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More Than Meets the Eye

An Introduction
by Ian Whates

There’s more to Adrian Tchaikovsky than meets the eye. He is the embodiment of a maxim I’ve become increasingly convinced of: never underestimate a writer. Human nature inclines us to pigeonhole people, to attach labels as easy identifiers. When I first met Adrian, I had him tagged as ‘epic fantasy writer’ due to the success of his Shadows of the Apt novels.

Please don’t misunderstand me, to become established in such a competitive field is no mean feat in itself – an achievement I would never dream of denigrating – but it soon became apparent that Adrian’s writing encompasses a great deal more than even that. I first realised this when hearing him give a reading at a convention in Derby. Rather than choosing a traditional fantasy tale, Adrian read “Rapture”, which proved contemporary, perceptive, witty, and thought-provoking. An impressive story all round and a piece that is, I’m delighted to say, included in this volume.

Adrian is a scientist by education, a lawyer by profession, and an enthusiast of historical weapons and martial arts by hobby. None of these things define him, but they do, perhaps, go some way to explaining the many facets that glitter in his writing. I’ve been privileged enough to help bring one or two of those facets to light, as Adrian’s work has already appeared in: Dark Currents (a reality-hopping SF fantasy), Hauntings (a clever ghost story) and A NewCon Press Sampler (high fantasy set in the Shadow of the Apt universe). But perhaps best of all is “Feast or Famine” – a science fiction story commissioned for Solaris Rising 2 – which features one of the most intriguing interpretations of ‘alien’ I’ve encountered in a long while. This proved to be one of the ‘hardest’ SF stories in the SR2 anthology, and one I was keen to include in the collection. Thanks are due to Jon Oliver at Solaris for facilitating that.

In many respects, this sixth volume of Imaginings provides one of the most varied collections of stories to date, but there are still some things a reader can be confident of. Whether it be the supernaturally Holmes-esque intrigue of “The Dissipation Club”, the enigmatic deep-space puzzle of “Feast or Famine”, the subtle craft of theatrical subversion unveiled in “The Roar of the Crowd”, or a dip into the fantasy-rich world of the Apt (which surely no collection of Adrian’s work would be complete without) provided by “The Sun of the Morning”, the quality of the storytelling and the level of entertainment remain consistently high throughout.

Adrian Tchaikovsky is a fine writer; a fact that holds true whatever he may choose to write.


  

Ian Whates

Cambridgeshire,

June 2013






  Feast and Famine


  “Mother, Prodigal, confirm crew and cargo secured, ready to depart. Telemetry incoming. Initial course mapped, confirm check on our exit solution. Prodigal out.”


  (eleven minute pause)


  “Prodigal, Mother. Telemetry confirmed flight path clear. Come on in. Mother out.”


  (eleven minute pause)


  “Mother, Prodigal. Commencing countdown, separation from Oregon in one minute.


  “Twenty seconds.


  “Ten... nine...”


  


  Counting down to oblivion, the final transmission of Doctor Astrid Veighl, as she patiently numbered the last seconds of her crew’s lives down to zero. And then she died.


  There was a general conspiracy, back at Mother, to pretend that there might just be a radio glitch. Even as we made our approach towards her last known location – a course plotted to more decimal places than even God normally bothers with – there was a vacuous suggestion that Veighl would have passed us in the night, would reach Mother any moment now, and our four day investigatory flight would turn out just to be a criminal waste of fuel and resources.


  After the abrupt cessation of any transmission from Veighl a swift decision had been made to send us out after her. ‘Swift’ meant a seven hour prep for departure: that a returning, radio-mute Veighl would have arrived at Mother long before we reached her take-off point was the sort of maths that needed no computer. It was a subject that neither we nor Mother touched on when we checked in, as though to point it out would be to look in the box and kill a cat that we all knew was stone dead already.


  Syrenka, to whose song everything danced, was an ugly green-purple bruise to starboard as we came in: a gas giant with twenty-one variously barren moons and enough of a debris ring to suggest the demise of at least five more. And in that ring, a secret, like the oyster’s pearl.


  The computers back at Mother, our own Onboard, and Pelovska’s Expert System, had all put their heads together at our launch to plot out the sort of four-dimensional map that no unaugmented human mind could conceive of, so that when we kicked off from Mother on our fact-finder (nobody had ever said “rescue mission” in the briefing) our course would keep us clear of each piece of the great field of murdered moon clutter that was Syrenka’s waist. Oregon, our destination, was one of the larger pieces of rock, too small for a moon, but making a large asteroid. Very loosely comparable in length and breadth to Oregon USA, in fact. Eventually some peeved astronomer would throw something from the classics at it, but for now it proudly carried the monicker of the Beaver State because someone back on Mother was homesick for Astoria.


  “There’s another beauty.” Osman was designated pilot, which meant that, unless someone had dropped a decimal back at Mother, he was here to sightsee. He meant a rock tumbling past, less than half the size of Oregon and a hundred kilometres away: he had magnified the image to show the blue starburst flower of Anchorite. Or an Anchorite. Or some Anchorites. Veighl, the departed, had been working on the answer to that problem of nomenclature. Pelovska, our geologist and Expert System, had reviewed the raw data Veighl had sent before her decision to return home, and subsequent abrupt silence. The question had remained unanswered at Veighl’s death.


  Gliese 876 had been the second extrasolar system reached by human technology. The supposed “earth-like planet” present had been a bust, but the probe, programmed for pattern-recognition, had sent back one picture, just one, that had sparked a furore back home. Passing through this very debris field within the shadow of Syrenka (then just Gliese 876f) – and minutes before becoming several billion dollars of metal pizza that must exist still on the side of some moonlet somewhere – it sent out an image very similar to what we were seeing now. There were plenty of them, in fact, throughout the debris ring and on some of the smaller moons – geometrically irregular crystal formations like sea-urchins clinging on in the vacuum of space. Life! had gone the cry, back home – the first indication that we might not be alone, and life within reach, just about, for a team that was willing to be severed from the planet of their genesis for decades. We liked to think that everyone back there hung on our every years-old word. Possibly nobody cared.


  The Anchorite was a phenomenon that existed throughout the ring in quantities from the microscopic to the sunburst array that Osman had pointed up. Veighl reported the largest known such specimen at two metres ninety centimetres diameter, and one metre eighty-eight projection from its substrate. Veighl, who had qualifications in geology and biology to her name, had failed to get off the fence and come to any premature conclusion – a scientist to the end.


  Pelovska summarised: “Veighl’s data shows that the Anchorite is a carbon-rich crystal lattice, the structure of which appears homogenous no matter how large or small the sample. Veighl’s data further shows that the Anchorite is capable of breaking down the material upon which, or within which, it is embedded and converting it into more Anchorite. It replicates. Does that alone make it life? If we are looking at an ecology, we’re looking at one with incredibly low levels of energy. Whatever tidal heating you can squeeze from an elliptical orbit around Syrenka, plus the background radiation and what pittance of light you can get this far out.” The system’s star was a cold, pale lamp far off in the alien heavens. You’d get more of a tan on Mars. “Still, Veighl took samples and treated them to the same intensity of illumination, and her results suggest that a day of that was enough for molecule-level conversion of asteroidal material into Anchorite.” Pelovska had come down heavily on the ‘geology’ side of the argument long before. Efficient geology, though, which took the faint light and heat of its surroundings and grew like lichen, converting its substrate into its substance so resourcefully that there was no waste, as close to thumbing its nose at the laws of thermodynamics as anything we had ever seen.


  Our shuttle had been decelerating smoothly for some time and now Osman reported needlessly, “Oregon ahead.”


  Just as there was no current need for our pilot to actually fly the vessel, as captain there was no need for me to give orders. A conclave of computers had already worked out the best way to approach this, and our vessel ran itself through its paces nimbly as the state-sized asteroid grew and grew before us, until it filled our universe, until the naked eye could make out the sparse blue pinpricks of Anchorite, each in its crater. That was another observation of Veighl’s. The stuff seemed to grow best at impact sites, if ‘grow’ is the word. That was why she had set down on Oregon in the first place.


  Pelovska’s headset light was on, which told us she was communing with her Expert System implant, that was in turn taking advice from our Onboard. The light itself served no function beside the social – letting Osman and I know that her attention was away with the electronic fairies. In this case she was supervising our sensor arrays, bouncing signals off Oregon’s nearest neighbours to try for any sign of Veighl. By that time, our craft had matched velocity and rotation with the asteroid – so that we seemed, to our primate eyes, to be magically suspended above a stationary wasteland.


  “Ping,” she announced, deadpan. “Captain?”


  There was a moment’s silence before I was ready to catch that ball, because it was confirmation of what we had known all along, that Veighl had never left Oregon. I tried to form the words “rescue mission” in my head, but they wouldn’t come. “Let’s get them past the horizon and see what we’ve got. Generate a solution for coming down nearby if we want to - but not right on them.” Human social instinct prompted me to ask all sorts of other questions, to seek confirmation from her of what my own instruments could tell me just as easily. Principally: no signals, no signs of life. No surprises, therefore.


  Then Veighl’s craft was hauled over the shallow horizon, and Osman swore, and we simply coasted in silence for some time while the Onboard, devoid of either wonder or horror, made the necessary adjustments to stabilise the motion of the rock beneath us.


  Doctor Veighl had dodged the “is it life?” issue in her cursory report – and we would never hear the detailed one that she would have prepared back on Mother after processing her data. Veighl had talked about the life/not-life boundary, and whether we even had valid criteria to make the call - at what point self-replicating chemistry could be said to make the jump into something more like us than like rocks. Her data showed her painstaking experimentation on the Anchorite, taking samples and watching its glacial growth.


  My first thought, unprofessional and yet unavoidable, was that the Anchorite had got its revenge.


  There was a crystal flower there, but it was a jagged crown of thorns nineteen metres across and at its heart was some of Veighl’s shuttle, embedded, part-metabolised, like a fly in a sundew. Everything from midway back towards the thrusters was either buried or just gone. Only six metres of nose, canted at a slight angle, stood proud of the hungry mass.


  We hung there above it, our stationary orbit re-established, and I numbly checked that our cameras were getting it all. Something terrible and sudden had happened here, that made a nonsense of all Veighl’s data, and I would keep transmitting a visual record of our mission in case terrible, sudden events came in twos. Still, I could not shake off the feeling that it would not help. Veighl had been in mid-transmission when this happened, cut off with no time to give a warning or to cry for help.


  “At least it was quick.” Until the others looked at me, I hadn’t realised that I had said it aloud.


  “Depending on how long life support lasted, or if it still active, there is a possibility that the crew may be alive, maybe in their suits,” Pelovska stated. In the stunned silence that followed I guessed that this thought had been given her by her Expert System, following its best guidance for the furtherance of the mission. It would be my decision, but the computers had already cast their vote.


  “There’s no sign of anything: no signals, no emissions, no heat at all,” Osman reported. Then, more quietly, “It killed them.”


  “No speculation,” I stated.


  “Wasn’t aware that counted as speculation. So, am I putting us down?”


  “Everyone suit up,” I decided, which entailed nothing more than securing our helmets. They were uncomfortable, restricted our vision, made our breathing stale, and nobody argued with me. The space around us, the asteroid below, now thronged with invisible dangers.


  I ran some checks of Oregon’s surface, bouncing waves off it and cross-referencing with Veighl’s data, particularly the signature of Anchorite. The echo from the great spiked star of crystal matched its smaller brethren, and the balance of the asteroid showed nothing more than rock and the expected dusting of microscopic Anchorite flecks.


  The Onboard tallied the cost of a stationary orbit over Oregon, not only the fuel and the constant adjustments to stay clear of the rest of the debris field, but the disruption to the asteroid’s course as Oregon, in turn, would be influenced by our inconsequential mass. The rock’s tiny gravity was giving us very little help, and the projected adjustments we would have to make over the course of an hour were falling foul of fuel conservation. The entire mission was on a penurious fuel budget, and our little trip hadn’t been catered for in the projections.


  The alternative was setting down, which would conserve fuel and fool with Oregon less, making any danger from other debris that much more foreseeable.


  “Anna’s right,” I said reluctantly. “We need to be sure.” Meaning that we would be pilloried if we simply got the jitters and left. “Bring us down at least two hundred metres away and be ready for a quick exit if we need one.”


  Osman swore again, and he and Pelovska put their heads together with the Onboard to come up with a landing solution, ran it through some quick simulations, and pronounced it good. Oregon gravity was something in the region of two per cent of earth standard, a great deal for an asteroid, barely enough for us to notice. It made me think of all those people back in the Beaver State, whether they felt that little extra patriotic pull as part of Earth’s grounding.


  We had already matched Oregon’s speed and rotation, and now we were allowed to drift closer and closer into the weak, weak hands of Oregon’s gravity, so much in tandem with the asteroid that human senses saw only a very gentle approach to a stationary surface, when in reality we and Oregon were gyring our manic way through the cluttered ring of broken moons that belted Syrenka. Decelerating with our thrusters would have spoiled that close harmony, bouncing us back from the pull of that feeble gravity, and so the computers allowed us to drift, dream-like, until our craft’s extended feet were brushing the ancient, vacuum-corroded stone. All we felt, when the claws were deployed, was the faintest of grinding shudders. If we had been asleep, it would not have woken us. Except for Pelovska, of course. Her implant would update her moment to moment, so that she spent her life being immaculately well-informed and, I suspect, lonely.


  There was a fraught pause, no more than a second, and I think all of us were waiting for the jaws of the trap – the sudden eruption beneath us as a hidden crystal monster lunged up to feed. Of course, nothing happened.


  Now we had a stable platform from which to investigate, and we were no longer haemorrhaging fuel simply matching our motion to Oregon’s. Our claws, and the meagre gravity, would suffice to keep us anchored, but I made sure that the Onboard would keep plotting escape vectors so that we were ready to fire all thrusters and take off into the debris field if things got bad. Correction: if things got bad and we had the chance to do anything about it.


  “Drone out?” Osman asked, and I nodded. We did not have anything particularly fit for search and rescue, and the mission’s drones had been designed for scientific exploration, sampling and testing. Right then I didn’t care how poor an ambassador ours would make. Better the drone than me.


  What we had was something like a metal springtail programmed to think it was a flying squirrel, and Osman deployed it from its compartment on top, and told it where it needed to go. It did its sums, checked them with the Onboard and Pelovska, and leapt. Leapt being a relative term, of course. In order to arrive at Veighl’s ravaged craft in a controlled manner, rather than just bouncing from it like a fly on a windscreen, the drone put a minimum of force into its jump, departing our hull in an absurdly leisurely fashion, correcting its spin with minute applications of its jets but letting the simple force of the initial push carry it on a minutes-long, agonisingly slow drift across the intervening vacuum, letting the microgravity counteract its upward motion just enough to bring it into a shallow arc that would land it on Veighl’s shuttle nose. It could have got over there a good deal quicker on jets alone, but it had the same problem we did. Mechanical movement used up stored battery, that it could eventually replenish by drinking in even the weak and distant light of the system’s star. Thrusters used fuel, stored solid and then flash-ignited into superheated gas, Newton’s third law in action. But when the fuel was gone, when that mass was cast away, there was no more, not for the drone and not for us. Fuel was matter, and once we had used it up there would be no more. We lived by an economy as harsh and limiting as the Anchorite’s own.


  The drone landed awkwardly – sometimes nobody’s sums are perfect – and Osman took over to have it reach out with its handful of legs until one magnetic pad got purchase. For a moment we saw the magnified view of it dangling out at an angle by one limb, but then it had jack-knifed down its own length and was crawling over Veighl’s hull, its cameras serving as our eyes.


  “Emergency hatch is clear of the, of the stuff,” Osman said. “Want me to open it?”


  Again there was an awkward pause before Pelovska put in, “They may be inside without suits.” We didn’t believe it, not that they were alive, but her Expert System kept trawling the known data for even the most remote possibility.


  Osman deployed some of the drone’s sensors. “No vibrations. No heat. No power at all. If they’re in there without suits, they’re frozen dead.”


  A beat. “Granted,” said Pelovska, the Expert System giving up on even that faint hope.


  “Get it open,” I decided.


  A search and rescue drone would have had stronger manipulators, and a cutting torch if all else failed. Our science model had neither, and for the best part of an hour we watched it scrabble and drift and flail at the hatch release, and utterly fail to open it. Eventually Osman’s monotonous swearing got too much, and I told him to abandon it.


  “Prep the airlock. My command, my responsibility. I’ll go over.”


  There was no argument, much as I might wish for some. I did not want to go over to that partially-consumed shuttle. I did not want to get close to the alien thing that had murdered it. I did not want to confirm the patently obvious certainty that all three of us held in common, that Veighl’s crew was dead, impossibly dead, destroyed by the unexpected malice of the phenomenon they had come to study.


  Ten minutes later I was in our cramped airlock, breathing loud in my own ears, as they pumped the air from around me. I had an open radio channel and a camera running, and my suit would be transmitting all the minutiae of my body’s workings, ready to sound the alarm the moment anything happened to me. Nobody got this far into space without mastering their instincts and conquering some deep-imprinted fears, but when the airlock doors opened onto the grim surface of Oregon I felt my innards lurch. We had come out here because we thought that we were not alone. Now that seemed like a good reason to be anywhere else.


  I had my own little thruster-pack, because I could not do calculations as well as our drone, and my first step was too energetic for Oregon’s little gravity, my nerves bouncing me high so that I had to use some of my own precious fuel stock to prevent me departing the asteroid altogether. After that I took it easy, crawling over the surface like a crab across some vast drowned cliff, trying to keep a constant proximity to the cratered surface without either colliding with it or losing contact altogether.


  There were Anchorite flowers between me and Veighl, just little ones, a hand-span across or less, nestled in craters as though they were lurking there. Of course they could not move. They could not have killed Veighl either, by her data. I gave them a wide berth.


  A warning word from Osman told me I was close – I was so intent on my painstaking progress I had lost track. I slowed myself and regarded the vast crystal explosion before me. The footage that I was relaying would become the most viewed recording on earth, when it arrived there years later.


  The tilted nose of Veighl’s vessel was plain, and the Anchorite had not visibly expanded since we arrived. I told myself that this was not some alien fly trap, that its spray of spines would not close on me. I told myself again. It didn’t help much.


  “Good luck, captain,” came Osman’s voice in my ear. I bent my knees and jumped, kicking off from the surface, and then burning a little fuel to cast me with painful slowness at Veighl’s craft. I think I touched down more gently than the drone had.


  My suit lamp made little headway through the small ports, but I thought I made out a shape. “Is that…?”


  “That would be the pilot’s seat. Veighl herself was piloting,” came Pelovska. A moment’s image-cleaning later and she added, “Ninety per cent certain that’s Veighl you’re seeing.”


  “I’m going to open the hatch.” Even then I hesitated because, however certain we and our computers were that Veighl’s crew was dead, I was about to open the interior of their shuttle onto the vacuum.


  Opening their tomb was not something that would appear in my report.


  I fumbled with glove-clumsy hands at the release for the hatch, making sure that I was well out of the way of it. There was no pressure of air within, though, not at that end of the Kelvin scale. Instead the freed hatch just drifted from its mountings, falling in slow, slow motion towards the rigid starburst of the Anchorite below.


  I froze. I should have kept hold of the hatch, but you can’t plan for everything.


  It came to rest amidst those jagged spines. Nothing happened. Osman’s oath in my earpiece was pure relief.


  Then I turned my camera and my attention to the interior and he had no words for it, and neither did I.


  It was a snapshot of crystal hell, looking down into the inclined cabin of Veighl’s craft. The Anchorite had eaten the vessel from the stern up, swallowed its engines and reactor entire, ravened out into the crew’s living space from the back wall and just kept on going. The two back seats where Veighl’s crewmembers had been strapped in for lift off were gone, but the unwelcome clarity of my lamps revealed a single boot still protruding from the razor-tipped wall. The Anchorite was translucent enough that we could see there was no body within. Ship and crew both had been consumed and translated into more of the stuff that had done for them.


  Veighl herself, sitting ahead of the others, had fared slightly better whilst being just as dead. The spines of the Anchorite had pierced through the back of her chair and into her body, where what looked like a small secondary growth had exploded in her chest cavity, flinging its jutting needles in every direction and shredding her from within.


  Her face, like everything else, was covered with a rime of crystallized air, the frozen remnants of the cabin’s atmosphere that had not been allowed to vent into space. Her expression was placidly accepting, as though she had just learned a great truth. Her last breath was bristling about her nose and mouth.


  “None of this makes sense,” Osman whispered in my ear. “Captain, we have no idea how this happened or whether it’s going to happen again. We should get off this rock.”


  I looked into Veighl’s open, crusted eyes. “The problem is that we need to make sense of it.” My voice was admirably steady. “Because this is what we came to this system for.” Then, and still so very steady, “Any change from the Anchorite?”


  “Nothing measurable,” Pelovska confirmed. “Don’t touch it.”


  “No intention of doing so.” Veighl’s stare was giving me the shudders. “I’m coming back. Send to Mother for advice. No point wasting suit power and air while we twiddle our thumbs and decide what to do.” It was sound reasoning that would look good in my report.


  The drone stayed out there - we could use it to explore the interior of Veighl’s vessel now I had the hatch open. I made my desperately careful progress back towards our vessel, eyes down at the vacuum-ravaged ground. I missed the clue myself, but Osman saw it through my cameras.


  “Hold, hold, captain!” Just as I was about to clamber for the airlock. “Go back down. Go to the landing gear. Or I can get the drone back -“


  “No, I’m going.” I let Oregon’s gravity draw me gently back down. “What have you seen?”


  “Not sure, it’s just…”


  I had gone cold all over despite the close heat of the suit.


  There was a delicate clutching fringe of Anchorite about the nearest landing claw. Had we landed on one of the flowers? If so then we had done so with all three claws at once. Magnification showed each had that spiky rim of crystal about it.


  “It’s started,” Osman breathed. “Get in here, captain.”


  With shaking hands I scrambled for the airlock. Pelovska was saying something about bringing the drone back, but Osman and I were both telling her we had no time. The Anchorite, life or not, had crept up on us.


  I got through the airlock in record time and half-kicked, half-drifted into my seat. “Tell me we’re ready to go.” I was picturing the clutching claws of the Anchorite already attacking our landing gear.


  “We’re ready,” Osman confirmed.


  “Pelovska?”


  The light of her headset blinked. Her staring eyes were all too much like Veighl’s. She was in deep communion with her Expert System, lips moving silently.


  “Captain, I have a trajectory,” Osman insisted.


  “Pelovska!” I snapped.


  “Hold,” she murmured. Her unseeing gaze flickered between imaginary objects, the representations of her calculations.


  “Captain!” Osman insisted. We both felt the onrushing jaws of the Anchorite accelerating towards us impossibly from below. Millions of years of evolution were clamouring that we were under threat, and that we had to get away.


  “Go!” I told Osman, and Pelovska hit her override. He swore and fought with the controls and the Onboard, but he was locked out. For a moment Pelovska and I wrestled for mastery over the shuttle’s systems, a silent battle of keys and commands, because I knew as captain that I had seniority, and even her Expert System had to bow to my authority.


  That was how I learned that the people back home who had designed our systems had not trusted me, or any mere human being, quite that much. When the chips were down, our Onboard sided with the Expert System, and I ended up staring at the gleaming visor of Pelovska’s helmet, twisted around in my straps.


  “I need to conduct an experiment,” came her voice.


  For a moment I could not speak. Then: “Do it when we’re up.”


  “No, captain.” Meticulously polite. “When we get to Mother you may of course have me confined to quarters for… mutiny, possibly. For now I am going to conduct an experiment.”


  I could see that Osman had undone his straps in order to go for her, but I stopped him with a gesture – at least he was still taking my orders. Pelovska’s headset light was on, gleaming from her visor, her implant computer cycling its calculations. I thought, then, that she had gone mad.


  “She’s taken control of the drone,” Osman reported hollowly.


  “Mother, Errant,” I called in, hoping that she was not blocking the radio as well. “I need you to countermand Pelovska’s override.” It was hopeless. There would be long minutes before Mother even heard me.


  “I will be as quick as I can,” Pelovska informed us impassively. Osman was back to his controls and I knew he would be trying to find a way past Pelovska’s lockout while she was distracted, but of course the Expert System was never distracted.


  I looked at the drone camera image. She had sent it off from Veighl’s tomb to touch down, all sprawling limbs, on Oregon’s surface.


  “Has it got to you? The Anchorite?” These words, recorded and transmitted back to Mother, would not be the proudest moment noted on my permanent record.


  Now the drone’s eye view was of the dark space above us, with the orb of Syrenka just nudging into shot, but one of our shuttle’s own cameras had acquired the drone, showing it on its back, legs drawn in like a dead beetle.


  I was waiting for Mother’s reply. They were watching everything, every moment of our mission. A quick response could lock Pelovska out and give me my ship back.


  “Ignition,” Pelovska announced, and the drone fired its thrusters.


  It should have shot off into the void, a receding pinprick of metal in seconds. Instead…


  Osman’s bark of surprise was loud in my ear. Where the drone had been was a lunging hand of Anchorite, an exuberant spray of crystal, with some small scrap of the drone cupped in its heart.


  “Do not fire our thrusters,” Pelovska informed us.


  “Errant, Mother,” came the distant voice of our surrogate home. “That’s a negative on overriding the Expert. You are instructed to follow its advice. Mother out.”


  “I have been assimilating Veighl’s data,” came Pelovska’s calm voice. “There is a flaw with her experimental method. She only tested the Anchorite’s capabilities in its native environment. It exists in vacuum, with a minimal energy input that it utilises very, very efficiently to replicate itself. This we knew. That does not account for the flowers.”


  “Account for them, then,” challenged Osman, still sounding shaky.


  “The Anchorite exists in microscopic quantities everywhere here, and under normal circumstances it would grow at a speed we would think of as geological, that much Veighl shows. Her mistake was to assume that, because it lived in a very low energy ecology, it was capable only of slow growth. When presented with a gift of energy, such as the heat of a debris impact, it uses that energy to grow. It uses that energy immediately to convert its surroundings into its own substance, working with extreme speed and efficiency because otherwise that energy would be lost to the void. I can only conclude that it has adapted to do so, and that those fragments better able to make use of such windfalls have out-evolved their less fit siblings to give us what we now see. The Anchorite makes near-instantaneous use of whatever energy comes its way.”


  A pause.


  “Life, then,” I concluded, but Pelovska, like Veighl, would not commit.


  “If you have a self-replicating system with an imperfect replicator and limited resources, what we think of as adaptive evolution must occur. It is a logical certainty. Where you place the label of ‘life’ is more subjective. However, I believe that we wanted to depart.”


  “The Anchorite under the landing gear,” I put to her. “Are you saying that’s just…”


  “The friction of our landing. It isn’t going to increase measurably, if I’m right. The heat energy of the thrusters, though, would, well, you’ve seen what it would do. Although I think the sheer scale of Veighl’s monument is more to do with when the Anchorite assimilated her reactor.”


  I thought of that secondary burst that had torn open Veighl’s chest. I did not feel any better for realising that her own body heat had probably provided the fuel for it.


  “Captain, I am submitting a departure solution. The Onboard is plotting an escape trajectory. This will of necessity be a little less exact than usual.”


  I looked over what she proposed. The hurdle was not great: Oregon’s gravity, 0.02 per cent of earth’s, would not be too jealous of our departure. Still, our shuttle had a great deal of mass, and we would be fighting our own inertia.


  “Mother, Errant. Do you concur with Anna’s calculations? Errant out.” By this time I had given over any illusion that I, a poor human, was in command of the mission.


  A tense wait, the minutes dragging silently by, until the voice came to us, “Errant, Mother, Confirmed calculations and trajectory. Looks like your best chance. Mother out.” A human telling a human that one set of computers agreed with another.


  What Pelovska, her Expert and the Onboard had proposed, I disposed of, retracting the landing gear to ninety per cent whilst Osman used some of our precious air to fill the empty airlock.


  “Deploying in one minute,” I heard myself say, bitterly aware that all the necessary information was being shared freely between computers anyway. “Twenty seconds… ten, nine…” Counting down.


  When we hit zero the shuttle retracted its claws and then extended its landing gear with considerably more force than the manual advised. For possibly the first time in human history a space vessel tried a standing jump.


  It did very little. We cleared the surface of Oregon by inches, poised momentarily over our slightly enlarged Anchorite footprints, held between the weak gravity’s pull and our own feeble push. Then the airlock opened and voided its precious cargo, and Newton’s Third stepped in and shepherded us gently away, leaving Oregon to dance off, taking Veighl’s crystal grave with it.


  All sorts of alarms were going off, because we had come away on a variant trajectory that would have run us into something in an hour or so, but a little jockeying from Osman had us back on track, and we were headed home for Mother.


  Around us, the wheeling shapes of Syrenka’s debris field danced on, heedless. The scattered flowers of Anchorite glittered like eyes as they watched us go, the almost-life within out vessel taking us away from the almost-life without.


  


  * * *


  


  My full-length writing to date has been entirely in the epic fantasy genre, but I have both a great respect for and a keen interest in serious hard science fiction. At the same time, one of the things I’ve imported from my childhood is a love of aliens. I was always more interested in the aliens than the humans, in most SF films. Aliens in popular SF tend to be humans with little more than a forehead prosthetic and a personality stereotype slapped on, though. What I wanted to explore in this story was alien life at the boundary of what we could recognize as life: and not super-intelligent Boltzman Brains or godlike energy creatures that can stoop to our level, but something that is completely other to us – and to which we might as well not exist, but that we can recognise because it obeys the elegant logic of evolution.


  I also owe a considerable debt to my father, Michael Czajkowski, for helping me with some of the science in this story, in his capacity as lecturer in planetary geology for the Open University. So if the science in that field is wonky you can blame him…


  The Artificial Man


  “Thenard?” The Toad pushed into the room cautiously.


  “Come in, Toady.”


  The bounty hunter was stretched out full-length on his bed, shirt undone almost to the navel and chin furred with stubble. There was a light sheen of sweat on his forehead. One leg was heavily splinted, pitched up at an odd angle. The Toad hunkered down by his side immediately and poked thick-fingered hands at the limb.


  “Ouch,” Thenard said pointedly. “Listen –”


  “It’s been well cared for,” the Toad told him clinically. “In truth, I don’t think there’s much I can do for you. I’m flattered, of course.”


  “Listen, Toady,” Thenard said. “Damn the leg. Forget the leg. Tht’s not why I sent for you.”


  The Toad straightened up and shrugged his sagging shoulders. “Perhaps not so flattered then.” A brief smile trawled his lipless mouth. “News? I’m afraid I’ve been out of touch.”


  “Not news neither. Forget news.” Thenard shifted uncomfortably. “Just listen to me for a moment.”


  “All right. Sorry.”


  “Sit down,” the hunter added. “I’m getting a stiff neck.”


  The Toad sat down awkwardly and made a short, fat steeple of his fingers. “Go on.”


  “Listen, as you see I managed to get myself laid up,” Thenard said.


  “How did you do it?”


  “Goddamn, will you listen to me? I fell off a mountain. I was born where you can see the horizons properly, without all this highland stuff. When I come to a place where everything’s tilted up like crazy, I fall off, right? Satisfied? If I can continue, I need someone to do me a favour, and as you’re in the area…”


  “Save for patching you up sometimes, our lines of work don’t cross much,” the Toad said dubiously.


  “Don’t worry,” Thenard assured him, waving a long arm magnanimously. “I don’t expect you to arm up and go chasing bandits. I just need a little look-seeing done for me.”


  The Toad assumed a look of suspicion. Thenard sighed.


  “You heard of the shake-up happened back in Jacupa State?” he said. “Tyrant out, people in, kind of thing. Long live freedom forever?”


  “I received some word,” the Toad acknowledged. “I can’t say I was unhappy.”


  “Exactly, friend-of-my-youth, exactly.” Thenard hitched himself up again, more animated. “You remember, spring, three years back. Tyrell’s birthday revels? Of course you do. Who could forget?”


  “I haven’t forgotten,” the Toad said grimly.


  “Exactly.” Thenard’s smile slipped slightly. “I mean, most people reckon I’m a hard case, but I never crucified anyone. I’m proud to say it. Not one for each year, anyway.”


  “So there was a revolution,” the Toad prompted. “What then?”


  “Well, as it so happened they didn’t want the Tyrant quite so far out as that.” Seeing the Toad’s frown, Thenard elaborated. “Haves Tyrell. Our old mate the Tyrant: they kicked him off the throne and had quite a serious go at him. Fighting in the palace, so I heard. They had him banged up in the tower for weeks, deciding how to execute him, and didn’t make it a pleasant stay neither. Wanted to make the end of him a big day, I guess.”


  “And he got out,” the Toad finished.


  “Sure he did, and they hired me, and I reckon I’m close.”


  “And you fell off a mountain.”


  “And I fell off a mountain before I could be sure. You go and be sure for me. Ten percent if it’s him.” Thenard smiled winningly.


  “If it isn’t?”


  “Hey, old friend, old pal, old comrade-in-arms.” Thenard grinned. “You wouldn’t begrudge me this little thing?”


  “I’m a healer, not a hunter.”


  “No previous experience required.”


  I’m going to regret this, the Toad thought distinctly. “What’s the lead?” he asked.


  *


  Three days later, he was already regretting it.


  The bounty hunter had explained that a man matching the description of Haves Tyrell passed through the area a couple of months before (“Oh didn’t I tell you that this trail’s kind of old? It’s a long way from Jacupa State.”) According to the word of a solitary tinker, this alleged Tyrant was dwelling in ‘some kind of old villa’ on the ridge road. The road led to nowhere anyone wanted to go any more. The locals would confirm that the villa had been there ‘forever’, but never went near the place. It was a long way from anywhere.


  I don’t have the stamina for this, the Toad told himself. Next time Thenard wants a favour he can ask someone else.


  Thenard, being devious, had been on the mountainside itself. The Toad took the road. The aforementioned old villa was clear ahead of him: a solid, flat-roofed building that time would have to work hard to grind down.


  There’s a little light from inside. Somebody’s home. The Toad sat for a moment on a partly-collapsed cairn to examine the building and get his breath back. It was old, certainly, well-built for a rich patron with a fair degree of taste. The style could have been two hundred years old or five, or more. It was an odd place to put a villa, here on the roof of the world.


  When this was built, the Toad thought, there can’t have been another stone on stone for miles. Somebody wanted to be alone.


  What the hell does Thenard expect me to do? Just walk up and knock on the door?


  He stared at the house for a long time, as the sky darkened into evening, and then stood up, shuffled to the porch and rapped briskly away.


  No response. The Toad sagged slightly and shifted his pack to the floor. If he just stood here and knocked, and the Tyrant sat inside and refused to answer the door, an impasse would develop. He knocked again and the door was opened silently. The Toad’s bulging eyes goggled to the full.


  It’s a construct, he told himself frantically. It’s only a construct, surely. It has to be.


  The Toad had been born into an artificer’s laboratory. His father, a dwarfish, long-armed savant of a man, had been a tinkerer of some skill. The Toad was used to automata, but not like this. This was the dream of every artificer, ever since the great master of the trade, Vans Serten, had first built a machine that resembled, and moved, like a man. Like this.


  It was old, the Toad saw, and poorly cared-for, but well-made just the same. Copper, brass, steel and less recognisable metals had been incorporated into its construction. In some sections the inner gears and workings could be dimly seen. The Toad stared up into a face cast from one piece of bronze, eyes that saw nothing.


  “Yes?” The voice issued out of old bellows and pipes, deep within the rusted torso.


  “…” the Toad said, through dry lips.


  The construct made to close the door. Wordlessly the Toad put up a pudgy hand to stop it.


  “Can I – Is there anyone in there I can speak to?”


  “Speak,” the construct wheezed. Its voice had a faint musical quality, like the wind in the high passes.


  Somewhat of a loss before this paragon of engineering, the Toad shifted slightly. This creation could not have fuelled the tinker’s rumours. There must be someone within the house. For Thenard’s sake he had to get in and find out.


  “I’m a traveller,” he said slowly. “I was wondering if I could spend the night in your… this house.”


  The metal face regarded him impassively and he resisted the urge to shrink from it. There was in him both an awe and a fear of this intricate human machine.


  The faint sound of mechanisms ticked away. The construct appeared to be considering him, though it had neither eyes nor any true mind. It must be a fantastically complex piece of machinery, the Toad decided, far greater than anything he had seen back home. Out of the blue his trump card came to him.


  “If there’s anyone within who might benefit from my skills, I am a healer of some note. If there’s anyone beside yourself, of course…” His eyes searched the various signs of wear and tear across the man-made body and wondered. “You’re a little out of my field of expertise.”


  “Come in,” the construct told him, and stepped back. When he was inside, it silently closed the door on him, sealing him in the villa.


  *


  The light inside was dim. The windows were small and the walls were lined with lanterns that were mostly long burnt-out. There was little sense of the place being lived in. The construct walked slightly unevenly, and the Toad followed the sound of it through echoing, empty halls and gloomy corridors.


  “Who is the master of this house?” he asked.


  “My master,” the creation replied implacably. They entered another hall, lit by the sullen, fading light from a row of slit windows in one wall.


  “Your creator?” the Toad pressed. The construct stopped dead with one beam of old light burnishing its pitted shoulder. Its face turned to him, bleak and pitiless as a temple icon.


  “Yes,” the soulless voice told him, but it was a long time before it moved again.


  Does it think? the Toad wondered. What thoughts would go through that artificial skull?


  The room beyond was furnished and lit with lanterns. Everything was old, in poor repair, but there was a distinct sense of presence that could not be credited to the construct.


  “Be seated,” it invited. “I will inform my master that a guest has arrived.”


  The Toad nodded cautiously and settled himself into an old chair. It creaked ominously. He had been born into a castle on the Cetslan border, and some of the unused rooms of that place had contained furniture younger than this. How old was this place and its mechanical denizen?


  His eyes scanned the room and found more strangeness. On one wall was something that might have been art, and might have been a technical diagram of fantastic complexity. It had been etched into a thin sheet of metal by a process the Toad could not guess at. Thanks to his father’s preoccupations the Toad had been brought up on fables of old Vans Serten. The unsung genius who lived in this lonely house must surely rival that engineering legend.


  An irregular scraping sound heralded the return of his guide. To his straining ears it was the only sound in the house besides his heartbeat.


  “My master is in his laboratory,” the construct announced.


  The Toad nodded uncertainly. A silence developed.


  “Ye-es?” he advanced eventually.


  The construct stared at him, or at least he assumed it did. The Toad had faced up to some strange and intimidating people, and creatures, in his life, but this metal mask was getting the better of him.


  “You are a healer,” the construct stated.


  “Yes.” If it were human, the Toad thought, If it were alive, even, I’d say it was being indecisive. On the face of it the idea was ridiculous, but then he had never seen a mere device built on this level of intricacy.


  The shadows shifted slightly in the room as the lamps guttered, giving a false impression of movement to the automaton standing in the doorway.


  “Your master has need of a healer?” the Toad asked gently.


  “My master.” The words were spoken without qualifiers, but again the Toad gained the impression of uncertainty. A moment later, with no obvious recognition of the break, the sentence was taken up again. “Is unwell.”


  “He wants my help?” Silence. “You want my help on his behalf?”


  The construct regarded him. “Follow me,” it said, turned, and left.


  *


  The Toad had spent his childhood in his father’s laboratory. He knew what an artificer’s workshop looked like. This was the problem.


  The room he was ushered into was cluttered to an impractical degree with convoluted glassware, racks of vials, half-assembled mechanisms and other articles of the trade, so much so that the figure at the far end was difficult to make out. The Toad squinted in the smoky air and stared at a slight form, back turned, draped in a baggy white coat.


  “Master,” the construct intoned. The figure twitched nervously and turned, almost flinching. The Toad saw a gaunt, ravaged face, fair hair falling almost to cover it, a prominent chin. He remembered.


  Ah Gods yes, I remember.


  Twenty-two iron crosses rampant on a hill, and each one with its burden. A slim figure, robe, crown and sceptre, icy eyes and a delicate hand brushing hair back. But was it…?


  The figure approached hesitantly. “Who is this? What is going on?” a weak voice demanded, almost pleaded. The Tyrant’s voice had bound people to his will effortlessly. This man walked with the tenderness of the broken. All around him were the machinations of a laboratory that was, with the utmost industry and show, doing nothing but fill the air with fumes.


  The face was scarred and a little burned. Par for the course for an artificer, perhaps, but this looked recent. Everything about the man seemed fragile, even the look in his eyes. Especially the look in his eyes.


  Is this Haves Tyrell, Tyrant of Jacupa State?


  “People call me the Toad,” he said. “I am a healer.”


  “Why are you here?”


  The Toad stared at him and gave up the battle. Haves Tyrell or not, this man needed his services. “Your servant seemed to think…” His words tailed off. The artificer’s eyes never focused on his face but darted about the room erratically. A muscle in his cheek ticked.


  “What?” The man caught up with him awkwardly.


  The Toad glanced nervously back at the construct. It was displaying no obvious interest, however much that might mean. “Your servant seemed to think you might be ill,” he said. The question on his mind wasn’t that the artificer was ill. He was one of the illest-looking men the Toad had seen this side of the grave. “I think I should have a look at you,” he said decisively. “Just to see. Is there somewhere we could go?”


  The man’s wild eyes danced over to the automaton, and then he walked unsteadily past the Toad. The construct was beckoning for them to follow it.


  The Toad watched the artificer dodder off out of the laboratory and wondered what was going on. He had a laboratory that did nothing, and an artificer to do nothing in it. He had an undeniably well-crafted machine as butler, and he had the hunt for Haves Tyrell.


  Is he, or is he not?


  *


  There was a fire laid when they entered the room. The Toad had no idea whether the construct had somehow effected it, or whether the house had other mechanisms still.


  “Could you take off your shirt please,” he asked the artificer.


  The man stared at him without any indication of seeing and said, “My work…”


  “Can wait,” the Toad finished. Seeing that the man wasn’t about to disrobe he helped the artificer carefully out of his shirt. There was no resistance. In the corner the construct stood silently, as if it had been shut down. The Toad glanced once at it, and then returned his scrutiny to the patient and drew in a pained breath. The man’s bird-thin chest was a lattice of scars: not random whip-marks but a regular pattern, as if some darker product of the artificer’s art had been turned on him. This close, the Toad could detect a laboured quality to his breathing. The ribcage looked slightly deformed, ribs not broken but unnaturally bent.


  “Does this hurt?” the Toad asked, pressing gently on the man’s sternum.


  “Yes,” the artificer wheezed quietly, giving no indication of feeling pain.


  “What about this?” at the shoulderblade.


  “Yes.”


  “And this?”


  “Yes.”


  The Toad stepped back, a suspicion forming. “How about this?” he asked, without touching the man.


  “Yes,” came the measured reply. The Toad leant in and sniffed. Now that they were outside the reek of the laboratory he could detect a faint, sweet scent that reminded him of his mother’s herb room back home, when the lady of the house had gone into childbirth. A mixture of Splayfoot, Red-veined Jaffrey and Toadwort, he guessed, to dull the pain without taking away the sense. He looked into the man’s eyes, noting the slight contraction of the pupils, and guessed that the artificer had been taking the concoction for some time.


  A suspicion was precipitating in his mind, drop by drop.


  “Tell me,” he said, standing back from the man again and folding his arms. “How long have you lived here?”


  He heard the automaton lurch into life immediately, as he had guessed, but above it, the quiet, dull voice saying, “I… I don’t know.”


  “When did you make your servant?”


  “I… made him, yes…”


  “When?”


  The haggard head shook slightly. “I can’t remember.”


  “Who are you?” the Toad pressed as a metal hand fell on his shoulder. “What’s your name?”


  “I…” The artificer’s face, burned and gaunt, was nonetheless that of a lost child. “I… don’t know.”


  “The examination is over, master,” the fluting voice of the construct stated. The Toad turned in its grip and looked up into its expressionless mask. There was no chance of defying that.


  “Yes,” he said weakly. “You can return to your laboratory.”


  “Yes,” the artificer agreed, sounding more enthusiastic. “My laboratory, yes… I am very close to a breakthrough…” As if he had simply forgotten the Toad’s existence, he sought out the door and wandered off. The grip of the construct tightened slightly.


  I had to push the matter, didn’t I, the Toad thought.


  “He’s ill, you know,” he said softly. “Perhaps dying.”


  The construct remained terribly still.


  “They… Someone did terrible things to him,” the Toad prompted.


  “Can you help him?” Despite everything that logic could hold against it, the artificial voice held a trace of despair.


  “I don’t know. I’d guess that you’ve been doing your best...?” It was frustrating to venture into a conversation without the slightest feedback: no expression, no body language, no reliable inflections. For all he knew the Toad might be condemning himself to death with every word.


  “I was taught little,” the construct stated. “Can you help him?”


  “Perhaps. Not much. When someone’s been broken that thoroughly, it simply holds matters off for a while.” The Toad took his heart in both hands and added, “I’ll want a few answers.”


  The construct’s head tilted for the first time to look directly at him as a human being would. Caught within the sightless stare of that man-made concentration the Toad felt simultaneously frightened and ashamed that he should so barter his services.


  “Answers?” the automaton’s voice said flatly, but the Toad detected the hint of an evasion.


  “He didn’t build you,” he said outright, and continued without waiting for a reply. “I know artificers. I was born to one. That laboratory never produced anything, let alone… you.”


  Silence.


  “I need to know. How did he come here? How did you come here? What’s going on?” The Toad shrugged off the mechanical grip and stomped off a few paces, feeling an uncharacteristic wash of anger pass through him and away. “Who is he?”


  “He is my master,” the construct replied.


  “But not your creator.” The Toad wheeled about and faced it again, his mind fortified with the memory of a line of crosses. “I can at least prolong his life with my art, but tell me why I should.”


  “Because…” There was a long silence. The construct remained motionless and the faint sound of its mechanisms reached the Toad’s ears. “Because…”


  “Because…?”


  Something within it shifted with a sharp tick. “Because I need him,” the construct said.


  Human eyes searched a bronze face for meaning, fruitlessly. The Toad decided that it was his turn to remain cryptically silent. You need him, he thought. He needs me. Speak. The construct turned laboriously away from him. There was a heaviness in its movements that might be wear and tear, or something more ephemeral. “You cannot understand,” it said, voice turned low.


  “You do me a disservice,” the Toad said. “Try me.”


  “My creator…” It seemed to be having difficulty speaking. “My creator built me to serve him.”


  Silence began to inch back into the room and the Toad took it upon himself to keep the narrative flowing. “And then he passed on?”


  “He… moved on,” the construct said firmly. “He had a dream. He left me here.” It walked slowly to one small window and faced the night. Whether it was affectation, a compulsion from within, or whether the construct gained something from the experience was any man’s guess.


  “What about your master?” the Toad pressed. “The man you call your master. He doesn’t seem particularly… masterful.”


  Still turned away from him the construct tilted its head back. Pale moonlight silvered its face. “I do not count days here,” it said. “I have not kept the time for so long. I was constructed to serve. I maintained the laboratory and the building, and myself to the best of my capacity.”


  “Then your current master arrived,” the Toad filled in.


  “He had been used poorly. I detected him from the window. When I brought him in there was little of him. Just a body and a voice.” The construct was struggling for concepts and the Toad tried to help it,


  “He was mad?”


  “There was not enough left of him to be mad,” it said. “He was… empty.”


  “I begin to understand.” The Toad approached it slowly. “You took him in.”


  “I…” The construct’s voice halted abruptly, and then took up again. “I needed a master, even if he was not the master who had made me. I needed someone to exist for.”


  “You turned him into your master. Or you turned him into someone who potters around in a lab and thinks that he’s an artificer. You took someone broken and you… rebuilt him in your master’s image.” The Toad was right at the construct’s shoulder now. It removed its attention from the window and could not escape him.


  “I needed a master,” it said, voice just a metallic whisper. “I was just making use of the materials the world gave me. How could it be wrong?”


  The Toad said nothing for a long time, digesting the situation and considering that a machine had just spoken to him of right and wrong. He had no idea what philosophy an artefact could piece together in long years of solitude. Perhaps it would be more valid than many human ones. Certainly it would be more valid than Haves Tyrell’s.


  “Your master… your creator,” he said, because he felt that he had to know. “His name was Vans Serten, wasn’t it?” He felt the presence of greatness about him, manifested in the machine he was speaking to.


  “He never told me his name. He was simply my master,” the construct said, and in that sentence was perhaps its final victory over the man that had forced its story from it.


  The Toad nodded tiredly. “Let me see your master, your new master, again,” he told it. “I will exercise my skills. I’ll see what I can do for him. I can’t promise miracles. I can’t even promise healing. I’ll do what I can.”


  After all, he told himself, I’m not even certain this man is Haves Tyrell. Even if he is, there’s not enough left of the man I once saw on which to wreak the vengeance of a nation. There’s barely enough to satisfy the dreams of a machine.


  *


  Thenard healed slowly and waited impatiently, but it was well over a week before the Toad was back in town. When the healer reached his bedside he was desperate for any kind of news.


  “So what’s going on, Toady?” he demanded. “Spill it. What quarter’s the wind at? Did you find him?”


  The Toad had thought long and hard over what to tell Thenard, wrestling with his conscience both ways.


  “Haves Tyrell wasn’t in that house,” he said, with some truth. “All I found was an old servant, and an artificial man.”


  


  * * *


  


  Long, long ago in the mists of time there was a little magazine called Xenos. It published SF and Fantasy stories, and also evaluations of those stories written by the readership (and I always had the impression that the set of readers and the set of writers had a considerable overlap). Xenos is no more, but my very earliest published writing (paid for in exposure only) was a handful of short stories that appeared there back in the early and mid-nineties. Even then I was looking at a legacy, although I wouldn’t actually get a bean for all of my writing for another ten years and more: several of the stories featured a common character, a travelling healer called the Toad who stands out amongst fantasy protagonists in that he was a pacifist who solved all his problems with talk, common sense and the offer of healing skills. I should really revisit his adventures some day, but, until I do, here is the best of them from the Xenos years.


  The Roar of the Crowd


  Iseld dreamt of the travelling players a week before they arrived. She saw them stalking bright as salt-fire in full costume along the road to Passendean, decked out in all the colours of peacocks, and with a peacock’s arch pride and stiff formality. In her dreams they were magnificent, true nobility beyond the petty ambitions of the local lord or his distant master the King. Their faces showed it, cut sharp and aquiline from the stones of history. She remembered every detail when she awoke.


  Three times that week the players crossed her dreams, smiling disdainfully. The gilt-spun edges of their cloaks stopped just short of the dusty ground and the ferrules of their canes and sword-sticks left no mark. They began to invade her thoughts even during daylight as she worked the vast machines, the tallow vats and the candle-minter, packed shoulder to shoulder with a hundred other girls. Passendean was built around the factory, a wretched, starved body to its pounding heart. The nod or frown of Thomas Vender, the owner, was a writ more solid than the sealed commands of either the King or the feared and reviled Emperor.


  Within the factory there was no real light, merely a dull grey suggestion of form and the closed red murmurings of the furnaces. The place that gave candles to half the known world, and to both sides in the war, lived in perpetual twilight through two grinding ten-hour shifts parted only by the four-hour midnight gap when the engineers, Vender’s rough-handed elite, serviced the machines and scraped the vats. It was no place for the theatre.


  Yet they would come. As Iseld’s hands passed carefully over the chattering teeth of the wick-looms – like stroking a restless, ill-tempered dog – the idea came to her of men and women in hats and caps of blue and green and cloth of gold. They would crest the rise above Passendean and survey the town, with the factory a fire-blackened beetle at its centre. She could almost picture their expressions of disgust. They would still come, she knew. The lure of an audience would bring them.


  They arrived just after she finished her downside shift that lagged from two in the morning until midday. The hatchet-faced book-keeper noted her hours, expressionless save the fossilised scowl that had gripped her when the machines took her arm. Feeling worn down by a week of constant anticipation, Iseld dragged herself up the steps from the pit in which the tallow-vats seethed and steamed, clawing her way out of the heavy, greasy air as the next shift filed in, devoid of enthusiasm. The job paid little, but Iseld needed little, so she got by. No husband put bread on her table, nor took a hand to her in his cups, as the bruises of other girls testified to. She had grown up neither chased nor chasing, waiting for some prince who never came, and her adolescence had stepped out while she was not looking, letting her know only by its absence that it would not be back.


  On her way out she passed the half-open door to the new wing, and saw Thomas Vender himself in conference with the white-coated scientists the King had sent a month ago. She didn’t want to know what it was they cooked and boiled and refined in those sterile halls. The girls who went to work there were paid more, but got sick often. Two had died. Vender had upped the wages by the width of a gnat’s wing and had not been short of volunteers.


  When Iseld stepped out into a noon sun dwindled by the distances of early April, the players were just entering the town. She saw their wagon down Hopkin Street and her heart sank. It was limed with dust, and beneath that was gaudy painting – old reds and faded oranges peeling and flaking in the wind. The wind was up, too, and blowing from the enemy’s south, and the actors were knuckled down before it as though fighting for every step they took into Passendean. Their hats were broad-brimmed but as brown as the trail, and their cloaks were patched and threadbare and shorn of the finery and colour that Iseld had spent so long imagining. Their faces were the faces of any tradesmen and working women, tinkers and cobblers and casual labourers. Iseld waited at the factory gates as they approached, feeling abruptly cheated. Some flame of gold and peacock blue had been snuffed thoughtlessly out when these shuffling vagrants hit Hopkin Street. Only when they passed her did the lead player turn his head to glance at her. His face might have been carved from softwood with swift and angular strokes. For the briefest second all the colour of the theatre, the clowns and the heroines and the glorious, hunched poses of the villains, sparked in his deep-set eyes. There was no truth in that look, but truth was a grim, cheap currency in Passendean.


  After they passed, and only then, did she notice Lansdowne across the street, tall and lopsided as a broken statue she had seen once, that a mob had pulled down. Lansdowne, younger than her father, older than her eldest brother, had been in the wars – a local nonentity become a war hero on his return two months ago with his wound and his medal. Everyone wanted to talk to Lansdowne of the Lancers, defier of the Emperor and carrier of Passendean’s honour, except…


  Except that he was not a Lancer at all, just a supply sergeant. Except that the carrier of Passendean’s honour took no joy in anything in Passendean, denied a chance to be the humble man he had been and unwilling to be the man they wanted him to be. Except that Lansdowne, whom everyone wanted to talk to, did not want to talk to anyone. When the war was mentioned, something vital retreated from his eyes and made a home for itself deep inside his head, where it could not be touched.


  That vital spark was out in force today, as he stared after the players. It lit his lean face like candle-light. Only when they drew in their wagon at the wayhouse did he look away from them, and when that fierce illumination passed over Iseld’s face she almost felt the heat of it. Then he registered her, and the same weathered mask was up between them. He nodded to her cordially and then turned and made his halting way down Sautern Street, each step correcting for the knee that no longer bent.


  *


  He was there again in the market square when the players, now fed and watered, set up their stage. The wagon, in all the ghosts of its glory, had unfolded into a structure festooned with torch brackets and drapes. Racks of painted flats depicted scenes from the court of the emperors a thousand years ago to mystical islands lost in tropical seas. Tomas Vender was the first to be handed one of the flyers that an actress was gamely grinding out on a hand-turned press. As the town looked on, ready to follow his lead in anything, he stared down at the printed paper.


  “‘The best actors in the world, either for tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral, pastoral-comical, historical-pastoral, tragical-historical, tragical-comical-historical-pastoral, scene indivisible or poem unlimited’,” he read. “Very original.”


  The best-dressed of the actors, a little bespectacled man with sculpted hair and a dark, foreign look to his face, bowed elegantly. “But true,” he claimed, and named himself as Timoti de Venezi, manager and proprietor of the October Players.


  Vender, who had met grander and more eloquent men in his time, was unimpressed. “It’s April,” he noted,


  “In October we play to the court,” de Venezi countered. “For the lag of the year we tour the provinces,” the last said with only the smallest wrinkle to his nose.


  Vender glanced at the folk of Passendean and judged them to be desirous of a theatrical performance. So informed, he allowed his lips to curl into such a fine imitation of a smile that some of the actors took notes. “What you will, then,” he told the players at large. “It has been long enough since we have had an entertainment, what with the war and all. Play out what dramas you have in your repertoire.” He glanced back once and only then did Iseld see, some ten yards away, one of the factory scientists. “Only be sure,” Vender continued, “That there is no offence in any of it. We are the king’s loyal subjects and will not stand for treason.” Tomas Vender, who had never been anyone’s loyal subject, pitched his voice to carry to the man. The scientist’s grey, slab-like face stood abandoned as the mind behind it thought of other things.


  “I hope that we will offer no treason, sir,” de Venezi said, but Vender was already striding towards the factory. The little man’s face lit up and he flashed a startlingly white smile across his audience. “Our first showing will be an uncut performance of that legendary tale, ‘The Tragical History of Simion the Garden Born,’ with none other than the renowned Richard Burbage in the title role and Sidney Lord Essex as Scotos, the King of Night. We will be playing within four hours, and then again by torchlight at midnight for your next shift.” He had been doing his homework, Iseld thought. As de Venezi reeled off prices and concessions she looked at the crowd and saw Lansdowne there. His mournful countenance had something in it that she would not have guessed at. The great war hero wanted to be fooled and taken from himself more than anyone.


  One of the actors had started a puppet show for the children. The others were working on the stage or simply standing about. They looked ordinary, smoking pipes or studying scripts. As she had seen them before, they were birds of drab plumage, but every so often there would be a gesture or an expression that would flash that old fire. A hand would pass across a belt and draw an invisible sword that glittered in the sun. A tired face would tilt at a certain angle and catch light thrown from a golden age a hundred years before.


  “Can I help you, girl?” Iseld started as a hand touched her shoulder like a moth. The tall actor with the angular face was looking down on her.


  “I just – I was just looking,” she managed, and she was afraid, suddenly and for no reason. He was just a tall, lanky figure in a cloak that had seen too much darning, but there was a grandeur hidden away in the shadows of his eyes and the lines about his mouth that emperors would kill for.


  “You’re a patron of the arts?” he asked her. His voice was humorous, but there was a king in it trying to make himself heard.


  “I’m – I’m just a factory girl,” she stammered.


  “One can be both,” Beyond the wagon a small circle of children were snickering at the puppets, but most of the adults had gone about their business, clutching playbills and flyers. Lansdowne alone was left, staring at the manikins as they squeaked and gibbered and struck each other, as though he was trying to divine from them the secrets of the universe.


  “Richard Burbage,” the tall actor stated. “My name. The renowned Richard Burbage.”


  “Iseld Morveston,” Iseld said. The hand that took hers felt like calloused wood, but when he brought it to his lips she was a noble lady for that moment and he was a lord.


  “Tell me about this place,” Burbage said. “We’ve not played here before, and we like to know our public. We have a little wine inside, or perhaps some moonshine, and I’m sure you’d like to meet the company.”


  Iseld, who should have been bone-tired from the factory, and who should certainly never have gone off in company with a strange vagrant, found herself entering the world of the theatre via the back door. Cut off from censure for the first time in her life, she found herself explaining about the factory and Vender in far more candid terms than she had ever dared, laying bare the town’s flaws and shames with abandon. In return she got to see the heavy-set, unshaven man who adapted their plays as he sat like an old mole behind a desk the size of two open hands. “Simion the Garden Born?” he was muttering. “Damnfool idea. Dismal bloody story anyway.” Iseld saw the Lady of the Dawn washing her tights and the Lord of Night stitching a hole in his dread black mantle, and heard two eternal lovers engaged in a slanging match that turned the air blue. Hung about her, anatomised, was all the flummery and sham that theatres are made of: the tin crowns and wooden swords and kingly cloaks made out of curtains.


  Even so… there was a presence in the air that none of the actors could account for, an unseen being that was theatre in potentia. Iseld found a worm-ribbon of excitement rising in her. The players had come to town.


  “There are worse lives,” Burbage was saying. The junior clown walked past, practising his straight-man’s part to thin air. “Some people would say there’s no business like it. No business I know.”


  “It’s got to be better than the factory,” Iseld said.


  Burbage looked past the huddled buildings of Passendean to the smokestacks and vaults of Vender’s livelihood. “Yes,” he agreed softly. “It has got to be better than that.”


  *


  Everyone knows the story of Simion, that classical tale of death, war and unrequited love. The hero, suffering under the tragedy of being a made thing rather than a natural man, fights to escape his ordained fate as a creature of winter and death. In the process, of course, he happens to thwart the Lord of Night and save the Lady of the Dawn but, being a tragic hero, his very interference seals his fate, and he is lost even as his allies win through. All very sad, and quite familiar to the folk of Passendean. It was one of that interminable round of old stories that people told each other when they ran out of things to say. Still, the theatre was something new, and people queued up with shillings in their hands (fourpence for children and the mad) to see a troupe of actors drag the old tale out to new lengths.


  Iseld, forewarned, watched them when they filed out. They were silent, and it was hard to recognise them from their expressions because all their innate character, meanness and discontent had been shouldered aside by a kind of rough magic. Simion was still a long-dead hero pursuing metaphysical ideals, but for three hours on a wooden stage something alien and terrible had left its footprints in their minds, its reflection in their eyes. Simion had lived, for those three hours, tormented by his heritage and desperate to simply be as other men. The lord of Night had coveted the Lady of the Dawn enough to steal her and put the world into darkness. As a battle had raged between her followers and Night’s creatures, Simion had fought his final duel and made his final speech, calling on all the powers of heaven to bring morning to the world again, though it meant his own damnation. Even Iseld, who knew it was gaunt Richard Burbage under Simion’s painted face, sat breathless as the play brought to life a world that never was, conjuring the extinct from the commonplace. That was what filled the slack faces of Passendean, the infinite possibilities of other places.


  One face was not filled, though. A gnawing emptiness remained in it and showed so obviously that Iseld wondered why the man had come at all. The chief scientist from the factory, bleak as frost with a uniform beneath his coat, stepped untouched from the audience and walked over to Vender. She could not hear their words nor read the expressionless face of the man of science, but there was a danger hanging over the pair of them.


  “Trouble.” It was the first word that Lansdowne had ever spoken to Iseld. He was standing at her shoulder, watching as Vender tried to pass something off as a joke. The scientist did not look amused. Iseld glanced up at the veteran’s face. It was as shrouded with secrecy and old pain as an aging wolf’s.


  Lansdown’s eyes touched down on her as though surprised to see who he was talking to. His meaning was plain: the play had dwelt much on Simion’s unnatural birth, grown by thoughtless men in some laboratory garden, then cast out when they disliked what they had made. It could be seen, she supposed, in a political context. People had shuffled restlessly through that first scene as though unwilling to be caught enjoying it. Then the magic of the theatre had taken them, and it had been forgotten. Now it all came back.


  Lansdowne nodded as though reading her mind, then turned without warning and limped away.


  *


  “Next, I think, ‘The Good Toad of Cetslan,’” declared de Venezi grandly. The writer, whose name Iseld never learned, nodded wearily.


  “Good idea. Give ‘em a laugh, why not?” he said.


  “Not so fast,” Burbage warned him. “I’ve been speaking to our mascot here and I’ve got a few changes I’d like made.”


  “Oh of course,” the writer complained. “Why can’t you stick to strutting like the rest?”


  The mascot was Iseld, whom Burbage had re-adopted as soon as she was freed by the twin devils of sleep and the factory. She sat in the re-assembled wagon with half a dozen of the company and fretted over her reputation in the town.


  “You put things into Simion, didn’t you?” she asked cautiously. “At the beginning.”


  “Certainly he did,” the writer snapped. “Reams of it. Bad prose and worse verse, and who gets to hack it into shape?”


  “I’m not sure you should,” Iseld said, but Burbage carried his stage-nobility with such assurance that he was unmoveable.


  “Art,” he pronounced, “should have something to say.”


  Sidney, Lord Essex; a real lord deposed by his scheming brother; was preparing for the role of Thenard, a much-loved comic turn. “So long as it doesn’t say ‘Please don’t execute me for treason,’ I’ll be happy,” he murmured.


  “Treason,” Burbage sneered. He had a practiced sneer that almost had a life of its own. “Treason, by God. Just listening to that bloated magnate threaten Tim with treason made me want to run him through.”


  “With your wooden sword,” Sidney nodded absently, flicking through script pages. “If we’re going to re-write this, give me a decent soliloquy. The part’s just begging for it.”


  As he and the writer began to argue, Iseld shuffled closer to Burbage.


  “You shouldn’t annoy Mr. Vender,” she warned. “Everyone round here does what he says, and the scientists are awful. The king sent them himself.”


  “Petty provincial politics,” Burbage enunciated perfectly. “The October Players have been to more places than you can guess at, dear Iseld, and we have seen kings fall and wars start and radiant princesses kill themselves for love. What matter to us the displeasure of one factory owner, or one king, for that matter?”


  “But that’s just in plays!” Iseld said, her patience absconding all in one go, to creep back, shamefaced, later in the day. “It’s only in plays. It’s not real.”


  Burbage tilted his head only slightly but she was, without warning, sitting next to a total stranger whose face was the product of another time and place. “Are you sure?” the stranger said, in a voice that might pronounce death sentences or create worlds. “Are you so sure we have not played to courts unimaginable to you, to Simion himself before his final fall, perhaps? Can you be sure?” Then Richard Burbage was smiling at her through the last shreds of the stranger’s stern expression, and the writer was clapping sarcastically from somewhere beyond them. Iseld put a smile on to match, but their eyes met in silent communion and she saw herself in his: a tiny reversed reflection crowded out by all the mysteries of the ages. She was not sure, she decided. She was not sure at all.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” she said eventually, too quietly for anyone else to hear. She had seen other girls receive looks like that, but had been proof against them until now. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not one to be looked at like that.”


  “And I am not Simion or any other hero, but a plain and simple player,” Burbage told her. “On the stage, though, we can be anything.”


  *


  When her next shift came up, she had Miriam tell the timekeeper that she was sick and spent the time with the players. It was like a dream. She could not afford to miss the work, even less to bring herself so to the attention of Vender or his subordinates. Anyone in the town who cared to enquire could discover where she was spending her day, but her mind was full of peacock-splendour and false images, often as not, the lean hawk-features of Richard Burbage.


  The Good Toad of Cetslan went up mid-afternoon on a windless day. Iseld stood with de Venezi and the junior clown, a gangling youth by the name of Worthing, as the audience began to file in. The cast were readying themselves, slapping on make-up and fighting with their costumes and each other. She thought of Richard, currently attired as the villainous Sumer, and smiled. Worthing took shillings and handed out playbills printed in shocking red ink, and de Venezi was counting the crowd, his eyes narrow and businesslike behind his spectacles. The play was another old favourite, a comedy laden with the required clichés: mistaken identity, cross-dressing, vulgar innuendo and a deux ex machina ending. What worried Iseld were the changes that Burbage had made to the plot. She was wondering how the audience would cope when Sumer the villain was revealed to be, not a historian as was hitherto believed, but an artificer intent on creating machines of warfare. Burbage and the writer had been up all night hammering out a grand speech about the follies of a man of science meddling with politics. The symbolism was heavy-handed and uncompromising. Iseld thought of the scientists huddling within the grey-lit walls of the factory in their white coats and protective gauntlets and goggles, looking like made-things themselves. She doubted they would be here to see the show, ever since their leader had expressed such displeasure at the last. He was a Major in the King’s army, according to the girls who had worked a shift in the new wing. The other scientists, who had no obvious feelings about anything else, were scared of him in the awkward, uncomfortable way that even soulless men can be scared.


  The last punter handed over his shilling and fourpence and took his daughter off to find a place. Timoti de Venezi did something complicated on his fingers, employing a mathematics reserved only for theatre promoters.


  “We’re short,” He glanced sidelong at Iseld. “You were quite serious about your man Vender’s influence here, weren’t you?”


  “Very,” Iseld agreed.


  “By my calculations, everyone who saw your man unhappy with our tragedy has stayed at home,” de Venezi concluded. “Thankfully, not many noticed him. I’ll give Burbage this, he hangs about their minds like no one else.”


  “Yes,” said Iseld, with more feeling that she had intended. De Venezi looked up at her with mischief riding his spectacles for a moment. Then his face set into more serious lines.


  “Short,” he repeated. “I hope we have enough.” Worthing nodded unhappily.


  “Enough money?” Iseld asked.


  “Oh we made enough profit on Simion, no worries to be had there. Enough people.” For a moment, de Venezi’s face, that normally harboured a vulpine cheer that made him seem far too young for any sensible trade, was old and haunted with misgivings, cut from the same dark wood as Burbage’s and Sidney’s and the writer’s. They were all of a piece, like chessmen, or images from an obsolete style of painting.


  *


  After the show, the folk of Passendean came out laughing, talking amongst themselves. They had transformed improbably into happy people, where before had been such a stony ground that happiness could never have grown there. They wandered away in groups and twos and threes, and de Venezi watched them go. Only when the last had gone, the final note of laughter ebbed away on the air, did Burbage come out from behind the stage to stand beside him.


  “Well?” was all he asked.


  De Venezi shook his head. “No,” he said simply. “Not by my numbers.”


  “We’ll do the second house as planned,” Burbage pressed.


  “Oh yes. The show must go on.” And de Venezi was old again, stripped of the energy that lent him a tenuous youth.


  “What is it?” she asked Burbage, when the manager had gone behind the scenes.


  “We’ve given the town something to think about,” he told her candidly. “Everyone who left here laughing will spend tonight thinking. Art must have something to say.”


  “So what’s wrong?”


  Burbage sighed. “Those people who stayed away after Simion will not be thinking tonight. They’ll be waiting to be told what to think.” His face creased into something that only resembled a smile. “I need to be ready for the next house.” The words rang hollow and heavy in the still, cool air, and he was gone.


  *


  Iseld spent the intervening time with Worthing and an actress named Felice, being taught a complicated and arbitrary card game. There was tension hanging in the air like a cloud of midges, refusing to disperse, always on the edge of vision. She saw nothing of Burbage or de Venezi, although the writer spared her a nod. He had moved his little desk into the dying sunlight and was working on something or other with many stops and starts. She was caught unawares, later, when things started to go wrong, but only because she was waiting for the next show. Trouble showed its hand an hour after sunset.


  She was inside the wagon and so the first sign was simply that Worthing, Felice and Sidney Lord Essex all stood up at the same time. They were all actors, and for that moment they were playing soldiers ready for the final battle, or the condemned going to execution. Sidney had even taken up a wooden sword, but after a second he put it down.


  By the time Iseld got to the wagon door she could hear the crowd. De Venezi’s numbers must have been close. There were fewer people out there than she might have guessed, but enough to handle a band of players and any hangers-on they might have accumulated. They had torches, of course, and factory tools and sticks and stones. They coursed down from the direction of the factory itself towards the market square and the players, with oaths and threats and wordless shouting. Iseld stared at them. It was like watching a tide, a natural force. She knew most of the people there but she could recognise not one face. The same monstrous hand had gripped them all in turn and reshaped them into something mindless and brutal. There were factory workers and tradesmen, and the solid, leather-clad engineers that acted as Vender’s private militia. They crashed down like an avalanche upon the wagon, rolling and shuddering to an unnatural halt a bare four feet from the wheels.


  Richard Burbage had come out, dressed like a king, a rod of gilded wood in his hand. His presence and his scorn held back the crowd for a moment as he declared, “What is this unrest? What is this rabble? Why have you come?”


  In retrospect, Iseld thought that he might have employed more tact, but tact was clearly not his strong point. The other players were gathered around him and the wagon, and they were pale and frightened, just as anyone would be. Burbage gave nothing to his enemies save a performance.


  “We’ve come to see justice done!” shouted one of the engineers. He was a big, uncomplicated man, and not a patron of the theatre.


  “Justice?” Burbage said in what was surely the beginnings of a speech that would have calmed nations and ended wars mid-battle. He never had a chance to go through with it. A stone, flung from the crowd, whistled through the air towards him and, though he ducked it, his moment was gone, his royalty revealed as a sham. The crowd gathered itself like a single thing and leapt.


  Iseld remembered little of the next minute or so except the jostling. The crowd had too many hands. It got in its own way, surging back and forth trying to lick the wagon clean of players and gather them all in one place. The players did not cooperate. They climbed the walls and stood on the roof. They brandished tin crowns and wooden swords. They made a nuisance of themselves by grabbing their attackers’ knees and begging for mercy or pretending to faint. The crowd got them all eventually without a fight, but not without a show.


  Iseld, they ignored. She was neither of one world nor the other and had been shuffled out of the conflict as soon as it began.


  In the end the folk of Passendean managed to lay hands on the whole troupe, men and women, actors and manager. They pinned them in a rough herd and various mobsters suggested unpleasant fates for them. The engineers took charge so swiftly that Tomas Vender might as well have been there himself. One of them stood to the fore and struck Burbage across the face, apropos of nothing, merely to draw the crowd’s attention. Iseld tried to fight her way forwards but there were too many people. Her eyes found Burbage’s once, and she saw an unexpected humour in them. And a farewell.


  “You bastards come into our town,” the engineer was saying. “You put on your fancy airs and graces. You disrupt our work and you make free with our women.” Here he pointed straight at Iseld, and she cried out at the unfairness of it, but nobody heard.


  “You come here with your treason and your lies,” the engineer continued, “when hard-working people are trying to make a living. When a war’s being fought to keep us safe, you try and spread your filth. Look at you! Where were you born, hey? Nowhere near here. You bloody foreigners and vagabonds the lot of you.”


  “They’re spies,” someone else shouted, and not an actor present failed to recognise the benefits of a careful rehearsal.


  “Damn right they’re spies,” the engineer agreed. “We’re allowed to hang spies, an’ we find them. King’s law says that.”


  Richard Burbage began to say something but for once nobody was listening to him. They just plucked him from his fellows and dragged him towards one of the warehouses on the east side of the square. Another engineer was already lowering a rope from the loading crane that projected from an upper window. Iseld was screaming at them now, beating her way through the crowd like a possessed thing. It was a nightmare by moonlight; the careful professional movements of the engineers; the silent, resigned Burbage; the dreadful expression of anticipation spread across the crowd. There was a chant building of, “Hang him! Hang him!” It seemed not to come from individual throats but from the whole fabric of the mob.


  Someone’s shoulder struck Iseld, and turned her partway about, and because of that she saw Tomas Vender twenty yards from the excitement, arms folded, watching. The moon touched him, but found nothing that could be interpreted. He was a closed book.


  They had Burbage beneath the crane now, arms bound and pinioned by two strong men. He stared into the crowd like an emperor, defying them all. Only when the noose fell about his neck did he flinch, and then his eyes sought out his comrades. They were watching him with the undivided attention that befitted the last audience of the renowned Richard Burbage. He found Iseld next, and he could not smile or pass it off as something humorous. I’m sorry, his eyes seemed to say, before he readied himself for his final performance.


  In the second before they hoisted the rope all his glory came back to him, and the crowd drew away a pace with the instinctive fear of regicides. The engineers were republicans at heart, though, and they hauled on the rope with a will.


  Nobody saw the blade that severed it and brought Burbage crashing to his knees, inexplicably alive, but everyone was ready for Lansdowne when he stepped from within the warehouse. It was an entrance any actor would have been proud of. The crowd was grave-silent.


  The veteran, the war hero, haggard and worn as any of the players’ costumes, stared at them with no ready expression. The sword in his hand did not glitter in the light. It was a real sword with no need to pretend.


  “What is this?” spake Lansdowne.


  “They’re traitors!” one of the engineers spoke up, rebuilding his ruptured courage. “Spies. We’re to hang them.”


  Lansdowne stared at him and the man could not hold his gaze. Others took up the chant, though: “Spies!” “Traitors!” “Hang the lot of them!” and Lansdowne regarded them all impassively, blankly. He can’t do it, Iseld thought. It was a fine attempt, but he can’t do it.


  “They’re here to stop work in the factory,” another engineer shouted out. “They’re here to sabotage the war effort,” and that was what made Lansdowne angry. No one had ever seen him angry before.


  “The war effort?” he demanded, and his voice sliced the air like a knife that killed any words that came against it. “You can tell me of the war effort? You mercenary tinkers who stay at home and sell to the Emperor even as you host the King’s scientists? Do you want me to tell you about the war, tinker?” He was not looking at any of them. There was a madness taking hold of him bone by bone.


  The closest engineer reached out to grab Lansdowne, sword or no sword, and simply throw him out of the way. In doing so he caught the veteran’s eyes. He saw something there, some battlefield vignette, that stopped him cold.


  “The war is a sham!” and Lansdowne’s words were surely heard even by the cold scientists in the new wing. “I’ve been there. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen a hundred men drop dead at once from poisons like you’re brewing in that factory. I’ve seen whole villages slaughtered on misunderstood orders, or orders understood too well. There are no laws there. Nobles and commoners, officers and men, friend and enemy, the war does not discriminate. I have seen the war.” No one could look at his face now. Cold and empty fire blazed from it and scorched the eyes, light reflected from exploding shells and burning buildings. “I’ve lost more in the war than you can guess, and you all know that there is no love for the King here, nor for any Emperor. Why should there be? Were it not for the gold those scientists bring, nobody would have started this. All of you know.” He was shaking now, and there was a single tear winking on his face. “So, for God’s sake, hang the poor actors if you hate them that much, but don’t pretend that it’s for justice, or for the war, or for loyalty to anyone outside Passendean.” Another sea-change passed across his face and made from it something almost gentle. “That’s all they are,” he said. “They’re actors. They cannot show you anything that is not there inside you. If you kill them, what does it say about yourselves?”


  It was another of de Venezi’s numbers games. The crowd seemed to be holding its breath. Iseld certainly was. Did Lansdowne carry the vote, or would the crowd close on him and hang him too? The odds were so fine as to be unguessable.


  She remembered glancing at Tomas Vender, and realised that most of the others must have done so too, at some point. He was looking at Lansdowne and Burbage and the engineers with a slight but genuine smile on his face, and that, too, could have gone either way. If Lansdowne had accused him of anything, or mentioned him by name, then things would surely have gone worse than they did. As it was, he strode to the crowd and it parted before him like magic, until he was standing by the veteran and the bound actor.


  “Quite right,” he said. “Enough of this nonsense.” He took in the engineers. “I’m surprised at you, allowing something like this to happen. You’re supposed to keep the peace.” There was absolutely no sincerity in his voice, but the words alone, from Tomas Vender, were enough. “You’ve all got homes to go to,” he told the crowd, businesslike as always. “I suggest you find them.” And they did.


  “You will of course be travelling on quite soon,” he said to Burbage, as de Venezi darted forth and cut the actor’s bonds with a little knife that nobody knew he had.


  “One more show,” Burbage replied, which might have surprised Vender, and certainly surprised de Venezi.


  “Be sure there is no treason in it then,” said Vender, with a weary smile. “I enjoyed your Simion, by the way, and now I must bid you goodnight.”


  When he had gone, Iseld ran up to Burbage, and he took her in his arms immediately. Nothing makes one appreciate something so much as nearly losing it. He caught at Lansdowne’s arm as well, just as the veteran was leaving.


  “I must thank you,” he said, and when Lansdowne turned he looked the man right in the eyes, even though they still blazed with the fires of war.


  “Don’t thank me,” Lansdowne said, but Burbage shook his head quickly.


  “Free tickets,” he got out, “To our final show in Passendean,” and Lansdowne, who had been expecting to refuse far more, could not say no to something as trivial as free tickets.


  After he had gone, the fire that had animated him leaking out with every halting step, de Venezi plucked at Burbage’s arm.


  “What show?” he demanded. “What are you talking about.”


  “Get me my writer, and I’ll give you a show,” Burbage vowed.


  *


  For the next three days Burbage and the writer fought. They spent hours refusing to speak to one another. They swore and threatened each other with hellfire and bloody damnation. They shouted rhymed couplets at each other. In this way a script was born. Iseld went back to work and found herself the centre of a strangely conflicting scrutiny from her colleagues. On the one hand they were sure she was living in sin with an actor, which she was. On the other hand, the actor was the renowned Richard Burbage, whose life had been saved by Tomas Vender. That was another thing entirely. Vender was by now the hero of the hour and Lansdowne merely a supporting player. In the end, with some reluctance, Iseld found herself admiring her employer, if only for his effortless handling of the people of Passendean.


  Nobody had any inkling what the new play was. Even the actors were only given their parts and not the whole script. The only certainty was, now that Tomas Vender was a patron of the arts, everyone would be there to see it.


  “There are worse lives,” Burbage said to her later. The words came from nowhere in particular at the tail end of a silence they had been enjoying. He was half into his costume for the new play, sitting outside the wagon and taking in the sun, which had decided to bring an advance showing of summer to Passendean. Iseld frowned at him, and spent a moment working out whose life he was talking about.


  “Yours?”


  “Ours.” Burbage stretched and did up his braces. “There’s the travelling of course. You see all kinds of places.”


  “More than I can guess at. I remember.”


  Burbage darted a quick look at her. “You’d like it.”


  “Would I?” And this time it was her face shadowed with things he could not read. “You’ve been to all these places, Richard. You’ve seen all these things. What is it that you see in me?” She felt that she was tempting fate, but she was born amongst realists and had to know.


  “Eventually,” Burbage said slowly, “you see enough of everything.” After this cryptic remark he paused for a long while, slotting thoughts into place in his head. He was far better when given time to rehearse. “The one thing that really matters, in the end, is potential. A bright little spark burning away inside, in the depths of the caves or the sea, on the tops of lonely towers… even in the bowels of a factory.” He smiled at her without pretence. “I’ve seen the face that launched a thousand ships. I’ve even played opposite her. She was only a face, and faces are easy to come by. I’ve a hundred of my own. You’ve got more than faces, and you’re wasted minding shop for Thomas Vender. Think about it.”


  “Up in fifteen, Richard,” said Worthing, wandering past in stylised military uniform.


  Burbage nodded. “You watch the show,” he suggested. “It’ll be a good one,”


  *


  The market square was packed out wall to wall about the wagon stage. For the second time in a few days it resounded to the wash and rumble of a crowd’s single voice. The same great beast had assembled, not in rage but curiosity. They were anxious to know what they were to see, the great mystery play they had heard so much about and yet so little. Iseld sat near the stage and tried to look knowing, for all that she was near as ignorant as the rest. On stage, de Venezi and the writer finished setting the flats and scurried out of sight. There was a pause of perhaps seven heartbeats, in which only Iseld envisaged the panicked preparations backstage, and then de Venezi stepped out again and regarded his public.


  “The October Players proudly present,” he declared, “a new production entitled ‘The History of Michael Lansdowne, or, Fortunes of War’, with the renowned Richard Burbage in the title role.”


  The audience was silent. How could they be otherwise? Iseld tried to find Lansdowne amongst them but he was hidden by gaping heads. The crowd was on the point of discussing it, breaking it down and inventing explanations. Burbage took the stage, and they were silent.


  Lansdowne’s story started simply enough. The honest tradesman joins the army to see the world, coerced by the leers of Worthing’s recruiting sergeant, and then discovers the truth of the war when he reaches the front. Iseld, and almost everyone else, expected the play to dwell here, on the horrors and inhumanities, but Burbage never repeated himself. The play nodded briefly in their direction and then skipped on into uncharted territory. Here they saw Lansdowne, separated from his fellows, all alone in no man’s land, deserted by the human race. Here he discovers that there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in his philosophy. Here the ghosts of the dead appear to him, and death itself (Sidney Lord Essex in a ton of make-up) spends an evening at his fire. Then there was the girl.


  It was only Felice, after all, in a shimmering gown, with a little glitter here and there to set off the lamps. It seemed, when she stepped onto stage, that the sun dimmed with envy. When Burbage’s Lansdowne looked up at her, Iseld knew how the sun felt. What she was, who she was, the play did not reveal. Each member of the audience went home with their own ideas to debate with their neighbours for months to come. What she was to Lansdowne was a saviour, a slumming angel whose very light could guide him from the blasted purgatory he was in, back to kinder lands.


  So the play progressed. He took her help, regained his regiment with nothing worse than a leg wound, was decorated and allowed to go home as history records. The audience settled themselves, sensing familiar ground, ready to pass off all that had gone before as a device. The problem was that Lansdowne did not go home. He went back into the war zone looking for his guardian for, whilst the war had shown him that life was meaningless, her very existence remained the one promise of meaning.


  The play ended there, without apology or explanations. The audience applauded nonetheless when the cast took their bows, shorn of their character and glamour. Only when the crowd began to leave did Iseld see Lansdowne. He was standing tall and staring at the stage and his face could have meant anything. It was a clay on which clumsy hands had attempted to mould a variety of expressions but given up halfway through each. Factory girls, who worked in the racket and the thunder of the machines, all learned to read lips eventually. Clear as day, Iseld saw Lansdowne form the words, “How did you know?”


  Then he was gone, face still fought over by enemy feelings, as fast as his limp would let him. Iseld felt cold as December because, as far as Lansdowne was concerned, everything that had been played out on the gaudy little stage was true.


  She found Burbage climbing out of his costume and bearded him at once with, “What was all that about?” Her words lacked conviction. When he looked at her, it was briefly the alien stranger that had so frightened her before.


  “Simion,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “took it slightly better when we played for him.” Iseld stared at him. “The October Players go everywhere,” Burbage said, “And a legend in one town is a commonplace name in the next.” He was just Richard Burbage again, but that was more than enough. A wealth of sights and experience pranked his face into a smile. “Think about it.”


  *


  The next morning the players were gone from Passendean, and nobody could say precisely when or where they went. They left in their wake a legacy of three memorable productions, and a certain lessened regard for the scientists. The new wing was empty by June. Vender had performed his own numbers game with profit and loss and decided against them.


  There were two other absences in the wake of the players’ exit. Nobody was surprised when it was discovered that Lansdowne had gone. He had the final act of his own drama to write. The war hero of Passendean had left for the front. As for Iseld, those few who cared knew where she had gone, but all in all she made hardly a ripple on the surface of Passendean.


  When she returned much later, after Vender’s death and the end of the war, she was not recognised. She came with the company down Hopkin Street, wagon painted with the dust of the road, and not a soul who looked upon her knew her as one of Passendean’s daughters. Her face was new, worked out of shadowed and exotic woods, and in her eyes the blue and gold of peacocks strutted like salt-fire.


  


  * * *


  


  On the subject of the Xenos magazine, they had a yearly competition, and I came runner up on several occasions without quite managing to seize the laurel. For the 1997 competition I wrote this story, which remains one of my favourites. Every so often there’s a story that just falls naturally into place, and this was one of them, aided by a reading diet that had been extremely rich in Peter S. Beagle (to my mind one of the great masters of the use of the English language in genre). And I submitted it. And it won.


  And the issue announcing that victory and validation was the last Xenos ever printed, for the magazine went down with all hands, taking the laurels with it. Nonetheless, and looking back over that long, barren interval, at least I came away with this story.


  As a footnote, I was deeply engaged with Reading University Drama Society around this time, and several of the characters are inspired by my fellow thespians, most particularly Burbage, based on the actor Alex Barclay, and di Venezi, based on Timothy Hewitt, both of whom have gone on to make a professional go at the business.


  Good Taste


  The instructions said not to eat for 24 hours beforehand, but, seriously? There are articles in the Geneva Convention about that sort of thing. I had a light breakfast, that was all. The appointment was for 11.30am and I read somewhere that bacon gets digested faster than most foods anyway. Or maybe I dreamt that.


  And if I had a Twix on the tube, well, I have blood sugar issues. A man of certain dimensions needs a bit of an energy boost when he’s out and about. I can’t think that I was setting back medical science a hundred years or anything, not just a few mouthfuls of chocolate.


  I hate travelling by tube. The way people look at you as if you’re some kind of freak. They judge you. We’re the last minority it’s safe to hate. Taking up two seats, they think, and they tut and put their self-righteous noses in the air. There was this woman with a kid who was really glowering at me all the way to Great Portland Street. Seriously, if I could have got up, I would, but there wasn’t the space. I’d have bounced her out of the window and her little brat too.


  It’s because of all you judgmental thin types that fat people aren’t jolly any more.


  It was a long damn way to the Harley Street clinic from the station, too. I’d have flagged a taxi, but last time the sod kept the meter running all the time it took me to get out – and didn’t offer a hand – and charged me for it. Being short on money was why I had volunteered to take part in this stupid medical experiment in the first place. Just half an hour of my time, they said, and no drugs or operations or anything, and the money! I was completely puffed by the time I got to the address, but £500 for a little quackery was hanging in front of me like a carrot. Maybe something more substantial than a carrot. Who the hell’s going anywhere with nothing more than a carrot to motivate them?


  Five hundred pounds, though. I mean, it’s not that I don’t have a day job, but when you tend to eat beyond your means, a nice fat cheque is always welcome.


  There were seven steps up to the door. I stood there looking at them for some time while I waited for my breath to come back and my heart to slow down. A very prim and proper woman pushed past me with an audible sniff, trotted up them double time and cast a glance back at me like I was soiling the pavement.


  In the end I took the wheelchair access. It was a long way plodding up the switchback ramp, but those stairs looked pretty steep and I have big feet, just like the rest of me. They say inside every fat person there’s a thin person trying to get out, but take it from me, my inner person was pretty big to start with and very happy with where he was.


  There was an awkward moment at the desk, because to be honest I’d lied a bit when I gave them my details over the phone. I may have dropped a few stone when I gave my weight, and hedged a bit over medical conditions, but you have to be competitive in this game. If you start bandying the word ‘obese’ around, you’d be surprised how many studies that gets you barred from. Thankfully, after that initial double take – or maybe it was a triple take – she just gave me the disclaimer to sign and sat me down with the others.


  There must have been a dozen people kicking their heels in the waiting room – and probably as many had gone and twice as many were yet to show. All sorts, too: sometimes on these things you can spot the type of subject they’re after, but there I saw men, women, pensioners, students. Nobody quite of my demographic, it was true. Sometimes a man really is an island.


  There was one guy in particular whose type I recognized, as the sheep knows the wolf, or the rabbit knows whatever it is that eats rabbits. He looked as though he had come there straight from the gym: iron-framed, lean, hard-jawed, arms bare and his T-shirt fashionably sweat-marked from the jog over. I mean, my T-shirt was sweaty too, right? Only I didn’t make a big thing of it like he did.


  I felt aggrieved at how unfair the pre-attendance instructions had been. I mean, nowhere had it said ‘nil by gym for 24 hours.’ Why discriminate against my hobbies?


  It wasn’t often that I shared a room with someone like that – not since school anyway. I could feel all those childhood reflexes kicking in, ready for the inevitable looks and sneers. I mean, of course he didn’t say anything, because we were both English, and you don’t, but his expression said it for him. Contempt, sheer bloody contempt, because he was so smugly proud about that muscular physique that it was a wonder he hadn’t had his BMI tattooed on his forehead. He looked at me and just saw ‘weak’, someone who could be as lean and mean as he was if only I tried.


  Worse, he then cast that look around the room, let everyone there have the benefit of his tremendously valuable opinion of my shortcomings. I hated him with a passion, felt my face burn as I sat down. The chair – and it was Harley Street, so it was a solid old oak piece – creaked like a fart.


  They kept me waiting – I think there were loads more people than they’d really planned for, but at £500 a shot I guess that was inevitable. I thought they’d turn me away, but it was plain they were desperate for subjects, the more the merrier. They got round to us all eventually.


  I was led through to a pokey little room, asked to get myself onto an inconveniently high table-slab-thing, for which a nurse considerately lent me a shove. Then a face swam into my vision. This was my first sight of Doctor Mellinger.


  He was a good-looking guy, in a bland sort of a way, middle aged, hair uniformly dark enough that probably he’d started dying it. No glasses but he did have a white coat, so I knew he had to be legit.


  “Hello,” brief glance sideways at my notes, “Ben, good to see you. Thank you for contributing to our research. Your assistance is very valuable to us.” He had a really easy manner, the way I always wished I could talk, because that kind of confidence will get you anything. For the space of that half hour he made me feel like I, me myself, was an integral part of his study, that he couldn’t have done it without me. I mean yes, I was telling myself that I was just one more set of numbers amongst hundreds, and that it didn’t matter that I’d had that bacon but, despite all that, Doc Mellinger made me proud to be his lab assistant for the brief time he actually had a use for me.


  He stuck some electrodes on my forehead, and he explained a lot of stuff about how he would be mapping my brain and downloading my thought patterns and science science science. I mean, yes, so I don’t really remember most of what he said because it went over my head, but probably it wasn’t the truth anyway. Besides, before you get judgmental, I’ll bet you’ve clicked through software licences or bought insurance without reading the small print.


  I mean, yes, none of those things involves someone sticking electric stuff into your actual brain, but the principle’s the same, isn’t it?


  “Now, Ben, while we scan your brain I need a lot of positive reinforcement from you,” Doc Mellinger told me. “I want you to think about what you enjoy, in as much detail as you possibly can. Think about the things that make you happy. Think what you’ll do with the money we’ll give you. Most of all, though, think about what it is that you do best. Your strengths, Ben. Think about the things that you do well.”


  I guess I don’t need to tell you what I thought about. That way the bacon was research, and therefore not so bad. I loved greasy spoon café bacon. I swear, nowhere else does it like that. It’s magic.


  I felt pretty weird during the experiment. There was a buzzing sound, and my skin kept twitching on its own, whatever the electrodes were zapping me with. I wanted to do my best for the Doc, though, so I kept my mind focused: bacon, chocolate, cakes, crisps, pizza. I gave him a solid five minutes of a particularly good Four Seasons with extra olives and pepperoni in such mouth-watering detail that it should have been worth the £500 just on its own. By the time I was done there, I’d almost drowned in saliva.


  “And stop,” said the Doc at last, although to be honest I kept up the research on my own time, because I was seriously feeling a need for lunch by then.


  “That’s excellent, Ben. Again, thank you very much for making this possible. Without people like you, scientific progress would grind to a halt,” and more stuff like that, but by then I had worked myself into something of a feeding frenzy and was already reaching for my phone so I could hunt out the nearest place that did cheeseburgers. I went through to the waiting room again, and Mr Fitness was next up, already on his feet and waiting for me to negotiate the doorway. His disgusted expression hurt somewhat, but the cheque more than made up for that.


  I did feel odd, after that, but I wrote it off as a bad cheeseburger. I felt strange the next day too.


  I got a burger bar breakfast the next morning and it didn’t exactly hit the spot, but it was enough to keep me going. On workdays I tend to be on autopilot until it gets to around lunchtime, anyway. When lunch did roll around, that pizza was still so prominently in my mind that I figured I’d head back for an encore, because there was this place just round the corner that knew me, and did them just how I liked them. I knocked off ten minutes early to cover the travel time, got myself a table just as the lunch rush started, and placed my order, garlic bread on the side.


  Okay, garlic bread varies – even at the same place, some days it’s better than others. Sometimes they’re cheap with the butter, you know? I chewed over it while I waited for the main course to come, and reckoned it wasn’t one of their good days. Still, the bread filled a hole, and it would keep body and soul together until the pizza arrived.


  The pizza arrived.


  I stared. It was done just as I liked it, the cheese still bubbling, the little discs of pepperoni baked half-black and the stuffed crust crispy on the outside, oozing oily goodness from within.


  I felt a bit ill, looking at it. The topping was very greasy, and the whole thing was huge, and it sat in front of me like a broad cheese-and-tomato-topped toad with the sausage as warts.


  My stomach sent urgent directives, and my hands knew the drill. Even as I stared at the pizza, thinking that I must be very ill indeed, I was cutting out a big slice.


  I don’t know what it’s like when you eat. I don’t know if you ever saw something advertised as ‘a party in your mouth’. For me, that’s eating food. Not any particular dish or delicacy, just Food, you know? Worthy of the capital letter. The act of eating really should be that party. That pizza should have been, ‘Hey! I’m Parmesan! Mind if I come in? I brought this six pack of tomato and these hot olive twins!’


  Eating that pizza was not like a party in my mouth. It was as if the flavours came trudging onto my tongue to clock in, sullen and surly like it was Monday morning at the worst office in the world. It wasn’t that I couldn’t taste them – every nuance was right there, each ingredient standing on its own and blending together just as they should – but the experience was joyless. It was grim. I chewed my way through that pizza like a death row convict who got the wrong thing for his last meal.


  I thought it was just Italian, at first. For the rest of the week, and with increasing desperation, I ate the world. Chow mein slid down my throat, slick and worm-like. Curries were stodgy as porridge. No amount of secret blends of herbs and spices could save the fried chicken. Bacon… I left bacon until last, in the same way that someone sick to death will finally make that desperate pilgrimage to some statue in France that still occasionally dispenses the odd miracle. Friday morning, I went to a greasy spoon and I told them to cook me up the best bacon in the world, nice and crispy and dripping with fat, fried bread, eggs done both sides, sausages, mushrooms, beans, everything.


  I tasted every mouthful, as rich and sharp and perfect as if God Himself had been the fry cook, and each bite was like ashes in my mouth. It was good. It was perfect. I took no joy from it. Eating my way through that mound of food was nothing but a chore. I gave up halfway because it was boring me.


  Straight after, I called the hospital, telling them something catastrophic had happened. I didn’t say what, over the phone. I was terrified they would laugh.


  “Come right in,” they said, and I did. I became spontaneously sick, left the office and hit the tube.


  Doc Mellinger in person came straight into the waiting room to meet with me. He listened with utmost seriousness as I described my problem. He didn’t laugh. I saw great gravitas in him, the demeanour of a medical man on whose shoulders rests all human wellbeing. He made copious notes. He took some blood.


  “That’s most concerning, Ben,” he told me. “But never you mind. I’ll make this my priority, me personally. We’ll contact you as soon as we have anything, but you rest assured, we’ll sort you out. We’ll get to the bottom of things and put everything right.” He was infinitely convincing. I was infinitely convinced. I went home with the utter assurance that no less a man than Doctor Mellinger himself was on the case.


  The days passed.


  I began to lose weight. I know what you’re thinking. You’re sitting there, with your exercise bike and your Q-plan diet, shouting out, “You lucky bastard!” as though this was something I’d asked for. I mean yes, perhaps I had occasionally thought that things would be better for me if I wasn’t quite so much around the waist and weighed under thirty-five stone, but I never for a moment considered that the trade-off of not eating as much was worth it. You don’t understand, you see; I ate when I was bored; I ate when I was depressed; I ate when the long, lonely evenings became too much to endure on an empty stomach. I was a gourmand. I ate because I enjoyed it. People looked at me and they thought, ‘the food’s the problem’, when the food was really the solution, and the problem was everything else.


  Now I was like an addict cut off from his drug, and unable even to enjoy the cold turkey. The problems were all still there but I had no way to deal with them. I was so unhappy you can’t imagine. Eating had always been my way of blunting the slings and arrows of the world, and now I was miserable 24/7 without any way of taking the edge off. Having to wear belts because all my sweat pants were too large was no compensation.


  I took up smoking. It didn’t help. The colossal weight of my depression chewed up antidepressants and spat them out. Hunger pangs, which had once been like a good old friend calling me up with sound advice, were now a nagging spouse with whom arguments could never be won, only postponed.


  A week passed. I called again and spoke to the receptionist. The Doc himself found twenty seconds for me over the phone, assuring me that I would hear from him in the next few days, a week at the most.


  I didn’t hear from him in the next few days, or the week after that. In the end I hauled myself out of the house and sloped my way down to Harley Street.


  And he’d gone. Some other bunch of medical sods was holed up in the place. Of Doc Mellinger and his staff and his brass nameplate and all that, there was no sign. When I enquired within, nobody would even admit to having heard of him.


  I remember standing outside the door of that place, in clothes that were starting to hang off me – hell, in skin that was starting to hang off me – and just raging like some complete loon, howling at the sky like a child that wants his toy back.


  I recognized the truth then. I hadn’t lost my appetite. It had been stolen from me.


  When I was done – and remember, this was Harley Street so it gets its share of nutters, though usually better-dressed ones than me – I turned back for the tube station, shoulders slumped in defeat, and found myself face to face with a man.


  I didn’t know him at first. He was wearing stained slacks and a T-shirt that looked too tight for him about the middle, and he hadn’t shaved much recently, and I thought he was a tramp, or maybe a labourer if only he had been wearing steel-toe boots, because he’d obviously had a bit of a physique that he’d let go to seed.


  That was when it clicked.


  “Mr Fitness,” I said.


  “The fat guy,” he replied, and it was as if we were superheroes, nemeses maybe, meeting at last.


  He took me to a café nearby. There were a handful of other people there, all of whom were fairly hung with misery. It was like Alcoholics Anonymous, only instead of alcoholics none of us had a name for what we were. There was that same sense of shared privation, though. We had stories that nobody else could appreciate, or even believe.


  Mr Fitness’s real name was Steve – of course it was, give me three guesses and I’d have got it – and he related how he had got up the day after the experiment and missed his morning workout – just overslept a bit and had to dash off to work, thought no more about it. Only he had been on the way to the gym that evening and found himself thinking, ‘Do I really want to do this?’ Habit is powerful, and he’d gone, but he’d been flagging, feeling the heat and then getting out of the kitchen. He’d cheated on his reps, for the first time ever. He’d found himself – he told us in a hushed and horrified voice – getting bored with it, the constant over and over of the circuit training. That iron drive, the will to be fit that normally drove him joyously through two hours of full-body flagellation, was lacking. He thought that he might be ill.


  Over the next week, he let it all slide, his routines falling apart measure by measure, while he sat on the sofa and watched Bargain Hunt or ogled porn on the net. He didn’t say that last part, but I thought he looked the type.


  He, too, had gone to see the good doctor, and had gone away with his personal reassurances. And now Doc had upped and left us all in the lurch.


  There was a grey-faced, bag-eyed woman named Sarah, who said she hadn’t slept more than ten minutes at a stretch since she volunteered. “It’s the bloody kids,” she moaned wearily. “I was always able to sleep through it before.” I met a shopkeeper who’d made change in his head for twenty years and was now reliant on a pocket calculator. There was a taxi driver who’d had to invest in a satnav after consistently failing to find his way anywhere since his test, even from his door to his car if he’d parked it on the next street. The stories went on, each of us with our own unique and individual loss that had cored our lives like so many apples.


  “We’ve got to do something,” Steve decided.


  We did, but none of the somethings we tried worked. We wrote to the British Medical Association. We started internet forums. We engaged enquiry agents. We tried to find our man on Facebook and Linkedin.


  We called the police, who weren’t remotely interested seeing as – to quote – they didn’t have a Non-existent Crimes Unit.


  We tried contacting the press, but that backfired when it was me that talked to the reporters, and they plugged the whole piece as some sort of miracle diet and got it completely arse backwards. Insult to injury, that’s what it was.


  We met, or some of us met, every month or so – because I am talking months going past, at this point. We were exhausting the collected resources of the information age, drawing more blanks than a movie gun fight, running up every blind alley in every city in the world.


  We weren’t very good at this. It took us over a month and a firm denial from the BMA before we realized that Mellinger wasn’t even the man’s real name. If he was still running the same scam, then it was in a different city and as a different person.


  We had a few near misses. Once, Sarah found an ad for research subjects that looked as if it originated with the good doctor, but it was months old, some place in Birmingham, and he’d already cleared out long before. We also gatecrashed some probably entirely respectable research studies because they sounded like the right sort of thing, but then the original ad had been vague to the point of meaninglessness. Only the price tag had caught all of our attentions.


  One time, we got to a place, convinced this was one of his clinics, but it was just vacant, the next tenants not even moved in, and we wondered if he knew we were onto him, or whether someone else had spooked him. By then it was just me and Steve and Sarah. Everyone else had given up hope.


  Even we three met less and less frequently, not helped by the fact that we didn’t have anything in common other than our disparate adversities, nor did we like each other much. Even though Steve and I were heading for the same clothes size, we looked at each other and saw just a barbed reminder of what we had lost, and Sarah… Sarah had at least one screaming fit of frustration every time we got together – at a waiter who got her order wrong, at a car that honked at her, at nobody and nothing. She was so haggard and sleep-starved that just about anything would set her off. Her as-of-then-ex-husband got custody of the kids, I think.


  A year went by. Then a couple of years. We emailed each other, met up maybe once every six months. The grim, unbearable courses of our lives seemed to have found their unchangeable ruts.


  Then Sarah hit the jackpot, by dint of turning on Breakfast TV. I suspect she probably screamed so loud the neighbours thought she was being murdered – perhaps to their profound relief. There he was: there was Doc Mellinger on the couch, talking to what’s-his-name and whoever-she-is the hosts about some health business or other. Oh, he was called Doctor Nathan Hall now, for sure, and his hair was gracefully silver. He wore glasses and his face was a different shape and less tanned and, not to put too fine a point on it, not the same face. I’ll admit I wasn’t sure, when I first saw the footage. Steve was a bit off about it, too. We went so far as to tell Sarah that she’d finally gone completely crazy, and no wonder if she’d not slept more than an hour a night for the last four years.


  But no, she told us to close our eyes and just listen.


  And we did, and it was him. Those same confident, reassuring tones were unmistakeable once the distracting features were taken out of the equation. We’d found our man after our long and mostly wholly misdirected search, and he was on the telly.


  If only he had thought to change his dulcet tones when he changed his face, but perhaps he liked the sound of his own voice too much. Perhaps it was vanity that was his undoing.


  Or would have been, if we’d undone him, but I’m coming to that.


  We did all we could to find out who Nathan Hall was, and we discovered that he was some big neuropsychology guy with a practice in Switzerland: brain surgery, cognitive therapy, awards, citations, photos of him with former heads of state at his villas, smiles and champagne all round. And it was internet stuff, and we looked at it, and each of us knew that we couldn’t know if any of it was really true. Had Doc Mellinger always been Nathan Hall all along, like the world’s most unimaginative secret identity. Or was Hall no more real than Mellinger had been? He could have been an immortal Nazi super-scientist for all we knew, who’d stored himself away in the Swiss Alps along with his stolen gold only to emerge now his diabolical plan was complete.


  We had no idea what that plan was, but it was plain that we had been a part of it.


  The only thing that was amply clear from just about every source on Hall was that he was stinking rich; really filthily, disgustingly, break-the-bank-at-Monte-Carlo rich. For years, it seemed, he had been operating some very select private clinics, publishing some select private Nobel-nominated papers, and amassing a select and private fortune from all the other very rich people he helped out in unspecified but medically cutting-edge ways. Now, it seemed, he was re-entering society, turning up on talk shows, giving interviews, writing newspaper columns. He had a book out. It was cut from the richest vein of pure psychobabble that man has ever mined and I could not understand a word of it. It had no bearing on our problems nor, probably, on anyone else’s in the history of mankind.


  But he had come out into the open, and we were ready.


  We were so ready we spent another two months bickering about what to do. Sarah wanted to go to the papers (and tell them what?) whilst Steve was all for sending a letter making some sort of blackmail threat (to do what?). I myself thought we should turn up at one of his public appearances, perhaps with placards (saying what? We couldn’t even agree on that.)


  We abandoned the placards, but we went. It was my idea to do that. My fault, then.


  We picketed the place, all three of us. When Hall’s limo drove out, we shouted angrily at it: “Give us it back!” and other dismally unspecific things like that. Afterwards, we went for a meal, and I watched Steve slobbering through a hamburger whilst Sarah’s head nodded over a linguini, and I had… I can’t remember what I had. It didn’t make much of an impression.


  We had not made the impact on Doctor Hall that we had hoped. At the time, it looked as though we had made none whatsoever. The prospect of turning up wherever Hall was scheduled to appear, like the saddest groupies in the world, did not enthuse us. On the very point of our notional revenge, I swear we were ready to give up.


  Then Steve was contacted by the journalist.


  It turned out that a lot of people were interested in Doctor Nathan Hall and, although most of those people worked for glossy magazines and wanted to do features on his interior décor, there were a few who had suffered the odd raised eyebrow when this reclusive doctor from Switzerland suddenly turned up and began hosting TV specials on the history of art. One such hack had spotted the three of us making our dejected stand and decided that a few questions couldn’t hurt.


  Steve told him everything. Then he called Sarah and myself, and so did we. We had lost track, by that point, of just how ridiculous the whole idea was: that some different-looking guy with a different name had stuck some electrodes on us and violated us in ways that the dictionary doesn’t even have words for. It was worse than an alien abduction story. I have no idea why the journalist even gave us the time of day, let alone twenty minutes each of his phone bill.


  When would the story appear? Soon, we were told, and the hack named a relatively lowbrow tabloid, but you can’t have everything.


  It never did. The scoop was never scooped, nor was the front page held in any fashion. At some point in the process, though, somewhere across the world, alarm bells started to ring within Doctor Hall-Mellinger’s intricate network of knowing all the rich people including, one assumes, the newspaper tycoons. I received a visit. We all did.


  I remember stumbling out of bed because someone was banging on my door. I got there more by luck than judgment, wearing a dirty T-shirt and the day-before-yesterday’s Y-fronts, and got a police ID in the face and a lot of shouting, and a dozen strapping men invited themselves in and took all of my computers and everything resembling a phone. When I demanded to know what was going on, they read me some rights. They might have been my rights. I was still too morning-headed to know.


  Next thing, I was in their car, heading off to the station. About half an hour later I woke up enough to realise that, unless we were going to Scotland Yard in actual Scotland, there wasn’t a police station in my immediate future, and the ID I had been virtually punched with was no more genuine than Doc Mellinger had been.


  We had finally made ourselves just enough of a nuisance.


  I protested. They showed me a gun. I subsided.


  They took me to some government-installation-looking place where I was shoved onto a helicopter. I told them I was scared of flying. The gun argument was raised again, which lost none of its persuasiveness with repetition.


  I showed them. I may not have much enjoyed my dinner the previous evening, but by God I painted the inside of the copter with it. Nobody enjoyed that flight, I can tell you. You take your revenges where you can, including involuntary gastric ones.


  It was a long flight and we stopped twice – both times to clean the interior as much as anything – and, at the last, we were flying over mountainous territory, alpine you might say, and there before us was the lair of Doctor Hall-Mellinger.


  I’d say it was a castle. It was, it really was a castle that would have made Doctor Frankenstein green with envy. The villas that he sublet out to world leaders were mere mobile homes in comparison. This was what Hall reserved for himself.


  The helipad was outside the castle proper but inside the gated compound, where the good doctor apparently lived all alone except for the legion of servants, the armed guards and the entire research team in its underground laboratory complex. He was a man of simple tastes, which were catered for by colossal behind the scenes complexity. As I was frogmarched to the cells, I found myself thinking: what do you get for the man who has everything. Here, surely, was that man, and yet he had come into my life and kicked it over, ruined it with such exacting personal precision. I couldn’t guess what that meant, why he would possibly have cared. It felt almost a privilege to have such a vastly wealthy man take the time out of his busy schedule to so comprehensively and inexplicably screw me over.


  The cells were thankfully not the castle’s originals: they were modern, with cameras and alarms and automatic doors. I spent a day there. I was not fed: nil by mouth for 24 hours. It wasn’t such a hardship. At least I had the chance to wash myself and change into the fashionable orange jumpsuit they provided for me, because nobody wants to meet their nemesis wearing vomit-stained underwear.


  Morning, and they came for me, the guards with their assault rifles. It really did feel like I was James Bond, or Batman rather than just the fat man, or the man formerly known as fat. They were professionals, and they took such exaggerated care with me that I began to wonder whether Doc Mellinger had implanted subconscious Ninjutsu mastery in me when he robbed me of my ability to enjoy a good meal. I still wouldn’t have counted it a good trade. It’s not as if being a ninja makes you happy four or five times a day, after all. No wonder ninjas always look a bit dour in the films.


  I smelled bacon, done a la greasy spoon, just the way I used to like it. Breakfast was served.


  The dining room was big enough for a basketball court if you took the table out. There were tapestries and oil paintings and gilded wooden fripperies all over, and one of the windows had stained glass. Everything was exquisite, when it wasn’t bijou or elegant. I felt as if, just by setting foot in there, I lowered the value of the room by a few thousand Swiss francs.


  Steve and Sarah were already sitting at the table, each with a couple of armed guards hovering behind them like particularly aggressive waiters, and I quietly went over and took the only other seat at this end that had a place laid. We didn’t look at each other. Maybe Iron Man Steve, as was, could have body-mass-indexed all the guards to death with one flex of his mighty thews, but those thews were just saggy these days. It wasn’t that he’d let himself go: he’d been pushed.


  There were two places laid at the far end of the table, I saw. Frankenstein and the monster, perhaps? Dracula and Bride?


  Then he walked in, dressed casually in a silk robe that would probably cost more than Venezuela on the open market: Doctor Mellinger; Doctor Nathan Hall; Doctor Whoever.


  “My friends, Stephen, Ben, Sarah,” he announced in that wonderful voice of his, “thank you so much for agreeing to be my guests.” And he was doing it again, speaking to us with such insuperable sincerity that we almost believed him, were almost convinced that the armed guards were only present because there had been some rumour of tigers at large in the grounds.


  “Forgive the lack of notice of your invitation,” he went on, “but I felt that we should meet at once to resolve your grievances. I do like to oversee and regulate all aspects of my work personally and to ensure that random elements do not have the chance to upset the careful order that I have built for myself. I’m sure you understand.”


  Put like that, we almost did. It was Steve who broke our collective silence.


  “But what have you done?” he demanded hoarsely. “I don’t understand. What did you do to us? Why would you do such a thing?” His tone was pleading, as if even then he was begging the doctor to just put everything right, and then we’d all go home.


  Our host smiled indulgently. “Why? For the very best of reasons, Stephen. I suppose I should give you some grand speech about the betterment of humankind and the advancement of science and medical terminology, that would mean very little to you. Really, though, it’s very simple, and for a reason that you will be able to appreciate. You’re a family man, aren’t you?”


  I hadn’t known it of him, but Steve nodded.


  At that, perhaps by some invisible signal, the girl entered. She was very young, maybe four, five at most, and there was a governess-type hovering in the background to keep an eye on her, but little madam walked up to her place at the table and sat there, grown up as you please, smiling up at the doctor with all the warmth and love that a human face is capable of. I could just see faint marks at her temples where the electrodes had gone.


  She was beautiful, she really was.


  “Good morning, Papa,” she said brightly.


  “Good morning, my dear. Look, we have guests for breakfast. This is Stephen, and this is Sarah, and this gentleman is Ben.”


  And she said good morning to each of us, using our names with the same pleasant familiarity as the doctor, and we mumbled our responses in return.


  His expression, gazing on her, was inexpressibly proud, a man who has the world in his hands, and someone to give it to who is worthy of the gift.


  “We all want what’s best for them, don’t we?” he said fondly to us. “Who would not, if the opportunity presented itself? The very best of everything.”


  A servant turned up then with little Miss’s breakfast. Bacon, of course. A single rasher because, after all, she had all the restraint in the world. No overindulgence for the doctor’s little girl, any more than she would ever get lost, or have trouble sleeping, or get her sums wrong at school. She was going to live a charmed life. Everyone would love her. Doors would open for her. She would never be unhappy and she would succeed in everything she put her mind to.


  I watched her eat her bacon, cutting it into tiny pieces. I saw the little tears at the corners of her eyes, the sheer heavenly joy she experienced with every mouthful, savouring the rich flavour. I knew how that felt. I knew exactly how that had felt.


  “Isn’t she perfect?” said the doctor tenderly. And, you know, she was. She really was.


  


  * * *


  


  Open submissions for themed anthologies can be a gift. In this case, the brief from Siren’s Call for their Now I Lay Me Down To Reap anthology was for stories where precious things are stolen from the protagonist. I went in with the idea that I wanted the object of the theft to be something as weird as possible, and got this story out of it. Without the submission brief I would surely never have written something so odd. It also gave me a chance to write something light-hearted, although with this one, as with ‘2144 And All That’, the humour is rather bleak.


  The Dissipation Club


  This is a story about my friend Walther Cohen. He and I work a business together, or rather it’s his business, and I pitch in. People call on Walther Cohen when there’s no other agency that fits, and where the rules don’t apply. Someone once described him as a ghost-hunter. Actually what they said was ‘shabby little ghostbuster’ but that’s what they meant.


  We do ghosts. Walther does. We do what comes, and what gets his interest. More oftern than not it’s timewasters, nutters, people who think they’re being haunted. People who would give their right arm to have something interesting happen to them. Most of the time it’s bunkum. And most of the rest of the time Walther just gets on with it. He sits people round a table, or he potters about with ouija boards and geiger counters and a whole host of kit he’s inherited or bought up or invented. On occasion he’ll call me, when he has a feeling. Walther’s all kinds of intuition, and when he gets a certain shiver about a case, he gives me a shout, and I take the week off from minding doors to come help out. That’s me.


  This is a special case. You should know that from the start. We’re no pushovers, Walther and me. A month before this case there was a thing in the Southampton sewers that was taking tramps from the street and eating them, and we went into those same sewers with chalk and compasses and holy water and sorted it out. I’ve seen a lot, and what I’ve seen’s nothing to what Walther’s seen.


  This is the case. This is the one that meant more than all the others, and pushed us too far. This is the one I said I’d never write down.


  *


  Walther Cohen wears white suits and a white trilby and looks like Son of Man from Del Monte. I, in my best monkey suit, look like an ape. There are few places we look right together, and the office of James Vanderfell wasn’t one of them by a long shot.


  You might have heard of Mr Vanderfell, if you’re into shares and money-stuff. If you haven’t, he’s an American, a businessman, owns shares in everything up to and including the Pope, the way he told it. Not the sort of person Walther and I normally deal with. I didn’t know where to put myself. Vanderfell’s office wasn’t really his office, but he owned most of the company whose office it was, or that’s what I reckoned. He was one of those artificial-looking people. He was tanned, his hair was grey, his face was stern and lined, and all of it had been precisely done to him to make him look right as the successful businessman. His appearance was probably worth more than Walther, me and the office together.


  He didn’t like the look of us much either, even though I’d come in my suit. Walther was in his whites, of course, and had put his white trilby on Vanderfell’s desk without asking. He took a seat without asking, too, and I stood behind it like a butler. Walther doesn’t make friends easily and, unless he likes you, soon makes it clear that he doesn’t really care what you think of him. It’s got the spit beaten out of him three or four times since I’ve known him, including once inside. He leaned back in the chair, and was obviously considering putting his feet on the desk, when the Big Man finally spoke.


  “You must be Cohen,” said Vanderfell. “You’re awful forward for a man who hasn’t been hired yet.”


  Walther shrugged as if to say that Mr Vanderfell’s patronage was of no interest to him. “I don’t imagine I was high on your list, Mr Vanderfell,” he said easily. “So if we’re here talking you must be feeling quite needy. What can I do for you?”


  Vanderfell narrowed his eyes but I could tell that Walther was having none of it. After a moment when I thought we would get thrown out, the American sighed.


  “I need you to find someone,” he said.


  “Not quite my line of work,” said Walther lightly. Vanderfell scowled at him.


  “Like you said, I’m out of options. I’ve tried the police and I’ve tried P.I.s and I’ve worked my way down the ladder until it was you or The Amazing Boffo. You come marginally more highly recommended. I want you to find my son.”


  Walther took a moment before replying, and he was more serious when he did. “How long has he been missing?”


  “Four months,” said Vanderfell. “That’s how long it took for your police to write it off, and for every other guy I put on the case to decide they didn’t want it. My son, James Vanderfell Junior, has vanished, Mr Cohen, and everyone’s telling me that he’s just run off around Europe or eloped with a girl, but it isn’t so, Mr Cohen. Something has happened to my son, and I’m not being told what.” Whatever his faults as a moneyman you could tell he really cared about his boy.


  “Still not my line of work,” Walther said, sounding slightly irritated.


  “I’ve had a file made up for you,” Vanderfell said, as if Walther hadn’t spoken. “Everything I’ve found out. Everything the investigators sent me before they decided to go quiet.” He pushed a thick buff folder across the desk. It was unlabelled.


  Walther looked at his hat for a bit, as though he expected it to do something. His hands had opened the file, were leafing through the papers inside. “I don’t do missing persons, not without more. I’m sorry, Mr Vanderfell.”


  “You’ve seen how much I’m offering, for any proof,” the American said hoarsely. I think before his son disappeared he would have shouted at us and thrown us out, but he had been discovering that even his money and power had limits.


  Walther shook his head and opened his mouth to turn down all that money we could have used, and then his hands stopped.


  “I’ll do it,” said Walther quietly. A shiver went through him as he said it and I knew he’d hit on something. When he stood up he looked pale, even wearing white.


  *


  We’re not private investigators. Walther’s business is the abnormal and mine is keeping his skin whole while he’s looking into it. We don’t do missing persons, messy divorces, all that. Not without more, as the man said. Walther wouldn’t say, though, what had changed his mind about the case. We went over the old, cold leads from the file pretty quickly. Whoever had been ahead of us had been thorough, but drawn a blank real fast. “Which is odd,” I said. “For Vanderfell’s money, people pad things out. This case is three years’ easy living to any private eye.” Walther wasn’t telling me what had hooked him, and because of that I wasn’t asking. I’m stubborn like that. We were at my place, the room I had this week, near where my work was. It was about what you imagine, for a rented room in London. I hadn’t really unpacked and the landlord hadn’t really had it cleaned.


  Walther nodded, leafing through newspaper reports. The missing son had made the papers once or twice, then sunk without a trace like everything else. If it wasn’t a millionaire businessman being thwarted you’d think it was a cover up, but Vanderfell’s type are usually on the other end of the business when cover ups are handed out.


  There was a lot of background information on file. Most of it was just groundwork, irrelevant stuff, put in to make it look like work was being done. Foreign trips in the last year (many), schools (prestigious), work (high paying, low skilled and obviously got through family connections). Eventually even stubborn wears thin. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”


  “The PI talked to some of Junior’s old chums,” Walther said. I found the relevant pages, saw the school.


  “Isn’t that your posh place?”


  “That’s not it, but yes,” Walther agreed. “Harrow, dontcherknow.” Walther never has much money, but his family used to, is how I reckoned. Certainly he came down through the right schools to be a social someone. As for me, I always said my best school was prison. Before that I didn’t have much grasp on education.


  “But that’s not why you’re interested?” The stuff from the old chums was thin, odd recollections, nothing the PI had found useful.


  “Because we share an old school? Certainly not.” Walther poured himself a glass of wine and visibly considered not pouring me one. “You know me better than that, Michael.”


  I didn’t, to be honest. I liked Walther but he was private. He’d never really let me in on his past. I just shrugged and read every damn line of those reports until I drew all the blanks there were. “So what?” I asked.


  “Interview with Robin McCalfrey, second page, fourth paragraph.” He didn’t even pause to remember it, which told me he’d memorised it before to show off.


  I read:


  


  “Recalled plenty of women dated JV, no serious, no longer than three months, no pregnancies/scandal. I asked members of societies/clubs? Went through list of usual (as per KP interview). Something else. Prompted mentioned 2yrs ago JV accepted into “Dissipation Club” must check. No other mention. JV drunk when saying and celebrating. Never said when sober.”


  


  “So what?” I asked again. I realised as I looked up that Walther had been watching me like a madman.


  “I was wondering,” he said carefully, “Whether you might recognise it? Not familiar? Not at all?”


  I shrugged. “Not to me. But it is to you?”


  He nodded. Walther usually looks bright, on edge, kind of like a drug addict in an odd way. Now he looked tired. “Look it up on the Woo-wa,” he instructed. Meaning the internet, which Walther doesn’t have any truck with. Computers are one of the things I learned inside. I fired up my laptop and googled it right in there, with apostrophes.


  “Not much,” was the charitable way of putting it. No news articles. A few red flags on the conspiracists’ websites, which is less than most multinationals get. There was some place in inner London, the posh end, called the Dissipation Club, was about the limit of it.


  “What do the conspiracists say?” Walther wanted to know. There was an odd tone to his voice. He knew it all, already, but he wanted to see what other people knew, or thought they knew.


  “One site is saying that it’s all to do with companies that want to ruin the environment – mind you, not just ones that happen to ruin it, but actively want to ruin it. There’s another here – says they’re a branch of the Freemasons, or it’s a Mason club, or something. But then it reckons that the Freemasons are running the world for the benefit of the Jews,” I explained. “They list a whole load of places.”


  “For the Jews, is it?” Walther mused. “Well nobody told me. I wonder how I claim my share.”


  “There’s planning permission,” I said, scrolling. “Someone wanting to build... objection from the Dissipation Club... permission denied. Well, posh London, hardly surprising.”


  I carried on ogling google, paging down links that were less and less to do with anything. “Well, they’ve been where they’ve been for a long time.” I found notes to do with repairs to the building during the Blitz, and then some note regarding the order of repairs after the fire of London, where the Dissipation Club also seemed to jump the queue. “There’s a photo of some MP here.” I showed him. It was ten years ago, some secretarial scandal, the harassed-looking man snapped on the steps of a smart but discrete-looking place. The words “The Dispation Society” were cut in deep, neat capitals above him. I saw Walther shiver when he saw the photo.


  “Dispation... Does that mean anything to you, Michael?”


  “Still no.”


  He nodded, and then, without precursor: “Can they know what you’re searching for, on the Woo-wa? That you’re looking for them?”


  I didn’t know, to be honest. “If they were someone like Vanderfell, with his money, maybe they could,” I said. “You think we might get visited? I can move out of here, no problems.” I live near where my day work takes me, around London. I don’t own much. I slapped in a search on “Dispation Society” too, just for kicks. “Hey, Jack Dee’s a member.”


  “Who’s Jack Dee?”


  “The comedian,” I told him. “The miserable one. Oh wait, this is John Dee. Never mind.”


  Walther had that face on that suggested I was being stupid, and so I pulled up the article, which turned out to be some student thesis on Elizabethan history. Some crank called John Dee was being accused of witchcraft. Some of the people who stood up for him were his fellow members of the Dispation Society, or so the writer had got from some letter of the time. Their evidence had seemed to clinch the deal for Dee, anyway.


  “Fifteen ninety-nine,” Walther said. “That’s a long time for a gentleman’s club to be going. Sufficiently long ago that nobody had heard of mass media, and so people didn’t worry about... leaving references lying about.”


  “Walther, are you going to tell me what’s going on, or what?”


  “What,” he said.


  “Walther –” I stood up, nearly knocking the laptop over. “Tell me –”


  He stopped me with a single gesture. He was looking far more serious than usual. The quirkiness, the easy humour he puts up against the world most of the time had slipped a cog.


  “Michael, this is serious,” he said. “Really serious. It’s an old case, to me. It’s not something you’re involved in yet. Depending on how the Woo-wa works you may never be, if you walk away now. Vanderfell’s put me on an old scent again. It’s a sign, to me, not to leave things unfinished. But you don’t have to come with me.”


  I left a decent-sized gap before answering. You have to, when people say that sort of thing to you. The answer was no surprise to him, surely. “Go for it. I’m in,” I said. “So spill.”


  “Not yet. I want you to hear another angle first, before you make your mind up,” Walther told me. “Call the authorities.”


  “Meaning Hawker?”


  “Meaning Hawker.”


  Detective Sergeant Hawker goes back a long way with Walther. I got to know her just after Walther and I got out. It was GBH for me, breaking and entering for him. Hawker passes us jobs, sometimes, when something nasty turns up on her patch. She helps us out, when we need a little digging in the police files. She’s been on the force about twelve years and she’s pissed off at being passed over, basically, and she doesn’t care much about the rest. I put in a call to her from a call box, which is how it works, and we arranged to meet in a week’s time.


  *


  What happened in between was we had an unaccountable run of bad luck. It was not what you might expect from the films or the novels. Nobody cut my brakes or poisoned my coffee. Walther didn’t get run over by a mysterious vanishing car. All the things that conspiracy theorists love to spout nonsense about, none of that happened. My current employers told me not to turn up the next day because they didn’t like my attitude, but then I had been a bit surly, to be honest. Walther got picked up by the police and held for about three hours, and then put in a line-up with four large men who looked nothing like him, and then let go without charge, even with an apology. I had some court proceedings come through for some rent I hadn’t paid a year before, and I got stop-searched by some policemen. Someone threw a brick through Walther’s window and spray-painted “poff” on his door, but it wouldn’t be the first time. Little things.


  Nobody mentioned the Dissipation Club to us at all. There were no threats, no warnings to leave well alone. The librarians at the British Museum wouldn’t release some special old books for Walther to see, but then his record was hardly spotless there. Just little things. Things that made our lives complicated, that tied up our time in various ways. For anyone other than Walther it might have gone unnoticed. Walther has intuition, though, like I said. He knows when someone’s messing with him.


  We were meeting Hawker at a pub we all knew, and Walther and I turned up first. After exchanging stories I asked right out, “If we start prying, is this going to get serious?” I asked.


  “I’d move out,” Walther confirmed. “Don’t leave a forwarding address.”


  “And you?”


  He gave a grin that was humourless. “They know where I live already.”


  “Walther, is this... supernatural? Have we been jinxed or cursed or something?”


  He shook his head. “This is just someone being very, very subtle in telling us to bugger orff.”


  Hawker arrived then. She’s a solid-built Irishwoman who looks like she wouldn’t hesitate to break your arm, given any excuse. When Walther mentioned the Club she scowled.


  “This again.”


  “This again,” Walther confirmed. “But I’m bringing Michael into it now. So I want you to tell him your take on it.”


  “My take?” she snorted. “My take’s that they’re a pack of cheating bastards who keep people like me down. It’s a rich man’s thing, this club of theirs.”


  “Freemasons,” I said.


  “Freemasons be damned,” she said, and added some fairly serious language about freemasonry. “Freemasons aren’t the half of it,” she said. “This lot at the Dissipation Club are like freemasons for the freemasons. It’s all posh lads like your man here, and rich lads, and family lads with places in the country, like Burke’s f’ing peerage under one roof. And if you’re not in with them, or if one of them doesn’t like you, then you’re buggered back and sideways, because you’ll never get anywhere in life. Look at me. Am I where I should be, for my capabilities? For my experience? No, ‘cos I’m Irish and I’m a woman and I’m not a member of the f’ing Club.”


  She went on like that in the same vein for about an hour, and we bought her drinks. She knew that a lot of her superiors, and more of their superiors, were either in this club or in the pocket of someone who was. It was just more freemasons to me. I was born at the bottom of the barrel. It didn’t seem to make much difference to me whether it was a top club or a real tip-top club, if even middle-ranker clubs wouldn’t take me in, save to stand at their doors and keep people out.


  “Sod them,” I said. “I’m still in.”


  After Hawker had left we went to a ratty little room Walther had rented, with cash and without questions. I sat like a lump until Walther smiled and said, “All right. I’ve been investigating the Dissipation Club for some time. I made one serious sortie, years before we met. I was quite young. I got burned.”


  “So where did you hear about them?”


  “This was when I was at school, last year there. Someone I knew, his father died. All very stiff upper lip stuff, you know. Except that a week later the two of us got out and got blind drunk on White Lightning, and he said all sorts of stuff about his old dad. He went on about how his dad had reckoned everything was on the up, on the brink of some great success. What a terrible shame it had happened just after getting into the club. What club? said I. He said he wasn’t supposed to talk about it. That his dad hadn’t been supposed to tell him. It was a secret club, you see.”


  “The Dissipation Club.”


  “I got it out of him,” Walther cpnfirmed. “Quite possibly he didn’t even remember telling me. However, a week later he was gone from the old Alma Mater and I never saw or heard from him again. But I remembered. I wanted to find out.”


  “What happened?”


  “I asked a lot of questions. I splashed a lot of money around. I visited their clubhouse in London. I stood right where that MP had been standing. I talked to the staff, pretending I wanted to join. I found stuff out. It was one of the first investigations I did. I was as thorough as I could be, with what little they’d left me.”


  “And?”


  “Historically? The Dissipation Club, previously known as the Dispation Society, has been around for a long old time, Michael. There are references in documents from the reign of Elizabeth One, as you found, but they don’t say it was new then. In fact some of them, some of the records I pirated from the British Museum way back, say that it was reckoned extremely old.”


  “So?”


  “More recently… If you dig, really dig, in old newspapers, in the paper records, you find things. Not the Woo-waa, I’m sure. That’s changing all the time, and I know damn well that the people we’re dealing with can make all the changes they want. But if you dig and you dig, you come across missing people, Michael.”


  “There are always missing people.”


  “Oh yes, but missing poor people aren’t news. These are rich people. People with titles. People of family. People with money by the bucket. People like my friend. Like Vanderfell Junior. There’s a stir, just a little, when they vanish without a trace.” Seeing my face he was quick to stop me interrupting. “And yes, that happens too. They commit suicide or run off to Brazil, but I did my research and I talked to a lot of people. I was the regular sleuth on a trail of clues. I found three names who were definitely linked to the Dissipation Club, and who had vanished, years apart, going back to the twenties. In fact since then I’ve found five more.”


  “And?”


  “And what do you think I did, so full of youthful enthusiasm?”


  “I think you went to the club and wanted answers.”


  “Full marks,” Walther admitted. His face creased, showing old pain. “They were very polite, and very uninformative and, although I saw a few odd things, I didn’t get the chance to explore. They put me back on the pavement, and that’s when things went wrong.”


  “Things?”


  Walther smiled. “Why, everything, Michael. Absolutely everything. The family home repossessed, old debts surfacing, shares falling through the floor, friends not wanting to know me, getting thrown out of university. Everything, Michael. You must have wondered what happened to take me from Harrow to that place I live in now.”


  “I thought your dad put it on the horses,” I said without thinking.


  “My father joined the statistics I was researching,” Walther said tightly. “Only in his case they found the body. He’d jumped into the Isis when he found out he was bankrupt. He’d written a note, they think, but he forgot to take it out of his pocket. He couldn’t even get that right.”


  “They killed him?” I said, agog.


  “No,” Walther told me gently. “They didn’t need to. He couldn’t live without it. Perhaps they thought I couldn’t either, but I did.”


  “So it’s personal.”


  “Oh yes.” Walther smiled again, as hard edged as I’d seen him. “And I’ve been keeping their file at the bottom of the stack, all this time. I’d never forgotten. I knew that the case would be handed back to me by someone, someone like Mr Vanderfell. It’s time.”


  “What do you want to do?”


  “I want to go pay the Club another visit. After all, we know where they live too. Coming?”


  *


  I am not at home in posh London, which is that bit around the west leg of the circle line with names like Kensington Something, and a whole load of other pieces of London Green Park way, or near where the lawyers hang out. London’s a strange one though. You get real rat holes right next to the high society. I worked out that I’d done a few jobs just down the road from the Dissipation Club.


  “We’re just going to walk in?” I asked him. “Just walk right in? What if they shoot us or something?”


  “They didn’t shoot me last time,” was Walther’s only logic. “Just about everything else, but not that.”


  I didn’t put into words my thought that they might save the shooting thing for people who called twice. Walther would just have told me that if I didn’t want to come I could wait outside. I’d already left a message behind, to be sent to a few friends if I didn’t call later to stop it, so they’d know where I’d gone. With a mob like this I wasn’t sure it would matter.


  The building was just like in the photo with the MP. The outside didn’t look so old, but it had been redone a lot, and I knew I’d see those big old beams and low ceilings inside, whatever the outside looked like. The grey stone arch read “THE DISPATION SOCIETY” just as I’d seen. I made some comment to Walther that they couldn’t spell worth a damn in those days and he gave me a funny look.


  The doorman met us. He was ex-army in neutral dress. He wasn’t got up in fringy epaulettes or in uniform, just a solid man in a long coat. I didn’t think he had a gun underneath, but that was probably because it would have spoiled the tailoring.


  He wasn’t going to let us in, and that would have been that. I didn’t reckon I could throw him around, and anyway, this was hardly the time or place for it. Then he said, “Messrs Cohen and Liupowiktz?” and he got my name right first time, which is rare. In Prison I was Loopy first off, and that went to Nutter after I knocked a few of them about. I tell my employers I’m Mr. Lupo. To Walther I’m Michael. I don’t hear my real name on a frequent basis.


  “Got it in one,” said Walther, and the doorman just stepped aside and let us up the steps. That scared me a lot. It’s just like the supernatural, that: the world working in ways it shouldn’t.


  We went in to their hall. It was a big old place all right, with a panelled wooden ceiling and walls, and coats of arms on some of the walls, painted on a long time ago in little, lots of them. The carpet was so thick you almost had to wade through it. There were huge leather armchairs and little tables. Two or three plumy old boys were sitting around smoking cigars. There was a waiter in a red jacket with a silver tray. He was also ex-army, my guess. Walther’s whites and my monkey suit got a good few disapproving looks, which was almost worth the price of admission.


  A waiter, a second ex-army waiter, came over and asked us if we’d like anything to drink, and that some Mister Hamley would be with us presently. Walther ordered a brandy and I said I’d have the same because I didn’t fancy ordering a pint somewhere as upper crust as this place. Walther took an armchair and actually looked quite at home. He got a Times from a third waiter and began to read the business pages. I went over to look at a wall that had something as commonplace as photos on it. There were a few cricket teams, looking like they hadn’t seen this side of the First World War, and there was a group of soldiers obviously about to be sent off into the middle of it. There were also some photographs of famous people. I saw some prime ministers there, and a few others I recognised. When Walther appeared at my elbow I said, “Look, Elvis!”


  “The popular singer?” he asked, as if he only vaguely knew who I meant.


  “No, Walther, the astronaut.” I seldom got short with Walther, but Elvis was worth it. “Was Elvis a member of the Dissipation Club?”


  “He was not, although he did perform here once,” said a new voice, and we both turned to see one of the old boys, or a new old boy. He was turned out in blazer and cravat, and what hair he had left was white, but he wasn’t so narrow in the shoulder at that. He had a moustache, and he could have sat for Agatha Christie as a retired Indian Army Colonel or whatever they are, who sometimes turn out to be the murderers. I looked into his eyes and decided that he could be the murderer quite easily.


  “Mr Harmondersly,” Walther said, only what he actually said was “Mr Hamley.” He showed me how it was written down later. I don’t think I’d have been able to treat the man as seriously if I knew he had a trick name. Walther said it in a weird way so you knew the other letters were in there somewhere.


  “Mr Cohen.” Mr Harmondersly was all polite, and he took us from the lounge into an office that was bigger than almost any room I’ve lived in. There was a great big desk and some brown old legal documents on the wall behind glass, and big bookshelves floor to ceiling behind Hardmondsly’s chair that were all full of books in the same binding, like you get in professors’ rooms. Harmondersly sat behind the desk, and we got seats before the desk, and even our seats were leather-upholstered and carved and everything. I had to remind myself that these were the bad guys.


  With defiance, Walther put his hat down on the big man’s desk.


  “It has been quite a while since you last visited us, Mr Cohen,” Mr Harmondersly said, with a pleasant smile. I knew he was the man Walther had spoken to before, who had ruined Walther’s life. “In a way I’m surprised we’ve not met sooner. To what do we owe the visit?”


  “I’ve been biding my time,” Walther said. “Doing my research.”


  “Admirable.” Mr Harmondsley nodded, and another butler that I hadn’t even seen gave us refills of our brandy before stepping out. “You’ll excuse me if I can’t give you long. I have a guest speaker due shortly.”


  “Speaking on what, might that be?” asked Walther, not to be outdone in the politeness.


  “Club business.” Harmondersly brushed him off. “When you sat before me eight years ago, Mr Cohen, in fact I may say when you confronted me before, you had some remarkable allegations. I could not but help admire your imagination. Are you here on some kindred business?”


  Walther reached into a pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper, passing it wordlessly across the desk. Harmondersly unfolded it and read, without reaction.


  “What should I remark upon?” he asked.


  “The words are names, nine of them now,” Walther said. “The numbers are dates upon which these people disappeared. All these people are linked to the Dissipation Club. I can prove it. The documents that prove it are in a safe place, and people have instructions to pick them up unless I tell them not to.” Because this was pretty much what I’d done on this case, except for not having any documents or any idea what was going on, I felt proud of myself. Mr Harmondersly looked delighted, like Walther was a kid who’d been very clever at school.


  “And this evidence you have, you’ve brought copies of course.” He was not remotely bothered, and Walther was not bothered about that. The two of them were like old friends playing some kind of weird game, or like spies from opposite sides. They understood the rules and I didn’t.


  Walther produced his copies obediently: news cuttings, photocopies, scribbled notes on torn sheets of paper. Harmondersly looked over them patiently, despite his having appointments. At the end he smiled at Walther.


  “Well I am surprised, Mr Cohen. I’m surprised that you took the time to find so much circumstance before darkening our door again. The Dissipation Club has a great many members who are newsworthy, and some of them have met unhappy ends. So have a great many people. It is a dangerous world.”


  “Not unhappy, unexplained,” Walther said. “These people have disappeared without trace. All of them. What would you say to that?”


  “That it is also a mysterious world, wherein our ability to uncover answers is oft-times unequal to nature’s ability to obscure them, Mr Cohen. I understand that you have built a cottage industry on the uncovering of problematic answers, and so I appreciate that this revelation may be difficult for you, but it is true nonetheless. We live in imperfect times. We always have.” I cannot believe how polite he was, saying this. Posh people have a special politeness they use to insult people.


  “What do you think the press would make of this, Mr Harmondersly?” Walther demanded.


  “Do you really think this is the sort of story that any newspaper would be interested in running?” Harmondersly enquired. The implication was unsaid, but I could hear it hanging there. Of the three of us in that room, it wasn’t Walther or me who had the phone numbers of Press Barons in our address books.


  “Ah, well,” said Walther, sounding deflated.


  “Did you have anything else to accuse us of, while you are here, Mr Cohen?” asked Mr Harmondersly.


  Walther looked at his accumulated evidence, made a couple of half-hearted gestures towards it. It had been so thoroughly and briefly dismissed that I was amazed to see the material still physically there. He looked utterly thrown, having prompted no reaction at all from his enemy. Hardmondersly smiled, just the kindly old man. I would have thought Walther was completely off his mark, if he hadn’t just then tipped me the wink.


  “Come on Michael,” he said, “Let’s go.” He stood, and I went ahead of him, looking angry and disruptive. Harmondersly went with me, and I turned suddenly in the doorway and ran my brandy into him. It went all over his shirt and blazer and probably caused more property damage than I would if I set fire to my room, and to top it all I dropped the glass so that it broke against the wall, rather than hitting the morass carpet. Harmondersly looked aghast, and I looked mortified, and Walther did what he needed.


  I have no idea what he set up but when we were three steps out of the office a fire alarm went off. There were no sprinklers, and suddenly old men were jumping out of armchairs, looking for buckets of sand. Harmondersly put us into the hands of one of the bouncer-waiters and made himself scarce into his office and we were almost out onto the street when Walther declared “My hat!”


  He ducked under the waiter’s arm and I got in the way enough that he could shoot back after Harmondersly. The waiter hared off after him, but he was coming out with his hat even before the man had reached the doorway, and without Harmondersly feeling his collar.


  When we were out on the street he kept his hangdog look, but gave me another wink out of the corner of his eye.


  *


  We found a pub a good ten streets away and it was all I could do, on that walk, not to shake it out of him. As it was he waited until we had two pints on the table before he told me.


  “Simple things. They can lean on the press and they can ruin families and they can make even rich people disappear, but the simple things work, like a match when the power’s gone. When I got the fire alarms going Harmondersly was back into his office, why?”


  “Because there’s valuable stuff in there he wanted to save.”


  “Close enough,” Walther allowed. “And when I went in there, what did I find?”


  There was no answer to that, so I waited it out. He was brimming over with it and I didn’t have to wait long.


  “Not Mr Harmondersly, for starters,” he told me. “But better than that. Rich people and their plush carpets, Michael. You don’t have to be a Red Indian to read the tracks. Mr Harmondersly was indeed going to check on something precious but, whatever it was, it wasn’t in his office. The shelves behind his desk open out. You could see where the pile had been smoothed over, a neat little quarter circle.”


  “Leading to what?”


  “I don’t know,” Walther told me, “But I’m going to find out. We’re going back.”


  “Now?”


  He shook his head. “I think we’ve exhausted the subtle approach. Next time we’re back with a vengeance, and we’ll find our own way without the guided tour. A frontal assault, Michael.”


  “We’re going to break in?”


  “In one.”


  I thought about this. It was nothing that we hadn’t done before, individually or together and for reasons investigative and criminal. It was just that a top London gents’ club was a bit out of my league.


  “Security systems,” I said. “And probably they have staff on site at night, if there really is something there worth protecting.”


  “If?” Walther asked. He was genuinely hurt. “Michael, if you don’t believe that there’s something there, you have no business coming with me.” And, right after, “If you don’t think there’s something funny going on, what do you think is? Vanderfell and the others just walked into the river on a bender?”


  “Something’s going on,” I admitted. “Something that gets rich people killed, that they don’t want other people to know about.”


  “And you’d guess?”


  I thought about that as well, and I gave it enough time that Walther got a second round in. “Two things,” I said. “One, it’s some rich man’s whorehouse, kids or something, and every so often it goes so far that one of them gets squeamish. So they rub him out and cover it up.”


  Walther nodded.


  “Two,” I went on, “It’s some rich man’s sports thing, fighting or hunting or something, maybe even hunting people, extreme bloodsports. Only it’s dangerous and sometimes the hunters get killed.”


  Another nod.


  “I don’t think it’s our usual,” I said, which was stupid, as our usual was everyone else’s unusual. “Spooks and stuff, I mean. It’s the rich, and they’re doing something so bad that they actually have to cover it up, but it’s just the rich.”


  Another nod. “And?” Walther said.


  “And I’m in,” I told him. “I’m with you.”


  “Good,” he said. “Call Hawker. I have a plan.”


  *


  What happened was this: at about two in the morning one Thursday, when even London is mostly off the streets outside the commercial district, someone lobbed a brick through one of the windows of the Dissipation Club. In fact what they did was lob a brick into the windows, with force. As the windows were a bit better than windows normally are, the brick ended up stuck there.


  The Club’s minder was at the door straight away, with a murderous look in his eye. He came out as soon as he’d finished unlocking the door, which took a while. He heard shouting as he did so, a woman’s voice. When he got out he was met by an off-duty policewoman who’d just seen the culprits. She showed him her ID and everything. It turns out that these two blokes, a big one and a little one in a white hat, had just run away when she challenged them. When she mentioned the white hat the minder wanted to know as much as she could tell him. She obliged, going into considerable detail.


  Meanwhile, Walther and I just walked in behind him, quiet as you like, into the silent lounge of the Dissipation Club. Hawker can be very distracting.


  She wouldn’t hold the man for long, so we made hotfoot to Harmondersly’s office where Walther reckoned this secret door was. The carpet made sneaking about a piece of cake, frankly. The lounge and the office were still lit. I got the impression they didn’t care much about the electric bill.


  We could hear Hawker finishing up even as Walther started to search for the catch. I couldn’t see anything, just a big bookshelf. Walther’s hands passed over the bindings as though he was just looking for a good read.


  “I think he’s coming back,” I whispered. I couldn’t hear Hawker talking any more.


  Walther grinned at me, and I knew he’d found it already and was just mucking me around. He tugged a book at door handle height that looked a bit wooden now I saw it. A moment later the middle shelves swung out towards us, revealing darkness, and some stairs that went right down and around, and steep. We stepped in, as quiet as we could, and pulled it gently closed after us.


  If the minder had thought to check, then we’d have had to throw him down those stairs or something. The plan was vague on that point. I’m guessing they didn’t pick their nightwatch for imagination. No doubt he poked about in the office and just ducked out. Perhaps he didn’t even know that part of the bookshelf was an exit.


  We clicked our torches on. There were no lights at all down here, no switches and no fittings. The stairway spiralled down, stone-lined, looking old, the ceiling black from soot. The air from below was just like cold breath. We looked at each other. Walther was still grinning.


  “I’ll bet the Blitz didn’t touch this,” he said. “I’ll bet the Great Fire didn’t touch this.” He went down the stairs faster than recommended, skidding a few times, torch beam waving wildly but always catching himself.


  We went down four turns before it came out in a vaulted chamber, low-ceilinged and made up of a net of arches, rows and rows of pillars that made the stone above us a complicated lattice of crosses and squares. The stone here was mostly red, said my torch, but the arches were picked out in pale. My torch found a neat stack of boxes and crates at one end, and the biggest wine rack I ever saw.


  “What now?” I asked. “What are you expecting?”


  “I’m not expecting anything,” Walther told me. Even whispering, the space did odd things with the echoes.


  “Even if we find some kind of proof or something, what will we do with it?” I pressed. It was a bit late for this kind of reasoning, but I went on. “Harmondersly was right, the papers won’t buy it. No one will.”


  Walther turned sharply, staring down my torch. “Michael, two things: secondmost is that if I can spanner their works in some way then, as God is my witness, I will. But firstly, when we find out, then I’ll know. I’ll know what it was for. I’ll know why. And that, that’s the point.”


  “Walther,” I said. “It’s a cellar. They keep their cheese and wine down here.”


  He smiled and directed his torch behind me. I looked and saw the door. It fit one of the archways that led beyond the cellar, dark old wood with a big ring handle. Tilting his hat at a cocky angle, Walther led the way to it and tried to open it. His smile slipped slightly when it wouldn’t turn. My own torch found the big rough-cut keyhole.


  “Would you do the honours?” he asked. I knelt down and reached in my pocket for my picks. It’s a grand old art form that’s dying out in a lot of places these days. Kids would rather knock in a window and just grab stuff. There aren’t so many people like me who care about the trade. Anyway, I almost needn’t have bothered here. It was a simple old lock, well-oiled, and big enough that I could probably have lined up the tumblers with my finger. As it was my pick was too delicate but I managed by using an actual key to flip them straight. Walther and I exchanged another glance and I pulled the door open.


  The room beyond was pitchy, and we flashed our torches about a weirdly civilised scene, seeing flashes of silver plate, polished wood. Then Walther leant in and flicked the lightswitch.


  The chandelier above us glowed into life, and revealed the grandest dining room I ever saw, let alone the poshest one ever put in a cellar. It was the same décor from upstairs, same carpet even. The walls made up in portraits and framed legalese papers what they lacked in windows. There was a massive fireplace, wood stacked neatly beside it. The table, which could have seated fifty people with elbow room, was made from a single slab of some kind of wood, varnished dark red and inlaid with… scenes.


  I tried hard to make out what those scenes were showing. Some sequence of events, that was obvious. Done in a mediaeval style – everyone with big heads and standing weird, all half-front on to me – it went right round the table’s edge in one continuous sweep, making it impossible to say where things started. Some of the figures were hunting. Some of them were on boats. There was a knight-looking chap lying dead beside a black lake, who could have been King Arthur for all I know. A comet or a falling star turned up a few times. Two blokes on a horse were doing a Saint George act, and while normally Saint George is killing a dragon about the size of a cat, this one made up most of the table’s centre. It was all coils of neck and tail, claws and teeth. Someone had a lot of red and black left over, after finishing the edge, because they’d spent a lot of time and table on that dragon.


  I couldn’t help but recall that the furnishings upstairs had been lots of reddish and dark shades, just like the colours in here. There was even a red cross as part of the table inlay, a fancy-pointed one. There was a lot going on in that table. The background turned out to be more of the foreground, when you looked closely. Balancing the red cross was the pyramid-eye thing the Americans use on their money, and I’ve flogged enough trick rings to recognise the set square and stuff that the Freemasons use.


  “Walther, you have got to see this table,” I told him.


  “Look,” was all he said.


  I’d passed over what he’d found, because I’d thought it was just one of those lists of names. People who died in the war or maybe a list of the club chairmen. It was just like those, names and dates, black with gold lettering. Walther was pointing to the most recent addition.


  “James Vanderfell,” I read. “Two thousand and six.” I shivered, but it was excitement as much as anything. “We were right. You were right.”


  “I was,” Walther agreed. “And they’re all there. Everyone I’ve linked to the club, and a few I couldn’t prove, and…” He looked on and on.


  “Every seven years,” I said. Each name had a single date. Each date was seven years before the next. Before Vanderfell Junior was a Captain Graham Cordwright, nineteen ninety-nine.


  It was a big board, taking up half the space from floor to ceiling. It had three columns, in medium small writing, and little Jimmy was halfway down the third. Our eyes were drawn inexorably up and up.


  Walther had already got there. I’d heard his hiss of breath. When I joined him, the top of the first column, the style was illegible, for all someone had touched it up in gold leaf recently.


  “Sir Geoffrey Martlet,” Walther said, his voice shaking a little. “Eleven Forty-five.”


  The silence crept in after that. Walther stepped back almost reverently from the board. “Photo it,” he told me. I did, on my phone.


  He was looking at something else when I’d done that. There was a big glass-fronted drinks cabinet but on top of it, close to eye level, were three things.


  Two were cups or bowls, one silver and the other gold, both set with twiny patterns. Between them was a little golden stand, just a block with two fingers sticking up at each end. It was crude as anything but it was almost certainly solid gold. The prongs were holding a knife.


  The knife had a blade of copper, and a hilt wound with cold wire. I touched it, and it cut my finger a touch, almost no pressure. You can get copper sharp enough to shave with, you see, although it blunts in no time. We looked at the cups, which were broad enough and big enough to be bowls, really. When I got them down we saw that the golden one had a certain discolouring, on the inside surface.


  “Enough of it,” Walther said what I’d been thinking. “Over and over, enough of it, and even the most diligent staff can’t quite get the vessel clean.


  “It’s a cult,” I said, because labels are useful when you’re scared.


  “Onwards,” was all Walther said. There were two doors to this room. One of them, on cursory investigation, proved to be a kitchen.


  That gave me a funny turn. I couldn’t make myself go to the back where the freezer was. It’s one of those things, those unspeakable things that just won’t go away. There’s a kind of horrible awe to the idea of eating other people. It’s all kinds of symbolism and power. The Dissipation Club were rich and greedy. To eat their own species would be in reality what they did every day metaphorically. To eat one of their actual own would be… fitting.


  There was a bit of meat in the freezer, or so Walther said. He recognised venison and boar and steak and some kind of small birds. It didn’t look well-stocked, but he said, “Seven years to the next feast perhaps? And there aren’t any leftovers from Vanderfell Junior, if that’s what you’re thinking. If they ate him, they ate him all up.” He said it like he was telling Goldilocks, just to make me shudder.


  The kitchen didn’t go anywhere else so we were left with the other door. There was a draft from under it, colder than cold.


  The door was locked, but the lock was the same clunky old thing as the last and I had it open in a moment. It opened onto another set of stairs, spiral again, going down.


  “We’ll either hit the sewers or the Metropolitan line in a minute, won’t we?” I asked.


  “I’m willing to bet they made a special detour for both, to avoid this place,” Walther said bleakly. “Come on.”


  I didn’t want to. The feeling about the freezer hadn’t left me. I’m not imaginative but my mind was full of ghouls and Morlocks and things just then. Walther, in the doorway, looked back to give me a smile. It would have been pointless to ask whether he had any idea what was down there. He didn’t, and that was why he had to go look.


  “Walther, you’re all kinds of psychic,” I said. “Aren’t you… feeling anything?” I was. I really was.


  “No,” he said, with a little frown. “Not a thing.” He turned and went into the dark.


  It was a count of seven before I could follow him. I was sweating despite the cold, my teeth jumping. I’ve seen some stuff in my time, but I was scared here. It wasn’t what had been done, or was being done, whatever that was. It was that rich people were doing it. Monsters you can sometimes reason with. I was scum off the streets, and a monster would have had more time for me than Mr Harmondersly.


  But I followed Walther in there, God help me. I followed him down those stairs. They were grey stone now, and the stones were quite big, all different sizes. To take my mind off it I asked, “How old?” to Walther, two turns below me.


  “Early medieval,” he said and then, “Older.” The echo told me he was at the bottom.


  I joined him. The ceiling here was even lower, making me stoop. Walther had taken his hat off. Our torches were all the light there was. When you’ve only got the beams of two torches, it’s very difficult to completely get the feel of a place, seeing it only in small slices. The room was big. There was what I took to be a big stone coffin in the centre, like a knight’s tomb. It was just a slab, though. The cupboard-things at the sides were stone basins. There was a certain amount of staining there, as well.


  There were big stone-stoppered jars, two feet high. I counted eighteen of them. When Walther lifted a fist-sized stopper the smell was weird and vinegary, and very strong. He closed it hurriedly.


  There were designs on the walls. They were made of lots of little pieces of stone, and a lot of the pieces had gone missing. Walther’s torch beam searched them out, trying to find them, seeing hands, feet, trees. Too much was gone to tell, but the odd piece just reminded me of that table. I saw the same falling star or whatever it was, almost intact.


  “There’s more stairs,” I said. Walther nodded. Not a spiral flight, but a straight descent, and one that nearly killed us more dead than any monster because the stone was worn into bows, and it was so steep I reckoned they could have put a lift in without taking the stairs out.


  I had lost track of how deep we were, now, but when we got to the bottom I couldn’t but notice that the walls were just faced with big slabs of stone. A bit of torchwork told me that it was rock behind them. We were in a cave that had been cut out to be bigger than the dining room, with pillars keeping the cramped ceiling in place, and there was nothing in there, no decoration, nothing: just another doorway beyond. Our breath plumed white in the little lights we had brought with us, and we took turns to change batteries, because the light was failing. The air smelt of something musty.


  The opening on the far corner was cut roughly rectangular, and it led into an identical room. Our torches picked out the same pillars, the slabs that made the walls, before they settled on something pale at the far end, next to a further dark hole.


  We advanced cautiously and I stopped when I saw what was there, although it was clear enough they wouldn’t be making trouble for us.


  Something had been done to them. Their skin had gone like leather, dried over their bones. Someone had given them a real beef jerky treatment, and I thought of the room back there, with the slab and the sink and the jars, and what they might do there, after the business with the knife and the bowls was finished with. The man furthest from the opening was recognisable though. We’d both seen his face in the file enough times.


  “I think we’ve found Junior,” I said.


  There were three of them, sitting with their backs to the wall as though guarding the opening, or as though waiting in line. They had their legs crossed, their arms folded across their chest. I didn’t touch them, but when Walther did it looked as if their skin was hard as wood. Each had a long line across their throats, the edges peeled back a little, that told just how they’d ended up. They wore white robes, and they had gold necklaces, a disc on a woven gold chain. The disk had marks on it, but they just looked like lines. Walther lifted one up, peering intently, not caring how close he brought his face to a mummified dead American.


  “I’ve seen this before,” he said, hushed. “Nowhere near here. There are stone tombs, the Scottish islands… old writing, Michael. Old.”


  “What does it say?”


  “Alas, I don’t know. Nobody does. Or that’s what I thought before coming down here. Perhaps it’s a curse on those who disturb this place.” He grinned, half desperation, half desperate cheer at having found out so thoroughly much more than he’d thought. “Perhaps Junior and his friends are symbolic guardians, to stop us going further.”


  “And will they?” I asked.


  “Only one way to find out,” he said, and walked straight past into the low opening. I was frozen to the spot for a second, and there was utter silence. “Walther?” I said, and then “Walther!” and damn the echo, but there was nothing.


  I made myself follow him. The dead trio didn’t move. Walther was there, just beyond the doorway, but he was frozen and I froze too. For a very long time neither of us had words for it. At last it was me who found something to say.


  “Disneyland,” I said in a raw, horrified voice.


  Walther blinked and snapped out of it, turning his torch on me. “I’m sorry what?”


  “Disneyland,” I said again, because that was all it reminded me of, in the whole world. If you haven’t been to Disneyland then any big fun park will do. It’s the same with all of them, the way they make use of their space. You spend most of your time there queuing, and they make you line up, up and down, up and down, the interlocking barriers compressing a half-mile queue into a neat little box. It was Disneyland. It was Disneyland for the dead. The barriers here were almost the same, and everyone was waiting in line, except that they were sitting down, white robes in graded stages of decay, legs folded, arms crossed, and each with their lucky medallion.


  Walther was counting, depth by width, and I really didn’t want to know the answer. I couldn’t stop looking though. My torch just went from rank to rank of dried-kipper faces, a study in gradual dessication in seven-year intervals.


  “Gaps,” I said. It was true. Every so often there was a space, five or ten or so bodies wide, just left empty. It was as though the whole thing would make a picture or spell something out when viewed impossibly from above.


  “That’s awkward,” Walther said. “If we had all hands present and accounted for there would be space for two hundred, but if they’re going to leave gaps I won’t bother.” A moment of calculation and he said, slightly shakily, “But even if one out of spaces is just punctuation we’re already beyond Sir Geoffrey Martlet. We’re before the Norman invasion, at one every seven years.”


  My torch was shaking and I brought it down to the floor at my feet. I tried several times before I could say it. “In – in the far corner, Walther. There’s – another hole.”


  I didn’t think I could bear it, to go queue-jumping in that place: to sidle along the waiting ranks, brushing against the paper-dry dead, but when Walther went, I followed. I’m stupid like that. Sometimes I just cannot believe how stupid I am.


  Neither of us suggested vaulting the barriers. The ceiling was low and the barriers were wood that might not have borne us, and besides, it would have been disrespectful. So Walther and I wound our way in and out of the patient corpses, speeding when we found a gap, slowing again at the next of the deceased.


  Walther actually chuckled, halfway there. “I’ll say one thing,” he said. “This is certainly very British.” And we pushed our way to the front of the queue.


  It was not the front of the queue. The hole led into another carved out cave, and that one was full as well with the snaking lines of the ancient dead. I saw Walther’s lips move a couple of times, seeing the same pattern: economy of space with a shotgunning of random gaps, some of which must have been twenty dead men long. There was little deterioration of the bodies, even compared to Junior two rooms back, but it was there, and I said, “How long?”


  Walther shook his head. “They can’t be every seven years. I won’t believe it. If they were all here we’d be… before the Romans came here. Before the birth of Christ.” He swallowed. “Before the Roman Empire even started maybe.”


  “Walther,” I said slowly. “There’s another –”


  “I know. I don’t care. I won’t believe it.” He said that, but he was already moving down the zig-zags of the dead. I had no trouble following him now. That was because I had realised that the room of ancient dead people in front of me was matched by a room of ancient dead people behind me, and I wasn’t going to get left there.


  We were halfway through the room when the light went on. It was another torch but it was a big, bright white one. Suddenly everything around us was better lit up than either of us wanted. We turned automatically, trapped in a maze of corpses. Of course we just saw the light but someone said, “I really must commend you.” He said it quietly but the only other sound was us and so we heard it very clearly.


  The voice was familiar, and when the light was turned a little we could make out Mr Harmondersly standing in the entrance we had come through, all smart in his blazer as though we were not standing waist deep in a dead-man’s theme park. He had a gun, and although it was pointed at us it was almost a relief to see something I could understand.


  “Mr. Cohen,” Harmondersly said. “You have done remarkably well.”


  “Not quite well enough,” Walther noted, actually leaning on one of the barriers, as though he and Harmondersly were just chatting, without gun.


  Harmondersly began to make his careful way towards us. I could see he was used to it. He didn’t jog a single body and the gun never wavered. “You might as well continue,” he said. “You might as well see all of it.”


  “How many more rooms?” Walther asked.


  “The next is the first. Go on ahead of me, if you would.”


  “What if I’d rather just push you into shooting me now?” Walther asked him, not going anywhere.


  “Oh but you wouldn’t, Mr Cohen,” Harmondersly said. “You’d rather find out, and then be shot. Tell me it isn’t true.”


  Walther’s face showed that it was, and with a shrug he went on, weaving down the lanes of the dead. Their skin was taut over skull and bones, this far in. There was not even a rag left of any robes they might have worn. The air was cool and dry, though, and there was not a hole or mark on them, save for the cut throats. Seeing so many, I was an expert on the subject right there. Each man had his throat slashed cleanly, without ragged edges. The angles were all so very similar, like whoever did it was copying from a book.


  We got to the next opening. Walther stepped inside, torch moving. I looked to see if Harmondersly was close enough to rush, but he was two lines back. The time to jump him would be at the entrance, I knew, but it would be tight. His hair might be white but he held himself well, moved easily. I reckoned he was another old army bird. A stray shot would go badly for me or for Walther.


  I followed Walther in, very tense, looking back. I bumped into him, because he was stopping to stare. I looked where his torch went.


  It was another room of dead men, although the gaps were larger, an entire row and a half in one case. I knew Walther would be trying to count back the years, but just then I didn’t want to know.


  This room was more of a cave. At our end it had been shaped a bit, propped up. At the other end it was just the natural rock, and the natural rock was doing something unpleasant. It disappeared. The far end of the cave just fell away, a twenty-foot chasm that was utterly, completely dark.


  There was a click next to my head. It was Harmondersly cocking his revolver. He was easily close enough that I could make a grab for it, but what the films don’t teach you is that, reactions aside, it’s quicker to pull a trigger than move for a gun. I’d missed my chance. The old boy had come up behind us quicker than I’d thought. He nodded, and Walther and I moved along a bit.


  “So what’s the story?” Walther asked? “You owe me that much.”


  “Because of what we did to you? We owe you nothing,” Harmondersly said. “For finding your way here, however… Perhaps you should tell me your conclusions to date. It would save time.”


  “The Dissipation Club is continuing a tradition of murder that goes back… a very long time,” Walther said. I was making sure to stay between him and the gun, so he had to speak almost under my armpit.


  “And our victims are…?”


  “Members of the club, it would seem. I’d guess new members, who are promised some social advantage when they join, and then done away with.”


  “And why would we do such a thing?” Harmondersly asked.


  “Cheap thrills?” Walther suggested. “Or maybe you are a cult. Maybe you think you’re bringing the second coming.”


  “Does it matter?” I said.


  Harmondersly’s smile was just visible in the light of his lowered torch. “Mr Cohen knows that it matters. ‘Why?’ is always the most important question. How long, Mr Cohen?”


  Walther gave a kind of hopeless laugh. “Well all things being equal, Mr Harmondersly, there’s space for enough bodies to take us back to around fifteen-hundred BC, but I don’t believe it.”


  “Your logic is impeccable,” Harmondersly congratulated him. “However, all things are not equal, and the interval between formal meetings of the Club was only standardised around the time of the Crusades.” At Walther’s brief nod he added, “Before then the interval was frequently longer than seven years. Our tradition cannot be dated with accuracy, but it came to these isles before metalworking did. My earliest counterparts watched Stonehenge being built. You are looking at the honoured dead of over five thousand years.”


  Walther said nothing, and so Harmondersly added. “Kindly make your way to the edge, Mr Cohen.”


  “Well of course. The best view from the good seats,” Walther almost mumbled. He was doing it, too, making his subdued way towards that chasm. Of all things I didn’t want to go any nearer, but at the same time I wouldn’t leave Walther unprotected, for what little good I could do.


  “He’s going to push us in!” I hissed.


  “Is that what you think?” Harmondersly asked, not confirming or denying. He followed us at a leisurely pace. I tried to work out whether we could wait until he was at the far end from the entrance and then just hurdle our way to freedom, but he would get far too much of a chance to shoot us, and it was a good bet that he was a good shot. I had to hope he’d come close again.


  Walther was at the end by this point, with me three corpses behind him. Close to, the pit was huge. The cold draft was coming from it, too, and it smelled funny. It smelled bad, but not any smell I could put a name to, not anything I’d ever smelled before.


  “What, then?” Walther asked, on the edge of the abyss. Harmondersly’s torch lit him up like a firework in his white suit. He looked back at the old man. “What then? I’m here. You’ve got a gun. It’s the end. But tell me. What have you got down there?”


  “The reason for all of this, Mr. Cohen,” Harmondersly said. “What its name is I cannot say, but the Romans called it Dispater.”


  Walther choked on that and I had to ask twice before he’d tell me.


  “The Father of Wealth,” he said. “God of the underworld, to the Romans.” He managed a little grin in my direction. “You’re thinking it was Mickey Mouse’s dog, aren’t you?” because we’d had that conversation before. “They got Pluto from the Greeks, but from north and west Europe… they got Dispater. The Dispation Society. The Dissipation Club. Oh very clever.”


  “I’m glad you approve,” Mr Harmondersly said.


  “And he’s down there is he?”


  “Yes.”


  “You seem very certain. What does he look like?”


  “No mortal eye has seen Dispater for two thousand years,” Harmondersly said. “The earliest and only description says it is a thing of all shapes and no shape, a horror of shadows. I paraphrase, of course.”


  “Of course. So how do you know he hasn’t died or moved on, old Dizzy?” Walther’s irreverence was wasted. Harmondersly was unflapped.


  “Because of the evidence you have passed by. Why do you think there are gaps in the ranks of the dead, Mr Cohen? Because when Dispater wakes, he is hungry.”


  With the pit at our backs, with that constant, sour breath coming out of it, I let out a bit of a whimper at that point. Walther’s hand found mine and squeezed.


  “Dispator came from the skies, the writings say, like a mountain of fire, and it is hungry. It sleeps for many generations. Sometimes it wakes.” Harmondersly was saying this like it was a church reading. “When awake, Dispator is drawn to its sigil, stamped in gold, and it feeds, consuming always the freshest first and working its way back, through the years of our sacrifices, until it is sated. Sometimes its hunger is swiftly assuaged, and sometimes it feeds long and long. The space I am now standing in represents at least two centuries of offerings, at one sitting.”


  “Why leave the gaps empty? Poor economy of space.” Walther was trying to be calm, but his voice was ragged.


  “Where Dispater has fed,” Harmondersly said, “No corpse will rest easily.”


  I let out another sound.


  “And so you run your little murder club to feed it,” Walther said. “And what gives you the right? Because you’re rich? Because you can?”


  “Yes!” Harmondersly was fierce with it. “Because nobody else can. For five thousand years those who govern and rule have appeased this hunger, whether they be Britons or Romans, Saxons or Normans, Englishmen or Great Britons once again. The secret is kept because it is too awful for the world to know that this devouring thing lies here beneath the earth, and must have human flesh when it wakes. The practices of the Britons that so appalled the Roman invaders had their origins here, but when the Romans understood them, their governors and generals kept them, and kept them underground. These men around you are kings, Mr Cohen. They are senators and chieftains and noblemen of the British Isles, and they are not unwitting victims. Each one knew the risk he ran, to protect Britain from the devouring hunger of Dispater. Through the centuries we have kept faith. We have put ourselves forward for this service, the rulers and the wealthy, the Dissipation Club. The men whose names you passed to me, Mr Cohen, are not victims, they are heroes, who made the ultimate sacrifice for this country and this world. Dispater is called the father of wealth, but like so many gods he devours his children.”


  “I’d have thought you’d just take tramps from the streets,” Walther said, and at last Harmondersly looked insulted.


  “Our trust is a sacred one. We are not murderers. We are those with the wealth and power to keep this greatest of secrets, and for that wealth and power, we pay the price, every seven years.”


  “And others pay the price, for your secrecy,” Walther almost whispered.


  “Do you not think the secret justifies such payment?” Harmondersly asked him.


  Walther was quiet a long time before I heard him sigh. “God help me,” he said. “Maybe it does. How many people know about this?”


  “The members of the Club only, and they are chosen carefully. The most responsible, the most entrenched, the most honourable, the most reliable. They are sounded out well before they are approached. Almost always they are drawn from the highest echelons of society, so that they have power with which to defend their sleeping charge from inquisitive men, such as you.”


  “Ah yes, me. And what now? You want Michael and I to pop down there and see if Dizzy’s sleeping peacefully?”


  “Occasionally however,” Mr Harmondersly said, as if Walther hadn’t spoken, “There are those who, despite all our efforts, uncover the truth of the Dissipation Club. I am not a villain in some American film, Mr Cohen. If I had wanted to kill you then I would not have bothered with all this explanation.”


  Another heavy pause before, “Are you offering…”


  “I am offering you membership in the Club,” Mr Harmondersly said carefully. “With your persistence, I feel that you have earned it.”


  “It’s a trick,” I said immediately. “You can bet who’ll be sitting next to Jim Junior come the time.”


  “It would be an overly complex plot if I intended to let your friend go only to arrange his death in seven years’ time,” said Mr Harmondersly with the contempt of a rich man for his inferiors. “Mr Cohen, you are an educated man. You are a man whose mind is strong. You come recommended by your clients. You are of good family, though fallen on hard times.”


  Walther grinned at that, without humour, and he must have been thinking of his father. Harmondersly meant him to, as proof that Walther he was being open at last. “Our duty is sacred, as I hope I have imposed upon you,” he went on. “You would have no greater chance than I, to be the chosen one. Mr Cohen?”


  Walther paused a long time, on the brink of that. “What,” he asked at last, “About Michael?”


  “Mr Liupowiktz does not meet with the entry requirements of the Dissipation Club,” Harmondersly said, and I felt Walther bunch up beside me, ready to spit in the eye of Dispater if he had to, but the old man was going on. “Mr Liupowiktz can however take a place on the staff. He would seem to have the qualities of capability and loyalty that we require. Perhaps he would even serve at the next club meeting, if he still suspects foul play.”


  “You want me to be your waiter?” I spat at him. He regarded me coldly.


  “Is it so demeaning?” he asked. “Your name, Mr Liupowiktz, would at least not go into the silver cup, as mine has done many times. Mr Cohen, have you an answer for me? If you are considering your family fortunes, these can of course be repaired.”


  Walther let out a brief, hard laugh. “Oh I’ll not take charity, Mr Harmondersly. I’ll take from you exactly what Vanderfell offered us, because he won’t pay up when I draw a blank on his son. I’ll take a promotion for a friend of mine, who’s been short of one for a long time. Other than that, I won’t take a penny from you.” He looked at me, and I’m not sure whether he was apologising or not. “But I’ll take your offer. How could I not?”


  I was waiting to find out if it was a trick, but Harmondersly put his gun away right then. He and Walther were from the same world. They had an understanding I couldn’t break into.


  “Tell me though,” Walther said. “I’ve always been sensitive, to all manner of things. I’m standing here next to a pit that’s full of stargod, and… nothing.”


  “You were born in this country, Mr Cohen,” Harmondersly said. “You have lived in the psychic footprint of Dispater all your life. In order to escape it, to feel the lack of it, you would have to journey to Eastern Europe or Africa or cross the Atlantic. And there you would feel the touch of other beings of the same nature and magnitude. The thing that sleeps beneath the Pyramids is called Apep, by the ancient priesthood that has always guarded it. The others we cannot name. Their guardians are secret enough to evade even our searches, but they are tended, for if they were even unleashed upon the world then believe me, everybody would know.”


  He was walking back now, making his practised way up and down, and Walther was following him. Being stupid, though, I turned and looked down into the pit with my torch.


  I was expecting just rock and a drop, but at the very edge of the light, where it was thinned down to almost nothing, I saw something shiny and slick, and it moved.


  I followed right after the others, after that.


  We blew Vanderfell off, and he didn’t seem surprised. He obviously didn’t think much of us. Not a satisfied customer. We went back to our lives, and all the little irritants stopped, of course. DS Hawker got her promotion.


  And in a few years’ time, Walther has a dinner appointment, and they’ll have to find a way to fit me into one of those red waiter’s jackets, because there’s no damn way I trust any of those rich bastards.


  


  * * *
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  Rapture


  “At long last, it has been revealed to me,” said Mr Brown earnestly. “I have seen the light!”


  He was a plump, moustached man, an account manager for one of the high street banks. I knew him by sight, by the occasional exchanged greeting, by common use of the same tube station. He was an unlikely figure to be doorstepping me at nine in the morning on a Thursday.


  “After so many years in the Wilderness,” Mr Brown exclaimed, “He has seen fit to reveal to me His truth!”


  I wasn’t sure that North London quite counted as the Wilderness, with or without the uppercase letter that Mr Brown had audibly given it, but perhaps he was referring to the banking profession. He was waving a torn piece of paper at me urgently, as they so often did. Out of misplaced pity and the last dregs of our acquaintance I captured it and held it still enough to read. It was a page torn from some glossy magazine, so I was expecting a fairly high-class revelation, but it turned out to be an advertisement for a foot spa.


  “For lo!” Mr Brown declaimed, encouraged, “Whoever should walk into God’s presence, let him first look to his feet, for is it not written that only the cleanly of foot shall be permitted to enter Heaven?”


  Yes, I had to admit, it was so written. It would have been churlish of me to point out that it was written there in biro, and undoubtedly in Mr Brown’s neat bank-manager’s script. “Why don’t you go convert Mr Chandrapur, across the street?” I suggested.


  “That heretic?” Mr Brown protested, and stalked off, waving his tattered page dramatically, a brown-suited Charlton Heston down from the Mount. It was true, I had heard Mr Chandrapur shouting something out of his top window last night, exhorting the world to rise up and follow him to somewhere. I had put a pillow over my head, and so had missed the vital details of God’s great message.


  I shambled back inside and made breakfast, wondering what today would bring. The window, opened against a morning that was promising to be oppressively hot, let in the sound of at least three shouting voices, but it’s astonishing what you can get used to.


  No work to commute to. No work for me since the venerable Mr Tallbury had declared himself the last true prophet of Odin, and set out to avert the end of the world by spreading the importance of proper manicure. In his absence, wracked by divinely-inspired absenteeism, his little firm of investment counsellors had quietly closed its doors. I was glad. In the last few days before the end I had never been quite sure whether my clients would match my financial advice with stern exhortations to follow them to enlightenment. Our last few customers had endured an equally uneven time. In the booth next to mine I had heard, actually heard, the moment when a colleague of mine had turned from explaining the merits of ISA’s to denouncing vegetable juice health drinks as the very urine of Satan. It was an unsettled time, as we say in the trade. It was hard to say that any investment, material or spiritual, would be the right choice for the future.


  I mooched about the house for as long as I could stand, putting off the inevitable. Mid-morning I went out. To walk down Kingsbury High Street in those times was an education. The Rapture was in full flow. You couldn’t throw a brick without hitting at least two of the chosen. A house down our road had been spray painted with Chinese characters in red, no doubt denouncing the occupants as heathens. Three days ago a family had been inexpertly firebombed. I say inexpertly, because the makeshift Molotov had scorched the front door and the hallway, but had gone out before doing much damage. The whole self-made, amateur aspect of it was the main saving grace. Like Mr Brown, none of them were cut out to be the ultimate messengers of divine grace.


  It had been a bit of a joke when this all started. The first twitches came about a month before, and it had provided the jolly end-piece to plenty of news bulletins: Aren’t there a lot of nutters preaching on street corners these days? There had been talk of a reality TV show, “Who wants to be the Messiah?” It had stopped being funny shortly after that, as people and the media had begun to realise that something serious was going on. Speeches in the House of Commons were interrupted by the Labour member for Bradford tearing his shirt off and howling for absolution. A noted business tycoon had emailed the thousands-strong staff of his many companies insisting that true salvation was only to be found by casting out cheese from their lives. The newspapers picked up the story and ran with it. Half the world was infected by some revelatory plague! Later, the situation grew sufficiently bad that they had to shamefacedly bring the story back and state, without hyperbole and in genuine fear, that the Rapture seemed to have driven fully one in four people out of their heads. Every city, every nation was full of men and women who had been spoken to directly by God or gods, and who had cast away everything of their lives, possessed by the overwhelming urge to pass on their incomprehensible or banal vision of divinity to an uncaring world. That was a week ago, and I reckoned that the number had risen to around one in three by now. Farmers, beggars, businessmen, policemen, clerks, estate agents, plasterers’ mates, typists, microbiologists, gypsies and even the actual clergy, every possible stripe of humanity was afflicted, none was spared. The disease struck at random. Everyone left was living in dread that they would be next. That was the worst thing. The actual ranting and preaching was a minor irritation.


  There were a dozen prophets in full flow down the High Street. I walked past most of them without even turning a head. This was now commonplace. They say a prophet is never honoured in his own country. Certainly he’s not when he has so much competition. I stopped for a moment to regard one old man, seventy if he was a day, stripped absolutely naked and waving something over his head. Even in the warmth of the summer morning his skin was goose-pimpled, his chest like a toast-rack, his hips like jug-handles. It was clear that the urgent business of the Lord was leaving him no time to eat. He was telling me, telling everyone, that you needed nothing to live, and to find the Lord’s grace, save this one thing. I couldn’t quite see what he was waving over his head at first, and his mumbled raving was hard to follow, but eventually I made out that it was a toothbrush. Dental hygiene, it seemed, was the Path and the Way.


  There was a fight going on further down the road. This was also common. Two diametrically-opposed faithful had tried to convert one another and now they were scuffling awkwardly. A middle-aged Asian man in a suit and a young, wild-haired woman, both of them were shrieking the Truth at each other. A few people were watching but I just passed on by. I was vaguely aware that amongst those of the population still healthily agnostic, the very British pastime of betting on duelling dogmas had sprung up wherever these tawdry brawls could be found, but I had no interest.


  The church was up ahead and I felt a stab of guilt. I used to turf myself out of bed some Sundays and shamble along, to doze and drone by alternate measures through the service. My religious convictions, hammered inexpertly into me by a Church of England school years before, had long since rubbed off. A vague sense of guilt and propriety had been just strong enough to keep me dragging my feet there one Sunday out of four. Since the Rapture I hadn’t bothered. I felt I was getting more than my share of religious instruction every minute of the day.


  Reverend McRae was sitting on the low wall outside the church, talking to a tall, lean figure I thought I should recognise, the two of them sharing a cigarette. The vicar nodded to me: a little, bearded, melancholy gnome of a man in shirtsleeves, his dog collar awry. I would have walked on by, but these days it seemed that the church was the only place that I could avoid the presence of God.


  The Reverend greeted me and I glanced at his companion, seeing a gaunt face and greasy, combed-over grey hair. The vicar interpreted for me: “You know Mr. Owley, of course,” passing the half-dead cigarette over.


  I didn’t. Then I did. He had cleaned himself up a bit, and of course I wasn’t used to seeing anything of him from neck to knees, but that gaunt face eventually rang bells.


  “Given up the old…?” I made a vague gesture to indicate the sandwich board that had previously been his most notable affectation.


  He shrugged. “You seen what it’s like,” he muttered, returning the fag end to the vicar. “What’s the point of it now? Who cares whether the End is Nigh? Who’ll listen when I tell ’em to repent? Too much bloody competition.”


  Reverend McRae took a long, mournful drag, a tiny auto da fé for the remainder of the cigarette. “Nobody comes to services any more,” he said. It was not directed at me, or no more than at the rest of the formerly churchgoing world. “What happened to demarcation, that’s what I want to know.”


  “Is the Lion still open?” I asked them. It was a dodgy business from day to day, seeing what fragments of society were keeping their heads above the rising tide of sectarianism. So far the pub had persisted.


  We repaired there, the three of us. The owner had to date not given in to the religious fervour, but I reckoned it was close. His jaw was clenched, as he served us, and the sweat that gleamed on his balding head was not just the heat. The old calling and the new were at war within him, but his professionalism won out enough that he was able to serve three pints without spilling any revelations. I asked him to put the TV on. It had become a hit and miss affair, but I wanted to see if we could catch the news.


  The media had a field day at first, as I said. Then they got cagey. Then they got desperate, genuinely desperate. You could see the change daily, the vulturous glee at having such a story to peck at lapsing into a genuine, hollow-cheeked horror as the world turned. Last night I had switched on the news, and the newsreader had stared into camera and got as far as “Lo, it has been shown to me –!” before some quick-witted technician cut him off. Hit and miss, as I say. The media, that had previously made its livelihood out of shock tactics and scaremongering, was now the last bastion of conservatism, desperately trying to carry on as normal, all stiff upper lip, trying to give out the news at the usual times between the endless repeats that they rattled out mechanically to fill in the gaps. Yesterday I had tried to watch the football. Both teams were short-handed, but it seemed that the game was an antidote, that their determination to kick a black and white ball about in front of a patchy, ragged crowd could provide some inoculation against what was crippling the country. Then one side had scored a goal and the exultant team had ploughed to their knees before the goalmouth in their victorious ritual. Only, when they got up, one man remained, some star striker, arms out in rapturous worship of the goal mouth, his ape-like face transfigured by a wondrous, private understanding that put most of the street-corner Isiahs to shame. His life to date had been the usual round of infidelities, club violence and vacuous TV spots, but if you had dropped him, as he had become, into Palestine two thousand years back, the course of human history could have been quite different.


  We drank, Mr Owley, the Reverend and I, and listened to the distant echoes of God’s chosen as each described the vision personally vouchsafed to them for the reclamation of the human soul.


  “We’re not going to make it, let’s face it,” I proposed. “Nobody’s taking out the bins. That tells you when things are starting to run down. Everyone’s trying to carry on as normal, but… starvation, anarchy…”


  “Oh I think we’ll pull through,” Reverend McRae said quietly.


  “It’s the government’s fault,” said Mr Owley, with a spark of his old street-ranting fire. “They put something in the water. Or what got out from a lab somewhere. Germ warfare, that’s what it is.”


  “I don’t think they can do that with germ warfare. It’s a bit… specific,” I said, dubiously. “Reverend?”


  “Oh it’s not the government, I think, Mr Owley. I rather think it’s a higher authority,” said the vicar. Owley and I eyed him suspiciously, waiting for the Rapture, but he just blinked at us, benign and sad-faced. “Do you know why I took the cloth?” he asked us.


  “A free house and no heavy lifting,” I put in. I had considered the career myself, the once, for exactly those reasons.


  “I had a calling. When I was at university, studying law, I had a moment… just a moment of sudden clarity. I heard the voice of God, or so I’ve always tried to believe, and I’ve done my best, since then, to do His will. Insofar as anyone can in this world.” He lit another cigarette. The barman had overwritten all the ‘no smoking’ signs with ‘no preaching’.


  “Well.” I shifted, uncomfortable with this unsolicited confession, exchanging glances with Mr Owley. “Still…”


  “I look in their faces, all these people, and I see the same. I believe, I truly believe, that this is God’s work.”


  “Driving people mad? I saw a greengrocer conjure Heaven and Earth to insist that wire coat-hangers were the only means to eternal life,” I objected. “God did that? Why?”


  “Mysterious ways.” The vicar mouthed the standard cop-out. He shrugged. “I can’t tell. Yes, everyone who gets the Rapture is convinced of something… random, meaningless, and yet… they believe. They truly believe, the faith that moves mountains. There must be a purpose…”


  Mr Owley made a dismissive noise, but then the news intro was starting, the familiar glitter of computer graphics, and we waited to see what those remaining at their posts at the BBC had managed to scrape up for us.


  There was only one subject for the news, of course: the Rapture and its effects. The harassed, bag-eyed newsreader was hunched over her paper notes, perhaps for fear of what words the autocue might suddenly put into her mouth. There was widespread looting, she was saying, naming towns, boroughs, counties. Local authorities were attempting to institute food deliveries. The Prime Minister had made a statement. She tried to go live to Downing Street, was left looking awkward and unscripted as nothing happened. “Perhaps – then – do we –?” looking offscreen at someone, “A report from our correspondent in – our – Peter, can you hear me?” Her hand was to her earpiece, as though ready to rip it out the moment the dogma came through, as though you could catch it, or avoid catching it, like that.


  Then we had Peter, or someone I assumed was Peter. He was somewhere sandy and dry, walking down a street between low, whitewashed buildings under a sky of cloudless blue, speaking earnestly, silently into camera. It was somewhere in the Middle East, certainly, but no subtitles, no labels came up. We watched his miming progress curiously. He was pointing to a burned-out car, a tiny haze of smoke or dust still rising, and we gathered that there had been a car bombing, from the look of it, somewhere in – was this Israel? Iraq perhaps? It was difficult to know. The Rapture was on that place as it was on Kingsbury High Street, and men and women with lean desert-prophet looks to them were calling and proselytising their personal brands of divinity all around. In the distance there was a scuffling, awkward struggle just like the one I had passed on the way to the church. In between the howling, mad-eyed ranters, the local people went their way, ignoring their babbling neighbours, ignoring Peter, ignoring the burned-out car, bustling about their lives without much regard for any of it. For a moment we had sound, and Peter’s voice, off-sync with his lips, came to us, “Not an unusual sight here, perhaps, although this is the first such incident since the advent of the Rapture…” and then static, and then, “...is believed that the victim was also a Rapturist, and that the home-made device was…” and then his voice, corroded by distance and failing engineering, was lost. The last we saw of Peter was a look of indescribable awe on his face, his hand raised, trembling, to point at something beyond the cameraman. Then static, white snow, for more than a minute, so that we thought that it was over and went back to our drinks.


  Then we had our newsreader back again, with a new sheaf of papers. She had been crying, I thought, although she was putting on a brave, a professional face. “Well we seem to have lost Peter there,” she said, and my heart went out to her: an unwilling war correspondent in the face of the unthinkable. “Yesterday we heard that the Pope had made his first public address since the commencement of the Rapture. Today, other religious figures across the globe…” but then we had lost her voice as well, and watched as the mutely mouthed at us from the screen, before being replaced by a montage of images: the Pope on his balcony, pontificating to a St Peter’s Square that rattled with only a handful of supplicants, his robes whipped at by the wind; the leader of a London mosque well known for controversy gesturing furiously, angrily decrying idolatry; an Evangelist, starved of the donations of the faithful, trying whip up a fire and brimstone sermon to an empty television studio; an orthodox Rabbi standing in the doorway of a synagogue on a Sabbath day, pleading with passers-by who were doing their best to ignore him; the Archbishop of Canterbury running his hands through his thinning hair; the Prime Minister again, making a statement to two journalists and the unseen cameraman, his hands insisting that everything was under control, the rest of him taut with panic…


  We exchanged glances, Mr Owley, the Reverend and I, and then we went outside, took our drinks to the tables and chairs out front, and lounged there in the balmy weather, watching the insistent ranting of the common people of London, each one touched by some absolute conviction. We watched them demanding that we find the kingdom of Heaven by paperclips, by sandals, by the flight of London’s filthy pigeons, whilst elsewhere the religious figures of the day fought for elbow room in which to set out the market stalls of their own exclusive philosophies.


  That was the height of the Rapture. I remember it well. Looking back, it is that lazy afternoon I recall as the apex, and I wonder if the turning point was simply that enough people had come to the same understanding that we did, and that whatever inflicted the Rapture was satisfied, its purpose complete. People began to recover, in ones and twos, and then in droves. Three weeks later there was barely a lunatic still preaching and, a month after that, you could almost guarantee that someone haranguing you from the pavement was probably genuinely disturbed, and not touched by God at all.


  All in all, the whole globe-trotting mess – which had seemed to be the very End Times such a short while before – dissipated into the prolonged wet raspberry sound of a hundred experts using as many words as possible to say that they had no idea. We had a sweepstake, at the pub, about when the first pundit would give up entirely and start talking about mass hysteria.


  It seems incredible now, that life can go on as normal after all that. Of course, that sort of business can make you appreciate just how much ‘as normal’ means to you.


  Or not quite as normal. There’s one thing changed. You do still hear the old voices of religious extremism, it’s true. The media still gives them airtime, and they have their websites and their meeting places. Even so, these days, when there’s someone out there telling us that God wants our money, or that God has an abiding loathing of homosexuals, or abortion clinics, or just of people who hold slightly different views on what God likes or dislikes, you start to see a certain expression appear on the faces of the listeners, no matter where in the world you are. An embarrassment, really. An awkwardness, like fidgety children sitting through a dull assembly speech on road safety. In the midst of the proselytising and the dogma and the insistence that God wants one such irrational thing or another there comes a certain feeling of, Haven’t we heard all this before? And everyone remembers when a bank manager used the same stale rhetoric for the greater divinity of the footspa, and then sometimes people laugh, and sometimes they leave, but these days it is relatively seldom that they listen.


  Mr Owley is once again a fixture of Kingsbury High Street, but his sandwich board remains immaculately blank, and I have watched the shopping crowds slow as they near him, ready to mock. Then they depart, puzzled and thoughtful, perhaps recognizing the only true message that we can ever receive from the ineffable. As for the Reverend McRae, he stands each Sunday before his sparse congregation still, swelled somewhat by the title of his first sermon after the Rapture: ‘Not in My name’.


  


  * * *


  


  This is one of my readers, stories I take along to author readings because slices of a fantasy epic are not necessarily the best fare for that sort of thing. It’s also been deployed to hook the interest of short story collection editors, and so in some way could be found responsible for the volume it currently inhabits. Rapture is a story that grew out of a single protest placard, and I can’t even remember what the protest was about, whether it was some Western move in the Middle East or something completely different. The idea of people protesting that some development taken for national security, or in the name of a faith or culture group, is “not in their name” is fairly widespread, but this placard was definitely placing the words – the last words of the story – into the voice of the Divine Itself. Also, a bit of digging on the internet reveals it’s apparently a song by Kris Kristofferson, which is a bit of a double take. Great minds, apparently…


  Care


  When I picked Dad up from the hospital he had only a glower for me.


  “What took you? Been waiting ages.”


  I checked with the staff. Had there been any problems? There had not. He’d had his telly and his private room, his meals brought to him. He’d been able to shuffle about the garden and complain to the nurses. They’d even let him smoke outside. It was a very obliging private hospital and I’d paid them a lot of money for the three weeks they’d had Dad, in order to make things as smooth as possible for everyone involved. Even so, I got the distinct impression that a fourth week might have seen things begin to fray. Dad could be like that.


  When I told Hannah what I was going to do she said I was mad. This was good of her, really. She’d moved to Australia, after all: nobody would be expecting her to look after Dad. She could have just told me what a good boy I was and let me get on with it. Instead of which, she did her damnedest to dissuade me.


  “Don’t you remember what it was like?” she demanded, over the phone. “I mean, why’d you think I moved out here, if not to get away from him? And you’re just the same. Think how it is at Christmas. None of us can be in a house with each other for more than three days without putting each others’ backs up.”


  Last Christmas she hadn’t come. There had been some work-related excuse. And when Dad had his attack, and we thought he wasn’t going to make it, well, she was pregnant, after all. She couldn’t be expected to subject herself to the stress.


  “Steve, seriously.” I could hear the sincerity there – what she said, she said for me, not just because of her difficult memories of Dad. “You’re making a mistake.”


  “I just…” Alone on the phone, with only that distant voice to focus on, it was hard to put into words. What did I want to say? That I wish it had been different. That now, when the last sands in the glass were running out, I wanted to make it different. That I wanted another chance?


  He looked grey, my dad, when I met him at the hospital. He was a big man, still, wide across the shoulder and chest, but the hulking bulldog of memory had dwindled. His throat was wrinkled and baggy, and his eyes sunken into a face that was hanging off the skull. Still strong, though, still something there of the iron figure of childhood, and I thought of Tennyson: “and tho’ we are not now that strength which in old days moved Earth and heaven...” And here was my dad, Ulysses coming home at last.


  He just nodded, when he saw me, and pointed out that I was late. He hadn’t seen me in months but he wasn’t one for sentiment. My picking him up was no more than his patriarchal due. Nothing had changed.


  I had seen him more recently, of course, but that had been to the steady bip of the heart monitor, and his eyes had been closed.


  He shouldered his way into the passenger seat of the car with that same belligerence with which he did everything: Dad vs. the world, always. His manner, sitting there, was pure resentment, staring out of the window, barely looking at me as I got in.


  “Belt up, Dad.”


  That brought a furious stare, and I was almost glad of it.


  “Seat belt, Dad.” I saw his hands shake a little, clicking it in, but I knew that trying to help him would make things worse. After, though, I said: “You can smoke, if you want.”


  And because that had been the thing the hospital had been insistent about, of course – no smoking indoors – there was a mote of gratitude in his eyes, or I thought there was, as he lit up. And I thought to myself, Maybe this will work. I’m going to make this work.


  When he came out of hospital – the hospital that did the surgery after his attack – they’d talked to me about various types of care – after all, I had the money these days. I didn’t want any of it. Three weeks in that private place was too long, but it’d taken that to get the work done at my place, to give Dad somewhere to come home to.


  He had seen the house once, I think, a couple of years before. I’m not sure that he remembered. His expression, standing on the gravel of my drive, was so familiar to me. It was the way he looked whenever he saw something new that he didn’t really understand but would be forced to deal with: that pugilistic expression, hands curled most of the way into fists, head thrust forwards. He had met all of life’s challenges that way. When he married Mum I bet he looked like that at the altar. And it had always worked for him. I recognised that now. He had bullied and threatened his way through life, from school to work to the way he ran his family, taking no lip and no excuses. In the end, it was only his own heart that the strategy hadn’t worked on.


  “Come on in, I’ll show you what I’ve done,” I told him. “Tea?”


  “Three sugars.” He said it defiantly, and I guessed that some unwise doctor had tried to have words on the subject despite my telling them – paying them - to let him have his own way in pretty much everything. Health professionals have to know best, I’m sure, but there was one thing that I’d bet wasn’t on his records.


  “Your room’s through here,” I explained, indicating where my games room had been. “There’s an en suite, and obviously you can do what you like with the décor, just let me know and I’ll get someone in.”


  He stood in the doorway like a prisoner contemplating his cell, and grunted, and I had hope: no scathing comment, no growl. No words of approbation, but that would have been so wildly out of character that I might have had a heart attack myself. He didn’t even comment on ‘en suite’ or ‘décor’ which were words he might have derided in times past.


  When I came back from making the tea, he had figured out how to turn the telly on and find the football, and was squatting on my sofa in such a way as to take up most of it, but he gave me a nod, and even a mutter that might have been thanks when I passed him the cup. His eyes were on the match, though, and I left him to it, pottering about with the housework and getting some emails done, listening to Dad’s blow by blow commentary on the game. He was never so loquacious, so enthusiastic, as with football. It was the son he had wanted, I’d often thought sourly to myself – aggravating, disappointing at times, but always coming through for him. “Yes!” I heard him cry, and “No!” and all the rest: “Go on! Get it in, son! You blind bastard! How could you miss at that distance?”


  And when he got really excited I could hear that deep bass in his voice, the rumble that was a constant of my childhood from the many, many times that Dad got angry, with us or with Mum or with the world. I stopped typing, when I heard it, because the memories had me by the throat, and I thought, Oh no, this isn’t going to work, Hannah was right, but then I shook myself, because it had to work. This was the second chance I had worked so hard to get, in a world that almost never allowed them.


  Most of my childhood memories are of Dad being angry, and mostly at me and Hannah. He wasn’t a natural when it came to having kids around. He wanted us quiet and out of sight and not interfering with his own few hours of liberty between work and sleep. He didn’t want to hear the complaints of teachers when we had misbehaved. He didn’t want to hear from Mr Dyer down the road that I’d gone out with a friend and thrown stones at his greenhouse, or to have the police bring a thirteen year-old Hannah back at two in the morning made up heavily enough to get served in a club. And when our misdemeanours did break into his life, he only reacted in one way. He was angry and aggressive towards whoever made the complaint, because we were his kids and it was none of anyone else’s business. Then, behind closed doors, he would tear into us. Sometimes it was his hand, but more often it was just his voice and his presence, the eruption of that anger that was never far from the surface with him. He seemed to spend his whole life filled to within an inch of the brim with undirected frustration at the world at large.


  Only, of course, that wasn’t true. Dad didn’t often get really angry, it was merely that what other people counted as angry was just mildly annoyed on the Dad scale. But we did see it, Hannah and I.


  When we were older, we dealt with the situation in different ways. She moved to Australia – a year over there after Uni, travelling and tending bar. And then she had met this guy, and was applying to live there, and, well, she’s practically Mrs Crocodile Dundee now. Me, though, I started on the anger management courses. They couldn’t understand it, when I turned up for them. I was practically the only person not referred there by a court or a therapist, the calmest of the calm, but I took it all in, all the little coping strategies, because I never, ever wanted to become like Dad.


  By the time the football had degenerated into replays and pundits, none of whom, naturally, knew as much as Dad thought he did about the game, it was evening. I was already nervous about tomorrow – first full day with Dad in the house, and I was supposed to be working from home as well. I cooked up eggs and potatoes, which Dad complained was breakfast food, and made sure he took his pills. We ate mostly in silence, Dad with yesterday’s paper folded open on the table beside his plate, just like I remembered, and the little telly on in the background, dispelling any awkward silences with a murmur of reality TV and documentaries.


  Quiet mealtimes, another staple of my childhood, except that Hannah and I would always find something in the food to complain about, and poor, hardworking Mum would be telling us that was all we had, and we’d better eat it, and we’d always push and push, until Dad’s angry little eyes would lift from the paper and he’d bark at us to shut up and eat it or else.


  “Going to the loo,” Dad grunted, and set off for the stairs.


  “Dad, there’s your en suite,” I told him, but he was already shuffling over until he was standing at the foot of the steps, hand on the bannister rail, head thrust forwards as always, just another of life’s problems, except that it wasn’t the steps that were his enemy, but time itself.


  “Seriously Dad, that’s why I put the en suite in.” I abandoned the table, because the doctors had warned me about stairs and the dangers of a fall just now. Your father is very weak, they had said, and I had almost laughed in their faces. If there was one thing he would never be, it was weak.


  “I’m going to the loo,” he insisted, turning that baleful look on me, hand on the rail still but feet uncertain how to proceed.


  “Dad –”


  “Will you leave me alone!” and there it was, that deep rumble, the soundtrack of my childhood: my father’s anger. “I don’t need you. I don’t need your help. I’m going to the loo!”


  And I remembered – I couldn’t not remember – when Hannah and I had pushed him too far. There was this one time when we were raising hell in the kitchen when Mum was cooking, and Dad was trying to watch the match, and Hannah and I were arguing – no idea what about now – and Mum was telling us to get out from under her feet, and every so often Dad would bellow out from the couch that he was trying to listen.


  And then it had just been Hannah and me making noise – no TV, no Mum – and when we looked up, there was Dad in the doorway, and it had been a hard week at work, I think, and he had been looking forward to that game, clinging onto it through all of life’s aggravations, and we had killed it for him, with our shouting and screaming and carrying on.


  And we thought he would hit us, and we thought he would shout at us, but we’d pushed him too far for that, and he just stood there and stood there, fighting for control, until at last Hannah shouted out that I had started it – or maybe I said that she had – and he broke, hunching forwards, the hair tearing out through his skin, tortured red eyes staring at us from above the muzzle that ripped its way through his face, teeth sprouting into yellow fangs. He dropped forwards, hands already clawed and bristling when they touched the ground, and there he was, those horrifying jaws snapping in our faces as we screamed and cowered at Mum’s feet, his work shirt a ruin about his massive barrel chest and all his rage, his anger at the confusion and bafflement of the world, at last given proper voice as he howled at us.


  I don’t know how long he stayed there, but I remember his hot, rank breath, the burning, metal scent of it, of him. I wet myself. I thought I was going to die. I was only seven.


  And now he was starting on the stairs, and I should have left him, but I didn’t want him to fall, and in the end just my continued presence was enough – a lightning rod for his frustrations ad being unable to make himself climb the steps. When he turned to me his eyes were already red.


  “Dad, seriously, just calm down –” but too late for that, and I saw his skin ripple, his jutting head twist forward further, and that fear, that seven year-old’s fear, came on me so strongly that I couldn’t move. He was growling and changing, ripping awkwardly from his shirt, his face vomiting forth that snarling muzzle, barking out those raw animal sounds to deal with my challenge to his authority, to deal with the world’s challenge.


  And through my fear, I felt something else that rose to replace it, a desire to answer the snarl with a snarl of its own, the part of me that all those courses had served to restrain, and I knew that I could let it go, let it off the leash, and then we’d see who was top dog. That was the way of things, for us angry men, the law of the pack.


  Everyone liked me at work. I was the man who never lost his temper, no matter what. I could deal with the most obnoxious client, the most duplicitous supplier, the lazy co-worker, the bullying supervisor, the recalcitrant piece of equipment, and I never broke a sweat. I knew that I couldn’t afford to. I had put a lot of work into never letting the beast out.


  And I closed my eyes, and fought it back this time, for all that it was ravening to deal with this – a challenge that it could understand, unlike everything else in this modern world, and then I took a deep breath and opened them again.


  “Oh, Dad,” I said. “Oh, Dad, I’m sorry.”


  He crouched at the foot of the stairs, and I could see every rib through his patchy, mangy pelt, and the drawn-back lips revealed a mouth of blunt and missing teeth. His rheumy eyes looked confused, unsure where he was and why; all that animal rage draining away from him with a sound that was more whine than anything else, a great, grey wolf near the end of his strength, near the end of his days, a shadow of what once had been.


  When I put a hand out to him, he flinched, just a little, before sniffing, and he knew me then, for kin, just as he had known us when we were kids, and snarled and raged at us, but never more than that.


  “Come on, Dad,” I said, and he let me gather him up – a great weight, but no more burden than I could bear. “You want to go upstairs, we’ll go upstairs. I’ll have a chairlift fitted. It’s fine.”


  


  * * *


  


  The idea for this one came to me on the train back from, I think, the 2011 Fantasycon, and indeed the story was mostly written on the train too. There’s always a strong horror contingent at Fantasycon, and from somewhere I had the idea of writing a story about this particular genre mainstay, but from a very different standpoint to the usual.


  2144 and All That


  When I stepped in I found that I was Tiberius Sextus Flaccus of the Ninth Legion, standing shield to shield with my Roman brothers. Across the field from us was the massed strength of the Iceni and Trinovanti war-host, chariots and all, and Tiberius’ last thought, before he became me, was that there were an awful lot of them. Of course, the might of the Roman Empire has stood off superior forces before – as I have more cause to know than most – but even so.


  I saw the Celts begin to charge, that great host of warriors surging forwards with flying braids, spears and axes held high. In the lead I clearly recognised Gaston Passaverde, and he was picking up speed, the bastard.


  The Gap opened up closer to our lines than theirs. Neither the Romans nor the Celts could see it, and it wouldn’t have mattered if a thousand of them passed through. For them, the Gap did not exist. If Gaston got to it before I did, though...


  In that moment I was moving: breaking ranks, throwing my shield aside and racing for the Gap as fast as my sandaled feet could carry me. Gaston saw me do it and I took some small satisfaction from his instant scowl – he’d expected me to play the proper soldier. Behind me, the lines were in disorder, with half the front ranks taking my sudden desertion as an order to charge and the rest very sensibly holding back. So much for the Ninth Legion. I wondered how history would report them, not that it mattered any more.


  Being a professional athlete in this particular sport gives one quite a sprint when necessary, even when borrowing a pair of Roman legs, and although Gaston was legging it as fast as he could, I reached the Gap three seconds ahead. I felt the familiar quiver and displacement as I passed through, hoping that it would bring me closer to the finishing post back in 2144.


  *


  Twenty-one Forty-four, the Eternal Year. In the year 2144 someone finally invented time travel. Actually this is almost certainly not true.


  The basic principles of time travel had been known for ages, of course. This goes back to a clever chap in the late Twentieth Century by the name of Thorne, and I’m sure you’re very familiar with it, but if the technical details have put you off, let me summarise.


  All that is required is to create a stable wormhole and accelerate one end to as close to the speed of light as you feel like, preferably in a circular track so that it doesn’t end up inconveniently far away. Centuries-old relativity will tell you that a fast-moving object travels through time at a different rate relative to a stationary or slower one, and hence, as the difference in velocities is felt, each end of the wormhole exists in a different time and you can cross back and forth quite happily. And of course, it doesn’t matter how long it takes to work up a sufficient differential of speed, and therefore time. From the point of view of you, the creator, it’s ready the moment you turn the thing on.


  The learned Thorne thought that the laws of the universe might prevent time travel by basically exploding the time machine – or perhaps the universe – the moment it worked. As things turned out this didn’t happen. Something else did.


  In the year 2144 this theory was put into practice and working time machines were built, simultaneously, by all nations and extraterrestrial colonies everywhere. In fact, what had happened, as you might have guessed, was that the first working time machine was originally built some several centuries later, but was then promptly gazumped by a competitor who built his a few months beforehand, and so on, and so on.


  There is, of course, one major limitation of time travel by way of the Thornhole, as these commonplace toys are unfortunately called in 2144. You can go as far into the future as you want. You cannot go into the past. You cannot go any further into the past than the day you started the machine.


  Spot the paradox in what I’ve just said.


  *


  When I stepped in I found that I was the Marquis Louis de la Centaire and I was on my way to the guillotine. I was delighted. That was a gain of the best part of two thousand years, and who knew where Gaston had ended up, or any of the rest? A few more lucky steps and I would be home and free, unlike the Marquis. I kept my eyes peeled, because the sort of extreme haircut that the French Revolution preferred for feckless aristocrats would inconvenience my career as a professional jumper. Besides, it was only a matter of time, if you’ll forgive the pun, before someone else caught up.


  In fact there was a disturbance in the crowd: someone was running. Bad news, but it did me some good. Never more than in a tyrannical regime is running a proof of guilt, and suddenly half the soldiers around me were chasing after him, no doubt imagining some fiendish Scarlet Pimpernel with liberté pour l'aristocratie on his mind. I took my chance and took off.


  It caught them by surprise, for the Marquis had been a willowy sort of a chap and hardly the sort to break shackles by simply flexing his wrists, but beneath his foppish exterior now lurked all the muscle control that 2144 could instil, and a wanton disregard for any permanent injury he might do himself in exercising it. Off I dived from the platform, accelerating the invention of crowd-surfing by a few centuries.


  I ran like one of those lizards that walk on water, skipping over heads and shoulders to an accompaniment of cries of pain and insults in French, which the vestige of the Marquis’ mind translated perfectly. My opponent had a head start, but he was on the ground and having to shoulder his way through the press. I had quickly out-sped my erstwhile jailers and was gaining. It was Gaston again, always my fiercest rival. I saw him glance over his shoulder and put an extra sprint on. The Gap was ahead, a watery disturbance in the midst of the throng. Was this a leap forwards or back? Gaston seemed to want to take it, but I wasn’t sure. It was devilishly hard to tell, and that was why the sport was worth the candle. I’d still take it before him if I could.


  He reached it just ahead of me and vanished, leaving his vacated body, a bewildered French peasant, staggering on suddenly weak legs. The Marquis was due to have a bad day any moment, but perhaps they’d write a ballad about his daring escape attempt. Of course, to escape he’d need to go rather further, whereas all I needed to go was here.


  The Gap I passed through was not the Gap that Gaston had passed through. The seconds that separated us made mine a different door entirely.


  *


  The invention of time travel happened in 2144 because that was the absolute earliest moment that the social and technological resources were available to construct and manage the various components, wormhole, black holes etcetera – and don’t think that people didn’t try to make it work earlier. That the people of the mid-22nd Century would not originally have realised the technological gem within their grasp was not important: the information got shunted back down the timestream to them, and so they were none the wiser that once they would have been none the wiser. Once activated, that initial time machine – or machines, as there were a large number of simultaneous on-switches pressed in that first possible moment – had a fairly drastic effect on the future.


  You’ve spotted of course that, as soon as you can travel through time, then everyone has been travelling in time all the time, an infinite number of times, instantaneously, the very moment time travel becomes possible. On that instant, on the flicking of the first switch, we were living in a four dimensional society where travelling a thousand years into the future and back, to watch a play with some distant descendants perhaps, was as free of trouble as travelling to the next country, or town, or street, or indeed house . Or not even that troublesome as it quite literally took no time at all and you could arrive back the moment you set off. Or before, providing you did not set off before the flicking of that first switch. The entirety of post-switch human history became homogenised right then and there, and forever after. The realisation of time travel destroyed the future.


  Or so say the people who claim that there would have been a natural future – had time travel not have been invented – and that we have overwritten and destroyed it with our incessant and humdrum self-multiplication.


  Everyone else says that you can’t destroy the future, that the future is just what it was always going to be, meaning our perpetual 2144, filled with us, lots of us, any number of each of us, doing the same banal things, having the same conversations and reading the same books over and over again. Frequently we end up having the same conversations with ourselves because the more one travels through time, the more of oneself one meets. I’ve been to parties where I outnumbered everyone else almost two to one. Now I admit, I’m a good bon vivant and I love the sound of my own voice, and I can quite understand why a host – in this case myself – might want to invite more of me than anyone else, just to keep the talk flowing and put other people at their ease.


  Even I have to admit, though, that I have heard all my jokes before, and there’s always one of me that thinks he’s a lot funnier than he really is.


  As for whether there really was some doomed future that we’ve trampled over, well, I’m just an athlete. It’s not a topic of conversation that turns up much at those parties that I’m invited to, at least not if there are enough of me there to steer the conversation away from the subject.


  *


  When I stepped in I was Thuthamet, skilled mason in the quarries of the Giza Plateau, for the greater glory of Pharaoh and the furtherance of my craft. The beating sun was heavy on my shoulders, my hands were calloused from the chisel and I had a hundred tons of sandstone to shift before the day was out. All of that, of course, was secondary. Disaster! I’d lost three thousand years on the competition from being just seconds too late.


  I gave vent to some of Thuthamet’s impressive range of curses, each of which would have taken a scribe a full hour to tap out in hieroglyphs. Sure enough I could sense a Gap, but not close. I was in for a long run this time.


  I downed tools and took to my heels, to the surprised calls of some of my colleagues. Nobody tried to stop me as I exited the quarry double time and I was off down the road as fast as my feet could manage, forcing Thuthamet to keep a pace that he probably wasn’t going to get the chance to regret in the morning.


  Ahead stretched the desert, already dominated by the great work in progress; ramps and scaffolding surrounding the truncated mass of what would become the Great Pyramid. Within was the Gap, of course, along with a thousand workmen and overseers.


  I put on a fresh turn of speed. I was pushing Thuthamet beyond all his limits, but then this was history and they’d all been dead thousands of years, so what’s the loss?


  Soldiers tried to stop me getting to the pyramid, but then I was dashing up the sloped side, seeing the sudden cut-off point ahead where the most recent blocks were laid. I reached the brink and jumped.


  It was a long way down. There were more foundations and chambers to the Great Pyramid than I had realised. Still, there was the Gap, and I angled my body as I fell, feeling my speed increase. No, Thuthamet was definitely not going to survive this one. If I was off my mark then this was going to be a bit unpleasant.


  I’m a professional, though. I can hit a target like that from any distance you care to name. All I hoped was that it would throw me forwards and so back into the game.


  *


  I’m sure you spotted my little paradox earlier. If the machines allowed time travel only back as far as the flicking of the switch, how did anyone manage to keep pushing back the building of the first machine to 2144?


  As soon as the time machine was originally built, that Year X in the now-defunct post-2144 timeline that would have been, the future from that point was compromised by the inventors, leaving everyone else trying to close a time machine gap. And of course, duelling time machines is a mug’s game unless you can somehow arrange to flick that switch just a second earlier than the last man. Find that kind of better loophole and you can dictate terms to history.


  So it was that someone, in that future that now never was, devised the reverse quantum punch. This involves accelerating some truly eccentric little particles towards a collapsing black hole so that they end up escaping oblivion in a direction not even gravity can follow. The result of this, as you observe the experiment, is that you simply cannot account for your missing particles, and initially this probably became the experiment that not even grant money could escape from. Eventually someone put together the maths. The particles escaping the singularity were having an effect further back in the time stream, before the experiment had actually taken place. It probably took a half century of clever brains to work out what that effect was but, as I’ve said, time is both relative and irrelevant for our purposes.


  What had actually happened was that someone had created a Gap in the past, a pinpoint singularity that had no effect whatsoever on the particles of the period into which it had been shoved. Another generation of science led to the discovery that such a singularity would, however, react in interesting new ways to objects and particles existing now. It probably took centuries before someone successfully sent a proton backwards in time to the day before the switch was flicked, but time was all they had, and nothing else to do with it. Sending any appreciable mass back was prohibitive, but by then they’d probably been isolating and storing minds for centuries, and minds are just information. Once someone had thought of that, it was simple enough to send your lab assistant’s thoughts back into a suitable body from before the switch was flipped and have him put together a Thornhole device by rote. Hey presto, your side had reinvented the time machine a day earlier than scheduled.


  Repeat ad infinitum until you get back to 2144 which, as noted, is the earliest that, weasel as you might, producing the device became viable. In 2144, everyone who was anyone invented the time machine.


  But of course, everyone who was anyone invented the reverse quantum punch at the same time and, whilst the black-hole-and-wormhole type of time travel was pretty much a one-trick pony – once you’d done it, that was the future instantly as bland and samey as meatloaf – the reverse quantum punch offered infinitely more entertaining possibilities.


  *


  When I stepped in it was another disaster: I was Grandfather Thag sitting at the mouth of my cave wearing mammoth furs, and I’d lost tens of thousands of years. I could only hope that my competitors were having some bad luck of their own or I was going to break whole new records in coming last.


  Thag’s mind was sufficiently simple that I could not tell precisely what he had been doing, save that he had been about to try something interesting and new with the two sticks and the little pile of wood shavings in front of him. I had more important fish to fry: there was a Gap out there, and it could hardly lead anywhere worse than where I was at the moment. Hitching up my furs I was off at the gallop to the hooting, grunting surprise of the rest of the family.


  I loped across the permafrosted ground, bounding over glacial moraine and dodging the occasion pile of mammoth dung. On the way I managed to attract the attention of a particularly belligerent woolly rhinoceros, which did wonders for keeping me motivated. Had I been left at Thag’s shambling gait then the rhino would have even then been making radical alterations to my direction of travel as it tossed me in the air on the end of its horn. My years of athletic training kept his body just ahead of the beast until I could see the Gap ahead of me. At least put me somewhere north of the year 1600, I asked silently, and hurled myself through, wishing Thag luck with the rhino.


  I stepped into... Oh this was atrocious. Someone had been having far too much fun with the reverse quantum punch. I stepped into... let’s call him Rrrrhrrghghr, stalking through a forest of conifers and early flowering plants, enormous head swinging from side to side with a clatter of knife-like teeth, and tiny, tiny forearms twiddling uselessly in front of me. First time for me, but my colleagues had mentioned that things got a bit random if you ended up before the evolution of humanity. I was now all of seventy million years behind the game and I was going to be the laughing stock of the lecture circuit. I stomped about the prehistoric treescape until I picked up the next Gap, and then started to lumber towards it.


  Just as I thought that things were just going to get worse, I saw another dinosaur heading in the same direction, this one a little plant-eater with a crested head. Well now, Gaston, I thought, and licked my chops. I guess I’m still in the race after all. He saw me at the same time and started to run, and I was after him in a flash. The instincts of my host were abruptly in the forefront of my mind, and it seemed entirely appropriate that I should get one up on my opponents by eating Gaston Passaverde. What a party ice-breaker that topic of conversation would make!


  He ran, and I ran, and we both discovered that we weren’t very good at it. Although we were athletes, this was the first time we had been in hosts designed to run considerably faster than we could, and our control limited the dinosaurs to mere human speeds. So it was that predator and prey were pursuing each other through the antediluvian forest with tiny, tiny baby steps, shuffling along like a pair of demented reptile pensioners.


  The Gap was ahead of us, and Gaston put on a desperate burst of miniature speed, no doubt prompted by his host’s mortal terror of mine. I had bet on the better horse, however, and my enormous jaws swung down agape.


  It would have been funny, I think, to have eaten him, but if I had done so then I would have lost valuable time, and so I forced the tyrannosaur to shoulder the smaller beast out of the way so I could get to the Gap first. This had better be one leading up, I thought. If I ended up as some kind of glop in the primordial slime then my career was frankly over.


  *


  At first people were serious about history. Very serious groups of very serious men and women, many of them with serious beards, would head through a Gap and conduct studies to prove this thing or that about history, just as it if were still dust and bunkum. They would do studies to show how the ancient Sumerians washed their feet. Why bother? Anyone who wanted to see how they washed their feet could make their own Gap and go look. And the historians, being human, had stories they wanted to tell about the past, pet theories they wanted to vindicate, and if they found out that the past wasn’t cooperating, well... I’m sure most of them were terribly principled people, but that’s the problem with unlimited time travel. It only takes a few, and soon everyone’s at it, and there’s no point being purist about history because it’s impossible to tell what was originally there once someone’s mucked about with things.


  But lo! cried the serious historians. Cease and desist! You are changing our own past. You will destroy the universe with your paradoxes, or else cause us to destroy our own future that we came from, or some such business. I was never too hot on the theory. Nobody paid them much attention, anyway, and people kept on fiddling with the past, for reasons of academic prestige, aesthetic preference or mere personal amusement, and the present, meaning the Eternal Year 2144, remained stubbornly in existence and unchanged, no matter how many butterflies people went back and stood on.


  At last the truth dawned. One of the remaining serious academics, a breed that is now for all intents and purposes more extinct than the dinosaurs, did a very complicated study and declared that the sum total of the current state of the past could not possibly lead to 2144. We were cut off from history. We had killed our own grandparents and were being let off without even a slap on the wrist. The year 2144, which comprised all future human history, was self-sufficient and immortal, and the past was our plaything.


  And we were bored, so very bored by that point.


  *


  When I stepped in I was Esocleon, tugging at my beard as the wind tugged at my robes, pondering the precise relationship of the angles in the geometry that I had sketched out on my sand tray. There was some mathematical principle maddeningly close to the top of his mind, but I crashed through there just as he was about to grasp it and set him running. At last! Although Greece circa 500BC was hardly the yellow jersey of the front runner, it beat the late Cretaceous by a mile and tens of millions of years. I was off, kicking the sandbox over with my robes flying behind me, skinny old man’s legs pumping madly as I ran out of my villa, if Greek philosophers had villas. Maybe that was the Romans. I never really cared much about the fiddly details of history.


  The Gap was close this time. I had a brief glimpse of an overweight young Greek lad rushing naked from an outhouse, Gaston Passaverde caught with his toga down, but I was through first and by a length.


  Without breaking my stride I stepped into the Contessa Estella di Consiglieri just as she was being introduced to Queen Isabella of Spain. The last thought in her mind was, “I shall always remember this moment.” As it turned out, so would everyone else, as the Contessa went on the lam out of the royal palace with seven layers of skirts flying about her knees. I seldom got women when I jumped, which several separate sexual partners have independently claimed is because I’m a loathsome chauvinistic swine. But what do they know?


  The Contessa was being hotly pursued by one of the royal halberdiers, and Gaston – no gentleman he – did his best to trip me up with the hook-shaped part of it, but I was nimble and light, and leapt...


  I stepped into General Gian Che Soon, who was in the middle of planning the next morning’s battle against the encroaching Chinese forces that were trying their best to overrun what was left of Korea. I rushed out of the camp, scattering the carefully positioned map pieces, sensing the Gap some considerable way towards the enemy lines. With a panicked mob of servants and aides-de-camp in hot pursuit, I leapt onto a horse and kicked it into gear, or whatever one does with horses. Thankfully the general knew, and I borrowed it from him. Two miles of fierce riding later and an arrow sprouted from the beast’s flank a mere dozen yards from the Gap, sending me flying over its head. Gaston charged past, a barbarous Mongol horse-archer, and hit the Gap a moment ahead of me. I was already running, though, and...


  We were pygmies racing through the depths of the African jungle


  We were Victorian clerks stopping traffic in the Strand


  We were Maoris paddling our war canoes as fast as our arms could bear us.


  Sometimes he was ahead, sometimes it was I.


  *


  Meanwhile the consistency of the timeline was getting quite moth-eaten with all the changes we were making. Whole eras were no longer preceded by their logical precursors, nor did they have continuity with whatever came after them. It didn’t matter. Why should we care that our meddling had shattered history? The lives and loves of our million million ancestors were shot through with fractures and came apart in our hands, and nobody had the inclination to do anything about it. We were the masters of time, after all. It was ours to take apart if we chose to, and we did.


  We did so for the highest and most pressing aim of any advanced society: mass entertainment. After the serious historians gave up, anyone who went back via the reverse quantum punch was wired to record. Groups of bored dilettantes were sent into the past, complaining to one another about their nails and their relationships while Rome burned or the Black Death ravaged the countryside. Celebrity entertainers played hilarious practical jokes on Gilgamesh and Richard Coeur de Lion. Chefs cooked pizza for Genghis Khan. There was a competition where the lucky winner got to debag the historical figure of their choice. I understand that both Hitler and Saint Paul were growing quite tired of it.


  But for me it was the sport, the greatest of games: time-racing. A course of Gaps cast across history, some sending you forward, some back, with just one that would lead you once more to 2144 and the finish line. There was no challenge like it, nothing at all to match the surprise, the uncertainty, the sheer thrill of getting your third century Silesian tribesman through the Gap just ahead of your rival.


  *


  I met up with Gaston after. He was a good sport about it, and in truth I had only been a fraction of a second ahead at the end. Still, in time-racing, that’s all that matters, and he had ended up in the dark ages, and I had ended up in the Eternal Year, the winner.


  “How did we do?” I asked him.


  He shrugged. “Apparently we’ve lost most of the Palaeolithic. Something to do with nobody learning how to make fire. Just means it’ll be colder next time we’re through there.”


  So, another few thousand years of human history knocked out of the stack, and yet the bricks above and below would remain in place, impossibly, until we trampled through again. I took a moment to consider the loss to scholarship.


  But only a moment. After all, the next race would be soon and I had to get training.


  


  * * *


  


  When I get the chance, I like writing something with a bit of humour in it, even if I’m the only one who finds it funny. The idea of something catastrophic happening to time is something I’ve played with before – the identical idea is explored, entirely without the humour and indeed with a lot of nastiness added, in my story “The Mouse Ran Down” which as I write is due to be reprinted in the Vandermeers’ The Time Travellers’ Almanac. This, though, is the lighter treatment of the concept, which doesn’t make it any less grim. This is also a good example of one of the great gifts of the short fiction format: the ability to have an absolutely loathsome narrator, purely because you don’t have to live with him very long.


  The God-Shark


  So it was in those times that the people came together to choose a leader.


  For we are divided and lost, they said.


  For we are hungry and thirsty.


  For our lives are those of toil and misery.


  For the beasts prey upon us at their leisure.


  And the people of the next valley do not share our beliefs, chiefly our belief that they should not come to our valley and take our stuff.


  And each man's hand is turned against his brother, and each of us is alone in the world.


  And, yea, our lives are brutish and short, not to mention nasty, but of these it is the short that most concerneth us.


  Not to mention the God-Shark.


  And in our various extremities we need a leader who will unite us against these threats and let us lead lives that are secure and safe from predation and want, and that are notably longer than those we currently lead.


  So the people of that time called out for leaders, and so stepped up one or another who had a calling or a wish for power, and each one told the people how he would protect them and improve their lives, and each was found wanting in turn.


  And so engrossed were the people in their selection of a leader that none noticed a vast shadow being cast upon them until it was too late.


  And they looked up and beheld the God-Shark.


  And the God-Shark spake unto them, saying: Choose Me as your leader and I shall protect you from all harms.


  And the people were sore dismayed, and demurred, saying: But You are cruel and merciless, and have consumed many of our kin, and though we now may hide from You, and cower in the dark places when You approach, if You were amongst us at all times as our leader, You would be able to devour at will, and there would be no defending from You.


  And the God-Shark considered their complaints, and argued so: And yet think of the advantages, for I am mighty, and the beasts fear Me and would not prey upon you while I was your leader, and the people of the next valley would come not near you for terror, and, yea, would perhaps give you tribute for fear that I might sate My everlasting hunger upon them in your name.


  And the people considered this, and replied: Whilst You make many strong points we do not feel this outweighs being consumed.


  The God-Shark appeared suitably chastened by this logic, and was heard to say: This is what follows from having a reputation. Know this: if you choose me as your leader, to reign over you for evermore, I shall go to the slopes of Mount Nod that towers over us all and inscribe there in letters eight feet wide and nine feet deep my lasting pledge that I shall do you no wrong, nor consume any of you, no, not even the least, save by a majority vote.


  And the people fell into serious discussion about the pros and cons of being ruled over by an immortal and ever-hungry God-Shark, and many were those who championed either side, citing on the one hand the proven strength of the God-Shark as it might be deployed against their neighbours, and on the other hand that same strength as it might be deployed upon the God-Shark's own subjects.


  But in the end those who spoke out for the God-Shark and his pledge prevailed and not least amongst the reasons was that the people in the next valley were sore due for a comeuppance.


  And so it was that the people accepted the God-Shark as their leader.


  *


  And the God-Shark was as good as Its word and grave upon the slopes of Mount Nod Its pledge.


  And in all the subsequent years of Its reign the God-Shark held by that pledge, or mostly. And when in Its more forgetful moments It did happen to devour some of the people without first seeking a majority vote, the people directed Its attention to the wording of the pledge and It was suitably chastened and made reparation.


  And there followed a time of prosperity and security for all, save for the people in the next valley, and save for those who fell foul of majority vote for any reason. And always the God-Shark was bound by Its graven pledge, at least after being referred to it a second time.


  And now many centuries, and centuries of centuries, have passed, and the God-Shark reigns still over us as It has done since those days when the people first gathered to choose themselves a leader.


  And Mount Nod, which once towered over all the land, is now a worn stump of rock.


  And each successive year the words of the God-Shark's pledge, that had been written there in letters eight feet wide and nine feet deep, have grown harder and harder to make out, until the scholars of the God-Shark's words try with charcoal rubbings and use of angled lamps to make out just what the God-Shark did or did not pledge.


  And there will come a time in the near future when the God-Shark's words are entirely illegible beyond any recovery.


  And delegations to the God-Shark requesting that It re-grave its pledge onto some other medium have reported that It grows unaccountably deaf when such matters are raised.


  And some of them have been devoured.


  And these days nobody is as keen to complain about that sort of thing as we were in earlier ages when the words of the God-Shark's pledge were easier to make out.


  And we sit here by the rock that was once Mount Nod and wonder if our ancestors made the correct choice back in those days.


  And we await the God-Shark.


  * * *


  An idea that came to me almost word for word complete, and which I’ve trotted out at readings before, to make up the time. What can be said about a semi-comic fable of just a thousand words? Only that it’s not about gods or religions at all, but about a far more human evil.


  The Sun of the Morning


  Prince-Minor Mornen Corneles had heard plenty of stories about the slaves the Empire took: luckless wretches seized by the score, crammed into cages, the cages put onto wagons and the wagons hauled off by lurching beasts of burden or the noisy, frightening metal engines that the Wasps had brought with them.


  At least they get to ride.


  It was part of his general luck, he considered, that here he was, slave of the Empire, and they were making him push his own wagon.


  There were four of them sweating and straining to keep the thing moving over the uneven ground. The Commonweal of Mornen’s Dragonfly-kinden was not well-supplied with roads and this track had been worn by livestock finding the path of least resistance: neither goats nor aphids cared overmuch about even ground. The traces at the back of the wagon had been designed for two fair-sized beasts pushing in tandem, but the Wasps had botch-lashed it all to one diminutive draft-beetle half Mornen’s size, apparently all they could get. The uncomplaining creature had its hind legs clamped against the wagon’s rear as it pushed with all its might with the other four, moving the vehicle in reeling jolts over the path. Before Mornen had joined this select fraternity of unpaid servants of the Empire the three other slaves must have had a vile time of it holding the wagon steady, and even now it was a constant unbalancing effort to keep the four-wheeled wooden box moving. From inside, the single piece of human cargo gave out occasional tirades of blistering abuse directed at their mutual captors, the panting slaves and the Commonweal’s standards of civic engineering.


  The slavers themselves had an easier time of it, practically strolling along at the wagon’s grinding pace, joking with one another, passing wineskins back and forth and occasionally lashing out at a slack wagon-handler with club or whip. Mornen himself had felt the lash more than once as he stumbled or made to stop for breath. No mild aesthete nobleman was Mornen Corneles, but this constant wrenching physical work was wearing him down, for all the wagon seemed to make such dragging progress. Knowing that the stoic little beetle at the back was doing the grand share of the work only made it worse.


  Three days of this now, and Mornen knew that he did not have so much to give any more. If he was going to make his move then it must be soon or both the strength and the will would have been sweated from him. He had no illusions about the slavers’ reaction to a slave who could no longer push.


  They had tied him to the wagon, but it was only rope and the knots were shoddy. He would have thought that professional slaving men would have been better at knots than a sailor, but it seemed that their mechanical aptitude had spoiled them. His fellow sufferers were manacled to iron rings set in the wagon’s side, but the Wasps had not expected a fourth prize and had been forced to improvise. They were lazy too, leaving their charges in the same bonds overnight. What was casual cruelty to them had given Mornen all the time he needed to tug and worry at his bindings until he was sure he could shuck his hands free in a moment.


  If they had been passing through woodland then he might just have slipped off, trusting to his feet and an outdoorsman’s tricks to escape pursuit, but the wagon’s track was along good farming land that undulated gently down towards what had been the Commonweal’s south-east border, before the Empire’s invasion set about the task of redrawing the maps. As it was, the slavers would be more than equal to the task of bringing down a lone runner: their hands would flash the golden fire of their stinging Art, and that would be that. No, what Mornen needed was the sky. His own Art would conjure wings from his back, and then he would take his chances, betting his swift and darting flight against both the stings and the wings of his enemies.


  They had bound him in more ways than one, however. Fly-shackles, they called them: a harness of leather about his back that drew his shoulders in just enough to stop him moving them easily. It blocked his Art, banished his wings and left him as earthbound as the others. It also made pushing the wagon that much harder, stopped him sleeping for more than an hour at a stretch, and could cripple him for life if he were left like this for too long.


  But the slavers were slack. There was precious little in them of the discipline of the imperial army. Mornen had heard that, of all the fierce and murderous invaders, it was their Slave Corps that owned to the worst atrocities and vices. Certainly these men seemed little better than bandits, for all they wore the hated black and gold. Mornen knew all about bandits: he knew that men of greed and self-interest lived for the moment, for the near future at best. They neither planned nor took proper care.


  So it was that he was close to making his exit from his captors. The Fly-shackles were an old set, and many a prisoner must have done his best to be free of them. They were scuffed, scarred and, at one armpit, slightly torn. Mornen’s Art was good for more than taking wing: his claws were delicate curved razors like the mandibles of the dragonflies themselves, and they slid into and out of his thumbs at a thought. Each night, between his fitful bouts of uneasy sleep, he twisted his arms about until his joints screamed so that he could gouge away at that tear. He widened it and widened it, working in tight silence, hunched in on himself so as not to warn his captors. If his strength held out just a little longer he would be free and then he would chance their stings. Better a burning death than any more life like this.


  I seem to be spending my life running from one prison to another.


  *


  His mind skipped back more than two tendays. He remembered the long walk.


  He had heard that phrase used of prisoners walking to their executions. Execution, in fact, had been exactly what he had expected after the Mercers had taken him. His bad luck, which had been painting his life in bleak colours for some time, had excelled itself over the last few years. His father, the first Prince Mornen, had died suddenly and, even as young Mornen Corneles was trying to pick up the pieces, the Empire’s invasion had come, rolling over little provinces and towns and crushing them beneath the wheels of its war machine. Mornen had tried to muster a defence but his neighbours wanted nothing to do with him, and so they, and he, fell each on their own. The black and gold flag waved over all their palaces and castles now.


  Mornen had been trying to arrange some manner of evacuation in the face of the advancing imperial line when the Mercers had found him. The Monarch’s own hero-soldiers, the defenders of the Commonweal, had taken one look at the chaos and arrested Mornen Corneles because he was impersonating a nobleman. The people of Mornen’s province had been left for the Wasp-kinden.


  They had told him he was being brought before the Monarch, an impossibly distant and hallowed figure that he only half believed in. As it turned out, Mornen was not so important as all that, and he had languished for a day at the pleasure of Prince-Major Lowre Cean who had apparently now been given the thankless job of trying to organise a defence against the imperial invasion. Why it was thought the man should have time to administrate criminal justice as well had baffled Mornen, but then pretending to nobility was treason, and perhaps a simple magistrate and headsman were unequal to the magnitude of the task.


  After a day in the stocks, suffering the foul looks of prince and peasant alike, he had been told that his time had come, that justice would be served on him. By then it had almost come as a relief.


  They had not bound his hands but let him walk free into the vaulted hall of Prince Lowre’s castle, a bright-armoured Mercer on either side suggesting an honour guard that he had hardly earned. The hall ahead had been crowded with nobles and their retainers, and Mornen had been more shocked than he would have thought to see so many of them dishevelled, battered and scarred. The Empire’s steady push into Commonweal lands had been inexorable and savage, obliterating what Commonwealer forces had been thrown together against it.


  Lowre Cean himself had sat enthroned at the far end of the hall, a lean old Dragonfly-kinden, the rich gold of his skin gone pale and his hair white. A flock of petitioners, scribes and subordinates before him had given the impression of hunters before some noble old beast at bay.


  Mornen had stopped, but one of the Mercers had put a hand to his back and pushed him forward. Just as he entered the room, just as all eyes had turned upon him, something had been thrust into his hands: a standard displaying a familiar flag – a crimson sun on a white field, the badge that Mornen’s father had devised when he made the leap from bandit chieftain to would-be prince. Cut loose by the Mercers, stepping uncertainly down the length of the hall, Mornen had felt every snarl, every scowl. Snippets of barbed comment had dogged his heels all the way to the throne.


  “...some jumped up brigand’s son...”


  “...usurper and traitor... have his head...”


  “...should have left him for the Empire...”


  “...My lady, you should not stare at the creature so...”


  At the last, Mornen had stood before the throne and the functionaries and parasites had evaporated, leaving him pinned by the grey steel gaze of Lowre Cean.


  The old man’s face had been unreadable at first, gaunt with too little sleep and too many cares, but then a tiny twitch had come to the corner of his mouth and he had said, “Morning, Mornen.”


  An uncertain ripple of amusement had eddied through the room. It had been clear that everyone there would prefer Mornen swiftly dead so that they could get on with the business of losing the war.


  “Te Sora province, wasn’t it?” Lowre had said, apparently more than happy to take all the time he wanted. Possibly sentencing a man to death was the nearest he was going to get to a break. “How long ago did the royal line die out there?”


  Mornen had not answered, unsure why he was being examined before his execution, but some functionary had leant close and given Lowre the answer.


  “So long?” the prince had mused, in the utter silence that by then had taken over the hall. “Lawless three generations then, and it is our shame that we did not take it in hand sooner. And you must have been just a child when your father decided that he had robbed and bullied enough to call himself a prince.”


  One nameless noblewoman had decided that was a joke. Her harsh bark of laughter in that silence would no doubt haunt her to her dying day.


  Mornen had held his peace. He knew the truth, or what he wanted to believe was the truth: Te Sora had been a nest of villains for as long as anyone could remember. Their victims were the peasants, the farmers and herdsmen, who were still desperately scratching an existence from the bitter earth, between raids and thefts, fire and the sword. Mornen’s father had gathered his own band of bravos, to be sure, and set them on any other bandit leader in the province, but he had done it because someone had to restore some kind of order, and the Monarch had abandoned them to their fate. That his father had been something more than a mere robber-lord was Mornen’s article of faith.


  “It seems somewhat beside the point now,” Lowre had told his prisoner. “Te Sora is beneath the black and gold, and so shall we all be if we do not meet the Wasps with a grand army, and not just a rabble of individual retinues. You are not a prince, Mornen Corneles.”


  Still Mornen had been silent but Lowre had promted him, “Answer me: you are no noble, you are a peasant in borrowed robes. Speak.”


  And Mornen had looked the man in the eye and said, “It’s true, and do your worst.”


  “Oh count on that,” had come Lowre’s grim response. “Your people suffer under the Empire, Mornen, but they are subjects of the Monarch and the Commonweal, though they may not have known it ere now. They will fight, if the right stick comes to stir them.” His face had been impassive, a statue’s. “But my Mercers tell me that your father did his ill work well, in winning their love. They will fight for you,”


  Mornen had just stared.


  “You will return to them, as they languish beneath the Empire’s boot. You will stir them, you will rouse them to follow you. You will bring every able-bodied man and woman that can be spared to our great muster at Derosaka come spring. This war has gone on long enough!”


  Abruptly the old man had been standing, spear-straight, the very image of warlike authority. “We have let the Empire run rampant over the Monarch’s sovereign lands for six years. Now the full force of the Commonweal will cast them back. It must.” His eyes, that had been scanning the assembled war-leaders, had returned to Mornen. “And you shall do your part.”


  And Mornen had replied: “Why should I do this?”


  Prince Lowre Cean had smiled, equally devoid of malice or humour. “Because you are a loyal servant of your Monarch and your Commonweal, Prince-Minor Mornen Corneles, and you will fight for your father’s dream.”


  After that there had been no choice. What good being made a prince if his province and people were in the hands of the enemy?


  *


  There was a hierarchy of misery amongst those under the black and gold heel. Mornen and his fellows were on the lowest rung, it seemed, but the man locked inside the wagon was something grander.


  Mornen’s three fellow sweaters, slaves not so much to the Empire as to the wagon’s uneven passage, were a mixed bag. From the way the slavers talked about them, it was plain they’d bought their workers cheaply and brought them along solely for this purpose. When their destination was reached, when the man inside the wagon was delivered to their betters, Mornen and these three wretches would be sold on somewhere, for whatever poor profit they would fetch.


  At night the slavers made their own fire and their own camp, and their bound charges were able to talk in low voices, though none of them had much to say. Tadeusz was a dark, broad-shouldered Bee-kinden, so short that he would barely reach Mornen’s chest. He was the strongest and the hardiest of them all, did the most work and complained least. His eyes, when they lit on their Wasp masters, were coals of loathing. Chained on the same side as him was a young Roach-kinden man, the sort of rogue Mornen would have picked for cheating at dice or stealing livestock. He had his kinden’s white hair and a rover’s sun-touched skin and, of all of them, only he could manage an occasional smile. He gave his name as Arden Wil.


  Last for wagon duty was a man of mystery, a rangy, wild creature of no kinden Mornen knew, wiry body stripped to the waist and his red hair long and matted. He was gagged with iron, a bizarre clamp that held his jaw entirely shut, and so he had little to contribute to their meagre moonlit conversation. He muttered all the time, though, a constant undercurrent of mutiny. He could only suck his food from between clenched teeth, but a cold and watery stew was all the slaves were fed, so he missed out on little. Wil called him Ceccy.


  These, at least, were Mornen’s comrades in adversity. The man in the wagon was prisoner nobility, a prince behind bars. What he had done, Mornen had no idea, but the Dragonfly soon understood that the entire purpose of the slavers’ journey was to pass this man on to their superiors back in the Empire proper. The slavers themselves taunted the man, telling him he’d be hoist in Armour Square, whipped and beaten and then put on the crossed pikes. The Empire, it turned out, reserved its true loathing for its own failures.


  The Wasp inside the wagon was an angular, dark-haired specimen of the breed. He would be tall, Mornen guessed, save that the space within the wagon was cramped, allowing him either to sit or to crouch. His hands were bound palm-to-palm before him and wound about with cloth, preventing him from using his sting. As the wagon rattled and shook the prisoner cursed and swore, and he would bring his long face to the hatch to glower impotently at his warders or, for scowling emphasis, even stick his whole head out of the square-cut hole in the wood.


  The second night, with the Fly-shackles slowly giving in to his tortured clawing, Mornen had put his back to the wagon-side and hissed at the man within until he had his attention. “What’s your story?” he had asked.


  The Wasp’s face had shown at the hatch, colder than ever by moonlight. “Lieutenant Valken, Fourth Army,” he had spat. “That’s all you’ll get from me, ‘Wealer.” Despite his captivity, despite his bloody destiny, his position in the society of the wretched was a superior one, and he obviously felt it deeply.


  *


  The road from Lowre Cean’s hall back to Te Sora had been a long one, but being a newly-minted prince apparently entitled him to a horse. They had given him a sword, too, a proper noble’s blade, two feet of hilt and two feet of blade. It had seen much use and the enamel of the guard and grip was chipped and ruined, but he had not taken issue with it.


  Instead Mornen, Prince-Minor Mornen Corneles as he had somehow miraculously become, had set off for Te Sora as soon as he had broken his fast. Partly the plight of his people had driven him, partly the utter despite of the assembled nobility. They had said nothing, there had been no outcry when Lowre had made the announcement, but their collective hatred had made him feel as though winter had come sudden and early to Lowre’s hall.


  He was to go amongst his battered, broken people and make an army of them. They had fought the Empire once, to the best of Mornen’s limited resources, and possibly the Empire had not quite noticed that they were there. Now they were suffering the occupation, enslaved, beaten, robbed, raped. To those that remained, to those who had escaped the eye of their new masters to the extent that they could still manage to eke a living from the earth, their prince was returning.


  Lowre’s orders had been unambiguous: Mornen was to round up every one of them who could hold a spear, take them from their land, deprive their families of their strength, rip them from everything they knew so that they could be another drop of blood in the Monarch’s grand army. In return, Mornen’s father’s usurped title would be the truth. Mornen would be a prince and, by the retrospective magic of royal decree, the son of a prince. A bandit’s ambition would become a noble’s reality. The Mornen’s red sun would rise at last.


  He had not been sure that he could do it; he had not been sure what else he could do. Lowre had kindled in him a fierce flame, a belief that the Empire must be resisted, and yet surely he did not have the right to demand that his poor, abused people should be forged into a weapon for that resistance.


  The horse had taken him ever closer to home.


  *


  The day was ruinous, the track worse and the journey relieved only by the blackened spectres of two burnt-out farms. Mornen was young and strong and, though his father had stolen a crown, he had not lived the life of an idle princeling. Still, every joint ached, every tendon creaked. The work, even a mere handful of days of it, was ruining him. He knew that he could not last much longer.


  The others, who had been doing this since before he joined, slogged onwards. Ceccy grumbled and growled behind his gag and Tadeusz knuckled low and put his shoulder to the wagon to keep it on track. Wil was the worst-off. Twice he stumbled and fell as they progressed. The slavers got him to his feet with a crack of the whip the first time, but the next time it was Mornen hurriedly hauling him up before their masters could notice. The young Roach-kinden shot him a worn-out smile of thanks.


  And that night Mornen realised he was almost through the Fly-shackles and that he could be gone, then and there, the rope’s poor knot slipped, the leather severed: a flash of wings and off into the midnight where the Wasps’ daylight eyes would never find him. Now! Go now! The slavers were arguing about something around their fire. They might not even notice until the morning.


  Mornen looked over his fellows: Ceccy and Tadeusz slept. Arden Wil was awake, staring up at the stars.


  He owed them nothing. Even if he accepted the mantle of a prince’s responsibility, which so many princes had shirked, these were not his people. They were probably not even Commonwealers, and as for the Wasp in the wagon...


  He felt as though another day of this would kill him, as sure as if it cut his throat and left him by the roadside. He found that was the sticking point, though: no general call to an all-encompassing nobility but simply the hard grind he had shared with them. How much worse would it be for the three of them if he left them to it, three men doing what had been four men’s work? Who would catch Wil the next time he fell? They were strangers to him, and yet they were the only companions he had.


  He inched his way over, a caterpillar-hunch at a time, until he had his back to the wagon between the gagged man and the Bee, and then with gentle prods of the elbow roused both of them. Tadeusz woke instantly and silently, eyes glittering back at the moon. The other man grunted and tried to swing at Mornen with his shackled hands. One of the slavers glanced over and half-rose, but then something his fellow said caught his attention, the disputes of slaves suddenly beneath him. Mornen caught the words, “...never get an opportunity like this again...”


  “Listen to me, lads,” the Dragonfly prince said in a low voice, not looking at his fellows. “I’m leaving.”


  They were all of them very still, save for a slight shifting from within the wagon that suggested Valken was listening too.


  “I can slip these bonds, right now or any time,” he murmured. The arguing about the fire was intensifying, sounding like four men trying to convince one.


  “And you’re telling us this, because...?” came Wil’s soft voice.


  Mornen looked at them. Their manacles would not yield to any power of his. At least three of the Wasps had the heavy iron key, though, and they seemed to use it interchangeably.


  “What would you do, if you were free?” he asked.


  Ceccy had an instant response to that, for all that none of it was in words.


  A shrug from Wil. “I’d do all sorts of things, if I had all the things I haven’t got.”


  “And you?” Mornen pressed the stocky Bee-kinden.


  “Don’t know,” came the thoughtful response. “My home’s under the black and gold, long time now. Nowhere to go, me.” He cocked an eyebrow at Mornen. “You’ve got suggestions, no?”


  “Come with me and fight the Empire,” Mornen told them all. “The Commonweal’s building a great army. It’s sent me to fetch troops. Join me.”


  “You’ll free us if we slave ourselves to you?” Wil’s tired smile was back.


  “No slaves in the Commonweal, Wil.”


  “Yeah, I heard that before.” the Roach-kinden returned with another careless shrug.


  “I so swear,” Tadeusz stated flatly. “I will come with you and kill Wasps for you. I swear it, by my city, by my queen.”


  Mornen nodded. He glanced at Ceccy and realised that, for the first time since they had been so rudely thrown together, the man was awake and silent.


  The gagged man nodded, just once. To Mornen’s surprise Wil nodded with him, as though he had been waiting for Ceccy’s decision.


  Mornen bowed his head thoughtfully. “Right then. They come to us in the morning. If I make my move right then I’ll get the key to you before they know what’s what. After that you’ve got to unchain yourselves – who can work their damned locks?” for he was Inapt himself: the mechanisms and machines of the Wasps were a mystery to him, even the simplest of them.


  “Here,” Tadeusz nodded.


  “Right.” Lifting his bound wrists Mornen knocked softly on the wagon side. “And how about you, Lieutenant Valken, Fourth Army?”


  “Go to the pits,” came the quietly measured response. “It’s just the kind of stupid plan one of the lesser kinden would come up with. I have faith in imperial justice.”


  Mornen shrugged, feeling at best ambivalent about that. Then he heard the slavers approaching and bowed his head in feigned sleep.


  There were five of them, burly Wasp-kinden men in the black and gold tabards and closed helms of the Slave Corps, the most hated and reviled uniform that any man had ever donned. Mornen had heard that even the regular Wasp army spat on the slavers, but still they were always in the vanguard, keeping pace with the imperial advance so that they could pick over the choicest morsels of Commonweal flesh.


  “Look at it,” one of them said. “Think what’s waiting there. It’ll be easy.”


  “It won’t work. They’ll catch us,” another complained, the one dissenter the rest were still trying to sway.


  “Have you any idea how big the Lowlands is. We’ll have tendays to spare before they realise we never arrived, and by that time we’ll be living it up like generals. Money can buy you anything in the Lowlands, anything.” Mornen recognised that man’s voice – this was the slavers’ sergeant, as they called their leader.


  “It’s a big war. They’ll assume the Commonwealers got us or something,” the first speaker put in. “Happens all the time.”


  “And them?” the dissenter indicated the slaves.


  “Sell ’em,” the sergeant stated. “In Helleron or in the Empire, who cares? Sell ’em to the Scorpions, sell ’em to a mine. Nobody cares what a slave’s got to say.”


  The wavering slaver took a deep breath, sounding hollow within his helmet. “What about him.”


  Mornen was keeping his eyes down but he knew from the very tone that they meant their prisoner.


  “Sell him will you?” the dissenter continued hotly. “Officer, he is. He’ll know. It’ll get back. They always believe an officer. Crossed pikes for deserters, always.”


  “Nobody’ll care,” the sergeant started, but one of the others interrupted with, “We’ll have to kill him then. No tales from dead lips.”


  There was a thoughtful pause and Mornen pictured the five of them looking at the dark hatch, or perhaps Valken’s face peering out. Then the slavers were returning to their fire, murmuring in low voices, now five conspirators united.


  After a surprisingly long time there came a dry voice from within the wagon. “Dragonfly-kinden,” it said, “I may have had a change of heart.”


  Mornen smiled to himself. “Swear,” he said.


  “What?”


  “You heard me. Swear to me. Swear you’ll turn on your own. Swear you’ll fight for the Monarch.”


  “Death on you, you pox-rotten mongrel bastard!” Valken hissed.


  “Swear, or stay.”


  “What’s a Wasp’s word worth, though?” Wil murmured. “Let him rot there.”


  “You heard him, Lieutenant Valken, Fourth Army,” Mornen said. “What’s your word worth? It must be worth something or you’d have given it freely already.”


  There was a sullen pause that became longer and longer, until it seemed that dawn must find them before Valken’s response did, but at last the Wasp’s quiet, flat voice said, “I swear on my honour, and if that’s not good enough for you then to the pits with the lot of you.”


  *


  On his way home his mind had been full of his problems, that was his excuse. There had been days of trekking over all manner of countryside, keeping to the woods where he could, unsure of whether he had passed the mobile border between free and occupied Commonweal. He saw a few Wasps, far off, and little enough of anyone else.


  When the slavers had ambushed him he had been given just enough time to draw his sword and call on his wings. The horse had reared as he kicked out of the saddle, and the two searing bolts of gold fire that had been meant for him had instead taken the poor beast in the neck, killing it outright. Furious, Mornen had dived down on them, intent on taking his revenge. They had scattered before his blade but, as he had paused in the air, a whip had curled about his ankle and he had been yanked from the sky by a third slaver. Then the first two had bundled onto him, and pinned him down.


  They had been going to kill him, mostly out of bitter disappointment. It had been the horse they wanted, not some itinerant Dragonfly. They had taken his sword, commenting on its poor condition. One of them had put his palm to Mornen’s forehead, quite casually.


  “Hold,” another had interrupted, the man Mornen would later know as their sergeant. The faceless helm had stared down at him, only a T-shaped slit giving onto the darkness within.


  “If we’ve no horse to pull, make this bastard push,” the sergeant had dictated, and so it was.


  *


  Daybreak came dressed in red, the sky in the direction of the Empire streaked bloody. Now he had committed himself to freeing the others Mornen found he had no confidence whatsoever in his own plan. There were five Wasps. How was he supposed to keep them occupied while even one of his fellows freed themselves? He should go now, just shrug the manacles and fly. The Wasps would not be expecting such a trick. He would be away before they could burn him from the sky.


  He took a deep breath, seeing the slavers group up, about to come over no doubt with the slops of breakfast.


  It was a strange thing: his father had brought him up with all manner of stories about bad princes, cruel princes, lazy princes and mad princes. His father had tried to be a prince, though, and tried to be the sort of prince that the Commonweal should have. Perhaps there were such men, perhaps Lowre Cean was one. Mornen did not know: he had not had much opportunity to move in elevated circles.


  But his father had taught him exactly how a prince should behave: the ideal prince was the shape left by all the failed princes of his stories. And now Mornen was a prince, and all the responsibilities the title brought with it were immovably on his shoulders. These luckless slaves had sworn themselves to him. That meant that they were his people. He had a duty towards them that was like iron: if he tried to break it, it would break him first.


  He felt a moment’s sour despair at the father who, coming from a life of brigandage and plunder, had saddled him with such a sense of right and wrong.


  The Wasps had not slept much, he guessed. Their talk had taken them long past midnight. Now three of them were approaching the wagon, as hesitantly as naughty children wary of punishment.


  They carried no bowls for the slaves. The fire had died low and the slavers had yet to rake it and rebuild it for breakfast. Mornen had a sudden realisation that the moment had arrived ahead of time.


  Ignoring the slaves, the three Wasp-kinden paused in a loose circle about the back of the wagon, looking at the dark square that was Valken’s window.


  “Hey, lieutenant,” one of them said, almost nervously. “Wake up, Lieutenant.” The slaver opened and clenched his hands, working up to the courage required to kill a bound man trapped in a wagon.


  Valken sensibly made no sound. The three slavers glanced at one another, and from the camp behind them their sergeant shouted, “Get on with it! Do it and let’s be rid of him.”


  “Just stick your hand in and sting him dead,” one of the three suggested.


  “Why don’t you?” was the instant response. It made Mornen wonder just how far the discipline of the imperial armies went, if these bullies could not bring themselves to murder a helpless man just because of the spectre of an officer’s rank badge.


  The closest of the three had a key at his belt, dangling from its thong. Mornen felt his heart speed, knowing that the others were watching him. Overnight he had severed the last scraps of the Fly-shackles beneath his arm, and the rope around his wrists held its place solely because he had the loose ends in hand.


  “Piss on this,” said one of the slavers and took that final step forwards, hand directed into that small window. Mornen was frozen, waiting for the clear and definite decisive moment, unable to act.


  Tadeusz kicked the slaver in the knee with all the force he could manage and Mornen heard the joint crunch. The Wasp was down in a second, howling, and Mornen found that he was free of his rope, shrugging off the leather shackles. The closest slaver to him was reaching for his club rather than blasting a valuable slave with his sting. Mornen got a hand on the haft of the key and yanked, snapping the thong and pulling the man off balance. Will and Ceccy were wrestling with the man Tadeusz had downed, now, trying to keep hold of the Wasp’s wrists. The Bee-kinden himself reached urgently towards Mornen.


  The key-less slaver fetched the Dragonfly prince a solid punch to the gut, doubling him over, but Mornen’s Art flung his wings out, the air shimmering and dancing about his shoulders, turning the move into a full somersault that dropped him awkwardly before Tadeusz. The key fell somewhere between them and the Bee lunged for it. For a moment the slaver with the damaged knee had his hand to Tadeusz’s collar, yanking him back, but then Wil had found the man’s boot knife, fumbled it out with shackled hands and driven it into the slaver’s groin.


  “Mornen!” It was Valken’s voice. Even as the two slavers at the fire had leapt to their feet, there was still one man free to put a hand to the wagon’s window, determined to rid the world of Valken before the slaves were disciplined. Mornen shouldered the Wasp aside and added a solid kick to the man’s chest to keep the slaver off balance, the man’s sting flashing splinters from the wood. Then the Wasp that had punched him had grabbed Mornen’s arm, wrenching it back.


  “Mornen!” Valken shouted again. He had his hands out of the window, bound at the wrist with rope, but secured palm-to-palm only with cloth. “Free me!” the Wasp prisoner ordered. Mornen himself was fighting for control of the slaver’s club, though, the two of them twisting this way and that, neither able to gain the advantage, and the sergeant and his second were running up.


  The Dragonfly saw out of the corner of his eye that the sergeant’s patience had run out. The man had a hand out, directed at Tadeusz as the Bee fumbled with the manacle lock. He called his wings again for a split second, the force of them throwing his opponent sideways. In the next instant he felt the solid crunching impact as the sergeant’s sting-shot seared into the slaver’s back.


  The dying man clung on to him, screaming, which gave Mornen a moment more of protection against the next shot. He reached back with one hand, hooked his thumb-claw into Valken’s bindings, and then threw his wings and his weight against them.


  It was mostly a mistake. He realised that when his thumb popped out of joint, sending agony screaming down his arm. He fell to the ground atop the still shuddering Wasp, unable to think of anything except the pain. Some part of him was expecting the burning punch of a Wasp’s sting to slam into him any moment, but he couldn’t imagine that it would hurt him any more than his abused hand.


  He heard the lash of the sting, shockingly close. Someone fell across his legs: the man who he had kicked, a rough circle charred through his black and gold tunic. Valken’s smoking hands retreated into the wagon and the wooden door jumped as he made it his sting’s next target. The wood about the bolt cracked and twisted.


  The sergeant arrived then, directing a hand down at Mornen. His companion was going for the other slaves with a club, shouting at them with the utter indignation of a man faced with people who just didn’t know their place in the world. Mornen snatched a wild glance at his fellows and saw Wil still chained and Tadeusz, for reasons incomprehensible, fighting to get the gag off Ceccy.


  “You,” the sergeant told him, “are more trouble than you’re worth.”


  Mornen stared into that faceless helm and the world exploded in screaming.


  The sergeant dropped to one knee, his shot going wild. No wonder: Mornen’s head felt like the clapper of a bell being rung by a maniac. The sergeant’s second was on the ground with blood about his ears, his eyes rolled so far that only the whites were visible.


  Ceccy’s gag was off. The wild man was down on his hands and knees, gasping for breath, his face mottled red and purple with effort. It still took Mornen a moment’s more staggered wonder before he connected the appalling sound with the man who had made it.


  The sergeant’s count of fallen slavers verses live slaves finished at about the same time as Mornen’s own. Then the sergeant had him, hauling him up to use him as a shield against his rebellious property, one hand wrenching Mornen’s injured arm and one about his throat. The Wasp got as far as “Now you listen here –” before Valken’s sting shattered the wood around the bolt and the wagon door flew open.


  The caged Wasp had his bound hands directed before him, at the sergeant, at Mornen, it was hard to be sure.


  “Steady now,” the sergeant got out, speaking too loud, but then they were all of them a little deaf just then. He retreated, taking Mornen with him, as Valken stepped down from his prison. In the pause, Mornen could hear the industrious scratch and click as Tadeusz dealt with Wil and Ceccy’s manacles.


  “Steady now, sir,” Valken corrected, with evident and enormous satisfaction.


  “Now listen, sir...” the sergeant began, but it was evident that no amount of interpretation was going to save this situation. “Look... there’s treasure, a fortune,” he got out. “We hid it in the wagon. We can split it, sir. We’ll be rich men.”


  “You appear to be hiding behind a man of inferior race to dissuade me from killing you, Sergeant,” Valken noted crisply. “I hope you’re aware of the tactical limitations of that.” He smiled, perhaps the coldest and most clinical display of humour Mornen had ever seen.


  It must be now, and Mornen’s wings flashed. He had intended to fling the sergeant away from him, dance out of reach and let Valken do what he wanted, but the slaver’s grip on his wrist was stronger than he had thought, and his injured hand sent a crippling wave of pain through him, dropping him to his knees.


  For the merest second Valken’s open palm followed the Dragonfly down, but then it jerked up and sent a bolt of fire into the slit of the sergeant’s helm even as the man was raising his own hand.


  Mornen made getting to his feet a priority above all else, finding himself rising to meet Valken’s icy stare. The Wasp’s hands were by his side, but that could change in a moment. Mornen tensed, to fight or fly, he did not know which.


  “So, what’s a Wasp’s word worth, Lieutenant Valken?” he enquired warily. The other slaves were all free now, a peripheral presence weighing on both of them: what would they do? How swiftly would they intervene and how much would their presence influence Valken’s decision?


  “I have lived a long time with only my word, Captain Mornen,” stated Valken at last. “I’m not willing to devalue it just yet.”


  “Captain?”


  “If you’re going to command a lieutenant of the imperial army, you need a rank. You don’t think you merit major, surely?” Again that smile, and this time Mornen saw a brief glimpse of the world of exhaustion behind it.


  “So you’re one of mine, are you?”


  “For now, Mornen, for now.” The Wasp sat back into the wagon’s doorway, looking about at the dead slavers.


  “So you can tell me what you did, to get shipped home for the crossed pikes?”


  Valken’s smile was terrible to behold. “I killed a superior officer because I disagreed with his orders, Captain. They look askance at that in the army.”


  “Y’d’ty bas’sd,” Ceccy growled, or something very like it. The removal of his gag had not made him that much more comprehensible.


  “How did he do... what he did?” Mornen demanded. His ears were still ringing from the man’s shriek. That thin frame had surely not been capable of encompassing such a shattering wail.


  “You don’t know the Cicada-kinden then?” Wil asked him. “Some powerful Art, they’ve got.”


  To Mornen the Cicada-kinden were something belonging to stories from some other part of a Commonweal where few people travelled any distance. Of course, the Empire had changed all that, throwing together all manner of unlikely neighbours. He made to mimic one of the Roach-kinden’s shrugs and stopped with a grimace.


  “Let me look at that, y’highness,” Wil suggested, Tentatively Mornen proffered his injured hand.


  “You’re a doctor, Wil?”


  “Live on the road enough and you pick up most things.” The Roach-kinden bowed his head over the hand and closed his eyes, obviously enacting some healing mantra that his people had taught him. Whatever he was doing, at least it didn’t hurt.


  “Now,” Mornen said, turning back to the others, and Wil did something unspeakable to his thumb that dropped him to his knees, so unexpectedly, unreasonably painful that he was utterly silent with it, teeth clenched against the slightest sound.


  When he was in a position to take any notice of his surroundings again he found that he could move the offending thumb once more, although he felt that ten years had just been wrenched off his life. He got to his feet, noting the way that Ceccy and Tadeusz were here, balancing Valken there, maintaining a tenuous status quo to cover his brief incapacity.


  “Thank you,” he managed to say to Wil. Valken’s look was darkly amused.


  “Hoi, watab’t treh’shr!” said Ceccy. The man was pointing at the wagon urgently but it took a moment for his barbarous accent to unravel sufficiently to allow them to understand him.


  The five of them exchanged looks, the sergeant’s words recurring to them all simultaneously. It was to Mornen that the other former slaves looked, however.


  “Let’s have a look at this treasure then,” he agreed, unhappily aware that the tenuous loyalty of his new companions might not survive their sudden enrichment.


  “False floor to the wagon,” Tadeusz had already identified. “Good place, for hiding loot. Have it open, one moment.” He set to work searching for catches while the others stood by and watched. Using ingenuity and brute force, the Bee-kinden had levered up the wagon’s floor in only a few minutes, and the others crowded close to see the loot, even Valken.


  “What the blazes is that? Paper?” the Wasp exclaimed. Tadeusz’s work had exposed stack after stack of flat parchment, each piece held in a gilt wood frame. Mornen guessed that there were perhaps two hundred there in total, the weight of the frames contributing considerably to their misery of the last few days. On each piece could be seen elegant Commonwealer calligraphy, and images in the finest style of Dragonfly high art. Each one, every single one, depicted men and women of Mornen’s kinden engaged in what was euphemistically referred to as ‘the soft arts’, pose after pose, couplings and triplings and more, invention after invention of the erotic to the most complex and elaborate degree.


  “Treh’shr!” breathed Ceccy reverently, as though he had found the secret of life.


  “Stab me,” Valken murmured, squinting. “What is…? Is that,..?”


  “So this is what they were taking to Helleron?” Wil asked. “Dirty pictures?” He shrugged once more. “Well they say there’s a buyer for everything in that place.”


  “This is a masterwork copy of The Book of Red Wings,” Mornen identified somewhat shakily. He knew it because it represented one of the noble vices his father had so railed against. “This is... I’m told it’s a classic, or sorts. There will be collectors, I have no doubt, who will pay for this – for all of it, complete. Not the frames – we can take the paper out and load the beetle up with it, and damn the wagon. The paper itself is the value.” He looked over at the Roach-kinden. “Wil, you’ve been to this Helleron?”


  “Twice. They’ll trade with anyone, but they don’t like my kinden much there.”


  “They don’t like your kinden much anywhere,” Valken remarked, but Arden Wil ignored him.


  “They sell slaves, in Helleron?”


  “Outside the walls they do,” Wil confirmed.


  Mornen glanced about him, face to face. In Tadeusz’s was the unwavering loyalty that his kinden were known for. Wil and Ceccy were speculative, willing to give him a chance at leading them, at least. They were with him even so, though he could not have said why: the Bee, the Roach, the Cicada-kinden, all nodding. Perhaps it was not loyalty, exactly, but that staying with him at least as far as Helleron was better than going it alone and falling to the next band of slavers that might come their way.


  “I was charged, in the Monarch’s name, to find soldiers to fight the Empire. You have all sworn to me, in this,” he reminded them. “My poor people are not soldiers. Those that were are dead or slaves already. Perhaps some were even taken to Helleron for sale.” He felt like a wingless man crossing a chasm by constructing the bridge as he went. He could fall at any time. “In Helleron, this,” he waved a hand at the wagon’s contents, “will allow us to find and equip soldiers for the Commonweal’s army. In spring I’ll meet Prince Lowre Cean with a force such as he’s never seen. Now let’s get these things out of their frames and wrapped against the weather.”


  “An army of slaves,” Valken tasted the words. “How progressive. We’ll make an imperial of you yet.”


  “No, not slaves. I’ll take only men who will swear themselves to me voluntarily.” Mornen looked the Wasp straight in the eyes, remembering the man’s claim about his crime. “Do you disagree with my orders, Lieutenant?”


  “Oh no, Captain Mornen, not yet,” came the Wasp’s dry reply. “You’re going to take a wagonload of Commonweal filth to Helleron in order to buy up an army of volunteers to come and fight the invincible imperial army. I don’t think it can be done, sir, but, by the Emperor’s bloody knees, I want to see you try.”


  


  * * *


  


  No collection of mine would be representative without a Shadows of the Apt story. This one was written for, and appeared in, Deathray magazine, which I recall being given a fairly tight deadline for. The story itself was set down pretty much in its final form in just a couple of days, and I’m very pleased with the result. Mornen & Co were intended to be regular features in my kinden short stories, and indeed a sequel, ‘The Chains of Helleron’, can be found at http://shadowsoftheapt.com/blog/279, but so far I’ve not had the chance to give them a third outing. It’s on the list… along with so much else.
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