining before their prime ... this godlet slowly sucks the essence from all life.”
 
“They could leave,” said Hereward. The wine was making him feel both sleepy and mulish. “I expect many have already left to seek better lands. The rest could be resettled, the lands left uninhabited to feed the godlet. Shûme could continue as an oasis. What if another desert grows around it? They occur in nature, do they not?”
 
“I do not think you fully comprehend the matter,” said Fitz. “Pralqornrah is a most comprehensive feeder. Its energistic threads will spread farther and faster the longer it exists here, and it in turn will grow more powerful and much more difficult to remove. A few millennia hence, it might be too strong to combat.”
 
“I am only talking,” said Hereward, not without some bitterness. “You need not waste your words to bend my reason. I do not even need to understand anything beyond the salient fact: this godlet is on the list.”
 
“Yes,” said Mister Fitz. “It is on the list.”
 
Hereward bent his head for a long, silent moment. Then he pushed his chair back and reached across for his sabre. Drawing it, he placed the blade across his knees. Mister Fitz handed him a whetstone and a small flask of light, golden oil. The knight oiled the stone and began to hone the sabre’s blade. A repetitive rasp was the only sound in the room for many minutes, till he finally put the stone aside and wiped the blade clean with a soft piece of deerskin.
 
“When?”
 
“Fourteen minutes past the midnight hour is optimum,” replied Mister Fitz. “Presuming I have calculated its intrusion density correctly.”
 
“It is manifest in the temple?”
 
Fitz nodded.
 
“Where is the temple, for that matter? Only the citadel stands out above the roofs of the city.”
 
“It is largely underground,” said Mister Fitz. “I have found a side entrance, which should not prove difficult. At some point beyond that there is some form of arcane barrier - I have not been able to ascertain its exact nature, but I hope to unpick it without trouble.”
 
“Is the side entrance guarded? And the interior?”
 
“Both,” said Fitz. Something about his tone made Hereward fix the puppet with a inquiring look.
 
“The side door has two guards,” continued Fitz. “The interior watch is of ten or eleven ... led by the Lieutenant Jessaye you met earlier.”
 
Hereward stood up, the sabre loose in his hand, and turned away from Fitz.
 
“Perhaps we shall not need to fight her ... or her fellows.”
 
Fitz did not answer, which was answer enough.
 
* * * *
 
The side door to the temple was unmarked and appeared no different than the other simple wooden doors that lined the empty street, most of them adorned with signs marking them as the shops of various tradesmen, with smoke-grimed night lamps burning dimly above the sign. The door Fitz indicated was painted a pale violet and had neither sign nor lamp.
 
“Time to don the brassards and make the declaration,” said the puppet. He looked up and down the street, making sure that all was quiet, before handing Hereward a broad silk armband five fingers wide. It was embroidered with sorcerous thread that shed only a little less light than the smoke-grimed lantern above the neighbouring shop door. The symbol the threads wove was one that had once been familiar the world over but was now unlikely to be recognized by anyone save an historian ... or a god.
 
Hereward slipped the brassard over his left glove and up his thick coat sleeve, spreading it out above the elbow. The suit of white and yellow was once again packed, and for this expedition the knight had chosen to augment his helmet and buff coat with a dented but still eminently serviceable back- and breastplate, the steel blackened by tannic acid to a dark grey. He had already primed, loaded and spanned his two wheel-lock pistols, which were thrust through his belt; his sabre was sheathed at his side; and a lozenge-sectioned, armour-punching bodkin was in his left boot.
 
Mister Fitz wore his sewing desk upon his back, like a wooden backpack. He had already been through its numerous small drawers and containers and selected particular items that were now tucked into the inside pockets of his coat, ready for immediate use.
 
“I wonder why we bother with this mummery,” grumbled Hereward. But he stood at attention as Fitz put on his own brassard, and the knight carefully repeated the short phrase uttered by his companion. Though both had recited it many times, and it was clear as bright type in their minds, they spoke carefully and with great concentration, in sharp contrast to Hereward’s remark about mummery.
 
“In the name of the Council of the Treaty for the Safety of the World, acting under the authority granted by the Three Empires, the Seven Kingdoms, the Palatine Regency, the Jessar Republic and the Forty Lesser Realms, we declare ourselves agents of the Council. We identify the godlet manifested in this city of Shûme as Pralqornrah-Tanish-Kvaxixob, a listed entity under the Treaty. Consequently, the said godlet and all those who assist it are deemed to be enemies of the World and the Council authorizes us to pursue any and all actions necessary to banish, repel or exterminate the said godlet.”
 
Neither felt it necessary to change this ancient text to reflect the fact that only one of the three empires was still extant in any fashion; that the seven kingdoms were now twenty or more small states; the Palatine Regency was a political fiction, its once broad lands under two fathoms of water; the Jessar Republic was now neither Jessar in ethnicity nor a republic; and perhaps only a handful of the Forty Lesser Realms resembled their antecedent polities in any respect. But for all that the states that had made it were vanished or diminished, the Treaty for the Safety of the World was still held to be in operation, if only by the Council that administered and enforced it.
 
“Are you ready?” asked Fitz.
 
Hereward drew his sabre and moved into position to the left of the door. Mister Fitz reached into his coat and drew out an esoteric needle. Hereward knew better than to try to look at the needle directly, but in the reflection of his blade, he could see a four-inch line of something intensely violet writhe in Fitz’s hand. Even the reflection made him feel as if he might at any moment be unstitched from the world, so he angled the blade away.
 
At that moment, Fitz touched the door with the needle and made three short plucking motions. On the last motion, without any noise or fuss, the door wasn’t there anymore. There was only a wood-panelled corridor leading down into the ground and two very surprised temple guards, who were still leaning on their halberds.
 
Before Hereward could even begin to move, Fitz’s hand twitched across and up several times. The lanterns on their brass stands every six feet along the corridor flickered and flared violet for a fraction of a second. Hereward blinked, and the guards were gone, as were the closest three lanterns and their stands.
 
Only a single drop of molten brass, no bigger than a tear, remained. It sizzled on the floor for a second, then all was quiet.
 
The puppet stalked forward, cupping his left hand over the needle in his right, obscuring its troublesome sight behind his fingers. Hereward followed close behind, alert for any enemy that might be resistant to Fitz’s sorcery.
 
The corridor was a hundred yards long by Hereward’s estimation, and slanted sharply down, making him think about having to fight back up it, which would be no easy task, made more difficult as the floor and walls were damp, drops of water oozing out between the floorboards and dripping from the seams of the wall panelling. There was cold, wet stone behind the timber, Hereward knew. He could feel the cold air rippling off it, a chill that no amount of fine timber could cloak.
 
The corridor ended at what appeared from a distance to be a solid wall, but closer to was merely the dark back of a heavy tapestry. Fitz edged silently around it, had a look, and returned to beckon Hereward in.
 
There was a large antechamber or waiting room beyond, sparsely furnished with a slim desk and several well-upholstered armchairs. The desk and chairs each had six legs, the extra limbs arranged closely at the back, a fashion Hereward supposed was some homage to the godlet’s physical manifestation. The walls were hung with several tapestries depicting the city at various stages in its history.
 
Given the depth underground and the proximity of the lake, great efforts must have been made to waterproof and beautify the walls, floor and ceiling, but there was still an army of little dots of mould advancing from every corner, blackening the white plaster and tarnishing the gilded cornices and decorations.
 
Apart from the tapestry-covered exit, there were three doors. Two were of a usual size, though they were elaborately carved with obscure symbols and had brass, or perhaps even gold, handles. The one on the wall opposite the tapestry corridor was entirely different: it was a single ten-foot-by-six-foot slab of ancient marble veined with red lead, and it would have been better situated sitting on top of a significant memorial or some potentate’s coffin.
 
Mister Fitz went to each of the carved doors, his blue tongue flickering in and out, sampling the air.
 
“No one close,” he reported, before approaching the marble slab. He actually licked the gap between the stone and the floor, then sat for a few moments to think about what he had tasted.
 
Hereward kept clear, checking the other doors to see if they could be locked. Disappointed in that aim as they had neither bar nor keyhole, he sheathed his sabre and carefully and quietly picked up a desk to push against the left door and several chairs to pile against the right. They wouldn’t hold, but they would give some warning of attempted ingress.
 
Fitz chuckled as Hereward finished his work, an unexpected noise that made the knight shiver, drop his hand to the hilt of his sabre, and quickly look around to see what had made the puppet laugh. Fitz was not easily amused, and often not by anything Hereward would consider funny.
 
“There is a sorcerous barrier,” said Fitz. “It is immensely strong but has not perhaps been as well thought-out as it might have been. Fortuitously, I do not even need to unpick it.”
 
The puppet reached up with his left hand and pushed the marble slab. It slid back silently, revealing another corridor, this one of more honest bare, weeping stone, rapidly turning into rough-hewn steps only a little way along.
 
“I’m afraid you cannot follow, Hereward,” said Fitz. “The barrier is conditional, and you do not meet its requirements. It would forcibly - and perhaps harmfully - repel you if you tried to step over the lintel of this door. But I would ask you to stay here in any case, to secure our line of retreat. I should only be a short time if all goes well. You will, of course, know if all does not go well, and must save yourself as best you can. I have impressed the ostlers to rise at your command and load our gear, as I have impressed instructions into the dull minds of the battlemounts -”
 
“Enough, Fitz! I shall not leave without you.”
 
“Hereward, you know that in the event of my -”
 
“Fitz. The quicker it were done -”
 
“Indeed. Be careful, child.”
 
“Fitz!”
 
But the puppet had gone almost before that exasperated single word was out of Hereward’s mouth.
 
It quickly grew cold with the passage below open. Chill, wet gusts of wind blew up and followed the knight around the room, no matter where he stood. After a few minutes trying to find a spot where he could avoid the cold breeze, Hereward took to pacing by the doors as quietly as he could. Every dozen steps or so he stopped to listen, either for Fitz’s return or the sound of approaching guards.
 
In the event, he was midpace when he heard something. The sharp beat of hobnailed boots in step, approaching the left-hand door.
 
Hereward drew his two pistols and moved closer to the door. The handle rattled, the door began to move and encountered the desk he had pushed there. There was an exclamation and several voices spoke all at once. A heavier shove came immediately, toppling the desk as the door came partially open.
 
Hereward took a pace to the left and fired through the gap. The wheel locks whirred, sparks flew, then there were two deep, simultaneous booms, the resultant echoes flattening down the screams and shouts in the corridor beyond the door, just as the conjoining clouds of blue-white smoke obscured Hereward from the guards, who were already clambering over their wounded or slain companions.
 
The knight thrust his pistols back through his belt and drew his sabre, to make an immediate sweeping cut at the neck of a guard who charged blindly through the smoke, his halberd thrust out in front like a blind man’s cane. Man and halberd clattered to the floor. Hereward ducked under a halberd swing and slashed the next guard behind the knees, at the same time picking up one edge of the desk and flipping it upright in the path of the next two guards. They tripped over it, and Hereward stabbed them both in the back of the neck as their helmets fell forward, left-right, three inches of sabre point in and out in an instant.
 
A blade skidded off Hereward’s cuirass and would have scored his thigh but for a quick twist away. He parried the next thrust, rolled his wrist and slashed his attacker across the stomach, following it up with a kick as the guard reeled back, sword slack in his hand.
 
No attack - or any movement save for dulled writhing on the ground - followed. Hereward stepped back and surveyed the situation. Two guards were dead or dying just beyond the door. One was still to his left. Three lay around the desk. Another was hunched over by the wall, his hands pressed uselessly against the gaping wound in his gut, as he moaned the god’s name over and over.
 
None of the guards was Jessaye, but the sound of the pistol shots at the least would undoubtedly bring more defenders of the temple.
 
“Seven,” said Hereward. “Of a possible twelve.”
 
He laid his sabre across a chair and reloaded his pistols, taking powder cartridges and shot from the pocket of his coat and a ramrod from under the barrel of one gun. Loaded, he wound their wheel-lock mechanisms with a small spanner that hung from a braided-leather loop on his left wrist.
 
Just as he replaced the pistols in his belt, the ground trembled beneath his feet, and an even colder wind came howling out of the sunken corridor, accompanied by a cloying but not unpleasant odour of exotic spices that also briefly made Hereward see strange bands of colour move through the air, the visions fading as the scent also passed.
 
Tremors, scent and strange visions were all signs that Fitz had joined battle with Pralqornrah-Tanish-Kvaxixob below. There could well be other portents to come, stranger and more unpleasant to experience.
 
“Be quick, Fitz,” muttered Hereward, his attention momentarily focused on the downwards passage.
 
Even so, he caught the soft footfall of someone sneaking in, boots left behind in the passage. He turned, pistols in hand, as Jessaye stepped around the half-open door. Two guards came behind her, their own pistols raised.
 
Before they could aim, Hereward fired and, as the smoke and noise filled the room, threw the empty pistols at the trio, took up his sabre and jumped aside.
 
Jessaye’s sword leapt into the space where he’d been. Hereward landed, turned and parried several frenzied stabs at his face, the swift movement of their blades sending the gun smoke eddying in wild roils and coils. Jessaye pushed him back almost to the other door. There, Hereward picked up a chair and used it to fend off several blows, at the same time beginning to make small, fast cuts at Jessaye’s sword arm.
 
Jessaye’s frenzied assault slackened as Hereward cut her badly on the shoulder near her neck, then immediately after that on the upper arm, across the wound he’d given her in the duel. She cried out in pain and rage and stepped back, her right arm useless, her sword point trailing on the floor.
 
Instead of pressing his attack, the knight took a moment to take stock of his situation.
 
The two pistol-bearing guards were dead or as good as, making the tally nine. That meant there should only be two more, in addition to Jessaye, and those two were not immediately in evidence.
 
“You may withdraw, if you wish,” said Hereward, his voice strangely loud and dull at the same time, a consequence of shooting in enclosed spaces. “I do not wish to kill you, and you cannot hold your sword.”
 
Jessaye transferred her sword to her left hand and took a shuddering breath.
 
“I fight equally well with my left hand,” she said, assuming the guard position as best she could, though her right arm hung at her side, and blood dripped from her fingers to the floor.
 
She thrust immediately, perhaps hoping for surprise. Hereward ferociously beat her blade down, then stamped on it, forcing it from her grasp. He then raised the point of his sabre to her throat.
 
“No you don’t,” he said. “Very few people do. Go, while you still live.”
 
“I cannot,” whispered Jessaye. She shut her eyes. “I have failed in my duty. I shall die with my comrades. Strike quickly.”
 
Hereward raised his elbow and prepared to push the blade through the so-giving flesh, as he had done so many times before. But he did not, instead he lowered his sabre and backed away around the wall.
 
“Quickly, I beg you,” said Jessaye. She was shivering, the blood flowing faster down her arm.
 
“I cannot,” muttered Hereward. “Or rather I do not wish to. I have killed enough today.”
 
Jessaye opened her eyes and slowly turned to him, her face paper white, the scar no brighter than the petal of a pink rose. For the first time, she saw that the stone door was open, and she gasped and looked wildly around at the bodies that littered the floor.
 
“The priestess came forth? You have slain her?”
 
“No,” said Hereward. He continued to watch Jessaye and listen for others, as he bent and picked up his pistols. They were a present from his mother, and he had not lost them yet. “My companion has gone within.”
 
“But that... that is not possible! The barrier -”
 
“Mister Fitz knew of the barrier,” said Hereward wearily. He was beginning to feel the aftereffects of violent combat, and strongly desired to be away from the visible signs of it littered around him. “He crossed it without difficulty.”
 
“But only the priestess can pass,” said Jessaye wildly. She was shaking more than just shivering now, as shock set in, though she still stood upright. “A woman with child! No one and nothing else! It cannot be ...”
 
Her eyes rolled back in her head, she twisted sideways and fell to the floor. Hereward watched her lie there for a few seconds while he attempted to regain the cold temper in which he fought, but it would not return. He hesitated, then wiped his sabre clean, sheathed it, then despite all better judgment, bent over Jessaye.
 
She whispered something and again, and he caught the god’s name, “Tanesh” and with it a sudden onslaught of cinnamon and cloves and ginger on his nose. He blinked, and in that blink, she turned and struck at him with a small dagger that had been concealed in her sleeve. Hereward had expected something, but not the god’s assistance, for the dagger was in her right hand, which he’d thought useless. He grabbed her wrist but could only slow rather than stop the blow. Jessaye struck true, the dagger entering the armhole of the cuirass, to bite deep into his chest.
 
Hereward left the dagger there and merely pushed Jessaye back. The smell of spices faded, and her arm was limp once more. She did not resist, but lay there quite still, only her eyes moving as she watched Hereward sit down next to her . He sighed heavily, a few flecks of blood already spraying out with his breath, evidence that her dagger was lodged in his lung though he already knew that from the pain that impaled him with every breath.
 
“There is no treasure below,” said Jessaye quietly. “Only the godlet, and his priestess.”
 
“We did not come for treasure,” said Hereward. He spat blood on the floor. “Indeed, I had thought we would winter here, in good employment. But your god is proscribed, and so ...”
 
“Proscribed? I don’t ... who ...”
 
“By the Council of the Treaty for the Safety of the World,” said Hereward. “Not that anyone remembers that name. If we are remembered it is from the stories that tell of ... god-slayers.”
 
“I know the stories,” whispered Jessaye. “And not just stories ... we were taught to beware the god-slayers. But they are always women, barren women, with witch-scars on their faces. Not a man and a puppet. That is why the barrier ... the barrier stops all but gravid women ...”
 
Hereward paused to wipe a froth of blood from his mouth before he could answer.
 
“Fitz has been my companion since I was three years old. He was called Mistress Fitz then, as my nurse-bodyguard. When I turned ten, I wanted a male companion, and so I began to call him Mister Fitz. But whether called Mistress or Master, I believe Fitz is nurturing an offshoot of his spiritual essence in some form of pouch upon his person. In time he will make a body for it to inhabit. The process takes several hundred years.”
 
“But you ...”
 
Jessaye’s whisper was almost too quiet to hear.
 
“I am a mistake ... the witches of Har are not barren, that is just a useful tale. But they do only bear daughters ... save the once. I am the only son of a witch born these thousand years. My mother is one of the Mysterious Three who rule the witches, last remnant of the Council. Fitz was made by that Council, long ago, as a weapon made to fight malignant gods. The more recent unwanted child became a weapon too, puppet and boy flung out to do our duty in the world. A duty that has carried me here ... to my great regret.”
 
No answer came to this bubbling, blood-infused speech. Hereward looked across at Jessaye and saw that her chest no longer rose and fell, and that there was a dark puddle beneath her that was still spreading, a tide of blood advancing toward him.
 
He touched the hilt of the dagger in his side, and coughed, and the pain of both things was almost too much to bear; but he only screamed a little, and made it worse by standing up and staggering to the wall to place his back against it. There were still two guards somewhere, and Fitz was surprisingly vulnerable if he was surprised. Or he might be wounded too, from the struggle with the god.
 
Minutes or perhaps a longer time passed, and Hereward’s mind wandered and, in wandering, left his body too long. It slid down the wall to the ground and his blood began to mingle with that of Jessaye, and the others who lay on the floor of a god’s antechamber turned slaughterhouse.
 
Then there was pain again, and Hereward’s mind jolted back into his body, in time to make his mouth whimper and his eyes blink at a light that was a colour he didn’t know, and there was Mister Fitz leaning over him and the dagger wasn’t in his side anymore and there was no bloody froth upon his lips. There was still pain. Constant, piercing pain, coming in waves and never subsiding. It stayed with him, uppermost in his thoughts, even as he became dimly aware that he was upright and walking, his legs moving under a direction not his own.
 
Except that very soon he was lying down again, and Fitz was cross.
 
“You have to get back up, Hereward.”
 
“I’m tired, Fitzie ... can’t I rest for a little longer?”
 
“No. Get up.”
 
“Are we going home?”
 
“No, Hereward. You know we can’t go home. We must go onward.”
 
“Onward? Where?”
 
“Never mind now. Keep walking. Do you see our mounts?”
 
“Yes ... but we will never ... never make it out the gate ...”
 
“We will, Hereward ... leave it to me. Here, I will help you up. Are you steady enough?”
 
“I will ... stay on. Fitz ...”
 
“Yes, Hereward.”
 
“Don’t ... don’t kill them all.”
 
If Fitz answered, Hereward didn’t hear, as he faded out of the world for a few seconds. When the world nauseatingly shivered back into sight and hearing, the puppet was nowhere in sight and the two battlemounts were already loping toward the gate, though the leading steed had no rider.
 
They did not pause at the wall. Though it was past midnight, the gate was open, and the guards who might have barred the way were nowhere to be seen, though there were strange splashes of colour upon the earth where they might have stood. There were no guards beyond the gate, on the earthwork bastion either, the only sign of their prior existence a half-melted belt buckle still red with heat.
 
To Hereward’s dim eyes, the city’s defences might as well be deserted, and nothing prevented the battlemounts continuing to lope, out into the warm autumn night.
 
The leading battlemount finally slowed and stopped a mile beyond the town, at the corner of a lemon grove, its hundreds of trees so laden with yellow fruit they scented the air with a sharp, clean tang that helped bring Hereward closer to full consciousness. Even so, he lacked the strength to shorten the chain of his own mount, but it stopped by its companion without urging.
 
Fitz swung down from the outlying branch of a lemon tree, onto his saddle, without spilling any of the fruit piled high in his upturned hat.
 
“We will ride on in a moment. But when we can, I shall make a lemon salve and a soothing drink.”
 
Hereward nodded, finding himself unable to speak. Despite Fitz’s repairing sorceries, the wound in his side was still very painful, and he was weak from loss of blood, but neither thing choked his voice. He was made quiet by a cold melancholy that held him tight, coupled with a feeling of terrible loss, the loss of some future, never-to-be happiness that had gone forever.
 
“I suppose we must head for Fort Yarz,” mused Fitz. “It is the closest likely place for employment. There is always some trouble there, though I believe the Gebrak tribes have been largely quiet this past year.”
 
Hereward tried to speak again, and at last found a croak that had some resemblance to a voice.
 
“No. I am tired of war. Find us somewhere peaceful, where I can rest.”
 
Fitz hopped across to perch on the neck of Hereward’s mount and faced the knight, his blue eyes brighter than the moonlight.
 
“I will try, Hereward. But as you ruminated earlier, the world is as it is, and we are what we were made to be. Even should we find somewhere that seems at peace, I suspect it will not stay so, should we remain. Remember Jeminero.”
 
“Aye.” Hereward sighed. He straightened up just a little and took up the chains, as Fitz jumped to his own saddle. “I remember.”
 
“Fort Yarz?” asked Fitz.
 
Hereward nodded, and slapped the chain, urging his battlemount forward. As it stretched into its stride, the lemons began to fall from the trees in the orchard, playing the soft drumbeat of a funerary march, the first sign of the passing from the world of the god of Shûme.
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Editors’ note:
 
‘Sir Hereward and Mister Fitz Go to War Again’ won the Aurealis Award for Best Fantasy Story of 2007.
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The publications listed below are all based in Australia and actively seek original Australian science fiction, fantasy, horror and weird fiction. Check the websites or ask your local library about the books and magazines.
 
Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine. A bi-monthly magazine of local and 
international speculative fiction. ISSN 1446781X. Subscriptions from Andromeda Spaceways Publishing Co-Op Ltd, PO Box 495, Bentley WA 6982, Australia, <http://www.andromedaspaceways.com>.
 
Antipodean SF. A monthly ezine, featuring ten new flash fictions every issue. 
www.antisf.com, or email the editor at: editor@antisf.com. Antipodean SF is archived in the National Library at the following address: <purl.nla.gov.au/NET/antisf/>.
 
Aurealis. Australia’s longest running speculative fiction magazine. ISSN 1035 1205, 
ISBN 0975214322. Can be ordered direct, or through your local bookshop. Subscriptions available from Chimaera Publications, PO Box 2164, Mt Waverley, Victoria 3149, Australia. <http://www.aureaiis.sf.org.au>
 
Borderlands. SF magazine from Western Australia. ISSN 1448224X. Subscriptions 
available from subscriptions@borderlands.com.au. <http://www.borderlands.com.au>.
 
Cosmos. Science magazine which includes SF, available at 11 newsagents. Stories 
are reprinted online a few months after the original publication in the magazine. The website also has some original fiction. <http://www.cosmosmagazine.com>.
 
Dark Animus. Irregular horror magazine. ISSN 14473747. Subscriptions from PO 
Box 750, Katoomba NSW 2780, Australia. <http://www.darkanimus.com>.
 
Infinitas Newsletter. A bookshop newsletter which includes the occasional short 
story. Infinitas Bookshop, Shop 22, 48-50 George St, Parramatta, NSW 2150, Australia, <http://www.infinitas.com.au/>.
 
New Ceres. An irregular ezine featuring stories set on the world of New Ceres. 
Email the editor at ASif.Editor@gmail.com. or try <http://www.asif.dreamhosters.com>.
 
Orb: Speculative Fiction. An annual magazine/anthology series. ISSN 14425580. 
Subscriptions available from Orb Publications, PO Box 231, Ringwood, Victoria 3134, Australia. <http://home.vicnet.net.au/~kendacot/Orb/>.
 
Shadowed Realms. An ezine dedicated to short horror fiction. 
<http://www.shadowedrealms.com.au/>.
 
Shiny. A twice yearly ezine dedicated to young adult SF. Try the website: 
<http://shinymag.blogspot.com/>.
 
Specusphere. A website dedicated to exploring all aspects of speculative fiction in 
Australia. Publishes short fiction and articles. <http://www.specusphere.com/>.
 
Ticonderoga Online. An irregular ezine dedicated to original science fiction, fantasy 
and horror, <http://www.ticonderogaonline.org/>.
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Collections
 
 
We found mention of these collections published in 2007. (Addresses are given for independent presses, where known.)
 
David Conyers & John Sunseri, The Spiralling Worm, Chaosium Inc, ISBN 
9781568822129. <http://www.chaosium.com>.
 
Terry Dowling, Rynemonn, coeur de lion publishing, ISBN 9780646477879. 
<http://www.coeurdelion.com.au>.
 
Jack Dann, Promised Land: Stories of Another America, PS Publishing, ISBN 
9781904619925. <http://store.pspublishing.co.uk/>
 
Stuart A Saunders, Navigating in the Hew World, Anti-SF/Wordright, ISBN 
9780980384109, Try <http://www.antisf.comynavigating.htm>, or <stores.lulu.com/antisf>.
 
Sean Williams, Light Bodies Falling, Altair Australia Books, ISBN 97800975720882. 
Altair Australia Pty Ltd, PO Box 475, Blackwood SA 5051. <http://www.altair-australia.com/>.
 
* * * *
 
Anthologies
 
We found mention of these anthologies published in 2007. (Addresses are given for independent presses, where known.)
 
Elise Bunter (editor), Shadowplays, ISBN 9780646471273,Elise Bunter, PO Box 3729, 
Weston Creek ACT 2611, Australia. <http://elidan.site.net.au/info.html>.
 
Mark S. Deniz & Sharyn Lilley (editors), In Bad Dreams, Eneit Press, ISBN 
9781873671009. Eneit Press, Ostra Promenaden 43, 602 29 Norrkoping, Sweden, <http://www.eneitpress.com>.
 
Russell B. Farr (editor), Fantastic Wonder Stories, Ticonderoga Publications, ISBN 
9780958685689. Ticonderoga Publications, PO Box 29, Greenwood WA 6924, Australia. <http://www.ticonderogapublications.com/publications/>.
 
Russell B. Farr & Nick Evans (editors), The Workers’ Paradise, Ticonderoga 
Publications, ISBN 9780958685672. Ticonderoga Publications, PO Box 29, Greenwood WA 6924, Australia. <http://www.ticonderogapublications.com/publications/>.
 
Robert Hood &c Robin Pen (editors), Daikaiju!2: Revenge of the Giant Monsters, 
Agog! Press, ISBN 9780809572311. Agog! Press, PO Box U302, University of Wollongong NSW 2522, Australia. To purchase, try <www.seekbooks.com.au>.
 
Robert Hood &c Robin Pen (editors), Daikaiju!3: Giant Monsters vs the World, Agog! 
Press, ISBN 9780809572335. Agog! Press, PO Box U302, University of Wollongong NSW 2522, Australia. To purchase, try <www.seekbooks.com.au>.
 
Geoffrey Maloney, Trent Jamieson & Zoran Zivkovic (editors), Fantastical Journeys to 
Brisbane, Izvori, ISBN 9789532032710.
 
Robert N. Stephenson (editor), Zombies, Altair Australia Books, ISBN 
9780980456608. Altair Australia Pty Ltd, PO Box 475, Blackwood SA 5051, Australia, <http://www.altair-australia.com/>.
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Websites
 
Other sites of particular interest to Australian writers are: 
 
http://www.australianhorror.com/ 
 
http://www.visionwriters.org/
 
http://www.fantasticqueensland.com
 
http://members.optusnet.com.au/tplank/inkspillersl024res/calll024res
 
http://www.asif.dreamhosters.com/
 
http://www.aurealis.com.au/news.php
 
http://members.optushome.com.au/aussfbull/.
 
http://www.emcit.com/
 
http://www.locusmag.com/
 
http://www.sfsite.com/
 
http://www.sfcrowsnest.com/.
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Astruc, R. J., ‘The Perfume Eater’, Strange Horizons, July 2007 
Ball, Peter M., ‘Avenue D: The Tankboy’s Ride’, Antipodean SF 107 
Battersby, Leigh, ‘Beached’, Daikaiju 3: Giant Monsters vs the World 
Boschetti, Fabio, ‘Scientifically Proven’, The Pen is Mightier than the Pipette 
Brown, Simon, ‘Adjudication’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Burrage, Nathan, ‘Black and Bitter, Thanks’, The Workers’ Paradise 
C.A.L., ‘Fate of Words’, Borderlands 9
Campisi, Stephanie, ‘The Ringing Sound of Death on the Water Tank’, In Bad Dreams
Carson, Brendan, ‘The Omensetter and the Hu Lijing’, Shadow Plays 
Chrulew, Matthew, ‘How I Learned to Keep Tidy’, AS1M 31
— ’Between the Memories’, Aurealis 38/39
— & Boer, Roland, ‘Rapturama’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Conyers, David, ‘From the Sick Trees’, Cthnlhu Australis Part 1
— ’Weapon Grade’, The Spiraling Worm
Daniells, Rowena Cory, ‘Magda’s Career Choice’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Dann, Jack, ‘Cafe Culture’, Asimov’s SF, January 2007
— ’The Nerve Garden’, Promised Land: Stories of Another America 
Davidson, Rjurik, ‘Night with the Stars Askew’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Dedman, Stephen, ‘Sufficently Advanced’, New Ceres 2
Dowling, Terry, ‘The Suits at Auderlene’, Inferno
— ’The Bull of September’, Rynemonn 
Dugan, Grace, ‘Knowledge’, Interzone 211
Egan, Greg, ‘Dark Integers’, Asimov’s SF, October-November 2007
— ’Steve Fever’, Technology Review, November-December 2007 
Fallon, Jennifer, ‘Demons of Fear’, AS1M 27
Flinthart, Dirk, ‘The Garden of the Djinn’, AS1M 31
— ’Networking for Dummies’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Forsyth, Kate, ‘The Knowledge of Angels’, AS1M 27 
Green, Clinton, ‘Trepanation’, Flashspec Vol 2
Guerney, Thomas Benjamin, ‘The Knight, Squire, Maiden and Beast’, Lifted Brow 2
Harris, Jeff, ‘Working Stiffs’, Zombies
Hood, Robert, ‘Flesh and Bone’, Daikaiju 3: Giant Monsters vs the World
— ’Dear Mary’, Conflux 4: Heroes From Near and Afar Program
— ’Pseudomelia of the Masses’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Isle, Sue, ‘Stranger and Sojourner’, Orb 7
— ’The Sun People’, Shiny 1
Jennings, Kathleen, ‘Long Time Passing’, Antipodean SF 104 
Kemble, Gary, ‘Dear Air’, Zombies
Livings, Martin, ‘There Was Darkness’, Fantastic Wonder Stories
Love, Penelope, ‘Whitey’, Shadow Plays
Love, Rosaleen, ‘No Man’s Land’, The Wiscon Chronicles
MacDibble, Bren, ‘A Complete Refabrication’, Orb 7 
Maclean, Kevin G., ‘Fendraaken’, ASIM 30
Maloney, Geoffrey, ‘The Catherine Wheel’, New Writings in the Fantastic, October 
2007 
Marie, Karen, ‘The Last Deflowerer’, ASIM 32 
McDonnell, Deborah, ‘Brolga Dreaming’, Fantastic Wonder Stories 
McHugh, Ian, ‘Requiem in D Minor’, Hub 24 
McKiernan, Andrew, ‘Calliope: A Steam Romance’, Shadow Plays 
McMahon, Chris, ‘The Eyes of Erebus’, Daikaiju 2: Revenge of the Giant Monsters
McMullen, Sean, ‘The Twilight Year’, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, 
January 2008 
Moore, Jarrah, ‘Horse of Souls’, Aurealis 38/39 
Payne, Ben, ‘Inside’, Ticonderoga 11 
Pham, Hoa, ‘Mara’, Borderlands 9
Pitchforth, Richard, ‘Transplant’, Fantastical Journeys to Brisbane 
Roberts, Tansy Rayner, ‘The Bluebell Vengeance’, ASIM 28 
Rolfe, Tracey, ‘Cast Off’, Fantastic Wonder Stories 
Saunders, Shaun A., ‘A Fine Madness ‘, Navigating in the New World
— ’The World Is A Very Dangerous Place, Dear’, Navigating in the New World
— ’What else but War ‘, Navigating in the Neiv World 
Slatter, Angela, ‘Little Green Apples’, Antipodean SF 110 
Sparks, Cat, ‘The Bride Price’, New Ceres 2
— ’Hollywood Roadkill’, On Spec No 69 
Stephenson, Robert N., ‘Them’, Zombies 
Strasser, Dirk, ‘Primal’, Aurealis 38/39 
Tremble, Mark, ‘Access’, Antipodean SF 112
Wardle, Susan, ‘Arianne’s Event’, The Workers’ Paradise 
Warren, Kaaron, ‘His Lipstick Minx’, The Workers’ Paradise
— ’Polish’, ASIM 28
— ’Cooling the Crows’, In Bad Dreams 
Williams, Sean, Cenotaxis, Monkeybrain Books
— ’Midnight in the Cafe of the Black Madonna’, Doctor Who: Short Trips: 
Destination Prague
— ’Signs of Death’, Light Bodies Falling
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