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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6


				Keith Stevenson

				We’re fresh from attending Conflux 13 in Canberra, which was a fantastic event - made even more so by Ellen Datlow’s generous contribution to many interesting and diverse panels. If you haven’t been to a Conflux yet, I’d encourage you to try it out next year. It’s a fun and intimate gathering - as all good conventions are - and it was particularly great to catch up with writers, editors and friends that we hadn’t seen for too long.

				Returning recharged to the multiverse of Dimension6, we’re ready to bring you the final stories of what your reality calls 2017. While different in tone, all of them contain a darkness that may just seep into your dreams.

				Don’t forget, our 2017 collection will be on sale across digital platforms in November for a buck. Pick up a copy if you’d like to support us and our authors.

				But right now, sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.


				



			
				The Curious Child — Paul Speller

				It was meant to be a new beginning but, really, it was the end. My parents were never the same afterwards. The worst part? The older I get, the more I blame myself.

				I didn’t believe him, you see. At least, that’s what I’ve tried to think over the years. But, the truth is, maybe I did believe him and that was the problem.

				When I was seven years old, life was an adventure. The world was my playground and my parents encouraged it. They were eager to see me explore and discover things for myself, whether it be a new book or playing in the hollowed out oak tree in the woods behind our old house. They did not believe in putting restraints on my imagination or my sense of adventure. If they knew then what I know now, they might have thought differently.

				When I was seven-and-a-half years old, everything changed. The innocent skies of childhood clouded over, never to clear.

				It started with a move to a new house, half the country away from where we lived before.

				‘A new beginning,’ Mum said back then. When she told me that, there was a thoughtful look in her eyes that I didn’t understand at the time.

				For me, the move was incredibly exciting. A new home and, more importantly, an extra week on the end of the Easter holidays before I had to start at the new school.

				For Mark, it was less of an event. But, then, he was only slightly beyond two years old. As long as he had the rest of us – and Tiger – he was happy to burble away to himself in words that had yet to become comprehensible.

				Mark would get away with all sorts of mischief. It was a little brother thing; compensation for all the trouble I would get him into. It was a fair exchange. No kid brother should have to put on a hat that has been filled with rabbit food.

				He was not a good sleeper and, in our old house, he would creep out of the room we shared and be in bed with Mum and Dad by the time I got up.

				But our parents were determined to change things. New home, new regime. New beginning.

				I was warned there might be some noisy nights as they tried to get Mark to sleep through on his own but, as it turned out, it was not a problem for long.

				The new home was much older than the two-bedroom terraced town house we had left behind. Much bigger, too. Including the attic that we were not allowed into, there were three floors and a total of four bedrooms, which was one more than we actually needed. I think Mum and Dad once had plans to fill the extra room, but things didn’t turn out the way any of us expected.

				Like all old houses, it had its nooks and crannies. The first day, while Mum and Dad unpacked boxes, Mark and I explored. Even though we weren’t allowed to enter the attic, I was drawn to the narrow wooden stairs leading up there. They were like the winding steps in a castle turret. A circular window gave light on the small landing outside the locked attic door at the top of the uncarpeted steps. When the sun shone through, it cast a shadow like the window of the Death Star from Star Wars, the first grown-up film I was allowed to watch. We grabbed the separate parts of Dad’s two-piece pool cue, placed by the attic door to be put inside later, and acted out a lightsaber battle. Mum caught us and told us what Dad would do if he found out.

				It was on our way back down that Mark spotted the picture. I didn’t like it, but Mark shouted ‘cool’, one of the few words he could say clearly.

				Cool was not the word I would have used for the small painting in a tatty wooden frame that pushed such a broad smile onto Mark’s face. It was a portrait of a child wearing old-fashioned clothes, possibly late Victorian. The child in the picture had a strange grin. If I had known the word then, I would have called it enigmatic; the grin of someone who knew something no one else did. His eyes had a mischievous look, too. The boy seemed about my age, possibly younger. His hair was blond and curly, a little like Mark’s.

				Were it not so reminiscent of the kind of idealised portrait that only seems to appear on your grandmother’s biscuit tin, the picture could have been a prediction of what Mark would look like in a few years’ time. The hair of the boy in the painting was a little blonder, the curls slightly longer. The eyes in the painting were more blue than brown, while Mark’s were more brown than blue. But the expression was so similar to the way Mark would look, when he thought he had got away with something, it was uncanny.

			

			
				The picture had faded through time. It was hard to make out what was in the background, although you could deduce the boy was in a room of some sort, possibly even one of the rooms in our new house. There was a window at one side and what looked like a mirror, or another picture, behind the boy’s left shoulder. The picture within the picture contained either a reflection of the boy’s back, or a portrait of someone else.

				A brass plate at the foot of the wooden frame bore the name of the painting, but dust and grime collected over the years meant it was impossible to read the words.

				It was Mark’s new favourite thing, but I was not impressed.

				We did not have time to talk about it, though. Fresh from putting Dad’s pool cue back into its case, Mum popped her head over the bannister at the bottom of the staircase and announced that tea was ready: tinned hot dogs cooked on a camping stove and served in submarine rolls, with lashings of tomato ketchup. An indoor feast I could have eaten quite happily every single day. Unfortunately for me, although not so much for my health, the electrician was due in a couple of days to connect the new cooker.

				The television had still to be hooked up to the aerial on the roof, so we spent the rest of the evening – before bath and bed – watching videos. Mickey Mouse, to keep Mark satisfied, then I was allowed to see a few minutes of Star Wars, although not before Mum fired me a knowing look that warned me not to mention any lightsaber battles in front of Dad.

				I actually looked forward to going to bed that night. A brand new room, bigger than the one in our old house, and all to myself.

				There were no curtains up yet in there and I planned to spend the night wrapped up tightly underneath the racing car duvet and staring out at the stars until my eyelids drew down their own blinds.

				As it was, I ended up being disturbed for much of the night.

				Mark was not happy sleeping in a room on his own, even though Mum and Dad had made an extra effort to make the surroundings feel welcoming. Tiger, his orange and black soft toy that only vaguely resembled a big cat, was already waiting for him in his bed and they had put up posters of Paddington Bear and Fireman Sam, to make the small room feel homely. He even had curtains.

				There were the usual bedtime tears. He had done that when we shared, too, but he would stop once Mum or Dad finally gave up on the guilt and left him to it. In his new room, however, the crying did not end. Mum relented after about half an hour and stayed with him until, eventually, he fell asleep.

				But it did not last. In fact, it could not have taken long at all for the crying to recommence, because I was still awake, watching the patterns caused by night shadows dancing on the bedroom wall opposite my curtain-less window. As the wind shook the trees, creating different interruptions to the moonlight, my imagination managed to make out, on the cream-coloured wallpaper, silhouettes of a bird, a rabbit and a hand with long, spindly fingers.

				The next time Mark awoke, Dad came up the stairs to calm him. The time after, it was Mum. The final time, they both gave up and went to bed too, with Mark nestled between the two of them.

				For the rest of the night, the only noise was the wind whistling through the leaves outside. Even that kept me awake for a short while, but it was not long before the excitement of the first day in a new home caught up with me and I was fast asleep.

				I was awoken by Mark who, in a role reversal, had left Mum and Dad’s bed to come and join me. The sun was already rising outside, casting shadows that were different from the ones created by last night’s moon.

				‘Let’s play,’ Mark demanded, his words clearer than usual.

				I took a moment to stir, but Mark continued to prod and I soon relented. To be fair, I was keen to get up and have a further look around the house before breakfast. After that, I had big plans for a recce of what was outside our home. Big plans that were never enacted. At least, not that day.

			

			
				‘Up the stairs,’ Mark ordered.

				I eased myself out of my warm bed. It was as if, overnight, his speech development had leapt forward by half a year. I remember thinking how it might make him more fun.

				To clarify which stairs he meant, as if I did not already know, Mark pointed upwards as soon as we were outside my bedroom door. We headed to the foot of the steps leading to the attic and I had a flash of inspiration. An old tea tray was leaning against the bannister at the bottom. Mum had used it to bring up drinks, when an early night getting Mark to sleep had become inevitable. In our old house, the same wooden tea tray had served as a makeshift sledge for indoor ski slopes. But, in the old house, the stairs were straight and they were covered in carpet. That made for safer – and quieter – stair sledging than what was on offer in front of us this time. Yet the temptation of a new course was too great.

				We tiptoed to the landing outside the attic door, the tea tray under my arm. There was no Death Star shadow from the window, as the sun was on the other side of the house, but a light switch by the door worked and a solitary bulb hanging from the high ceiling provided illumination. We turned to face the descent. Mark pulled at the tray. He wanted to clamber on board with me, but I refused. I told him it was to make sure it was safe, but we both knew I was pulling rank because he was the little brother.

				His bottom lip quivered and a tear dribbled down his cheek, but I did not back down.

				‘Shush, or Mum and Dad will wake up,’ I warned. Ignoring his pleading eyes, I placed the tea tray at the edge of the top stair and positioned myself on it. I shuffled forwards, before leaning my body over the front to assist momentum.

				A second later I was clattering down the steps, much faster than I had expected. With no carpet beneath, it was hard to gain any grip and the tray was out of control. I was clinging on for dear life. At the turn, just beneath the picture of the boy that Mark liked so much, the tray and I parted ways. I thumped into the wall, while the battered tray continued to bounce down towards the bottom of the stairs.

				There was a thudding pain in my right arm where it hit the wall and also on the cheeks of my bottom where I landed on the wooden stair with a bang. Tears began to roll down my face. I wiped them away with my left hand and saw that the picture had fallen from its place on the wall, loose plaster around a hook that was now hanging downwards. The boy was looking right at me. I was sure the grin was wider than it had been the day before.

				Within seconds, Mum and Dad were on the scene. I was lucky that I was so obviously hurt, as it gave them something else to concentrate on other than telling me off.

				Mum checked first if I could clench my fingers in my right hand. I managed that, but when she asked if I could bend my arm at the elbow, the pain was too great.

				‘Right,’ she said firmly, ‘we’re going on a trip to A&E. We can talk about what on Earth you were doing later.’

				Dad, who had gone to the top of the stairs to ensure Mark did not attempt any unsupervised descent of his own, returned carrying my little brother. Mark was giggling, unaware that I was in pain and pleased that he was not in trouble.

				He pointed at the picture that had fallen to the floor.

				‘Mine,’ he said.

				Dad picked it up, still holding Mark, who reached out and touched the canvas, where the boy’s cheek was. For a moment it looked as though they were smiling at each other.

				Mum drove me, still in my pyjamas, to the cottage hospital about four miles away. She did her best not to cause me any pain as she manoeuvred me onto the booster seat and tried to fix the seat belt in place without touching my arm. She might have done her best, but it hurt like crazy, especially when her hand brushed my damaged arm. The speed bumps in the hospital grounds also caused pain to shoot through me.

				Once at the hospital, we did not have long to wait until I was seen by someone. It turns out that on what is normally a school day, casualty departments are not that busy early in the morning.

				A kindly nurse, with deep red hair and a nose that matched, took me into an examination cubicle and checked my arm over. She patted me on the head and called me brave for not crying when she tried to bend the arm at the elbow. The nurse chatted to my mum at the end of the bed and said the doctor would be along shortly, but that I would probably need an X-ray.

			

			
				‘How did it happen?’ asked the kindly nurse.

				My mum rolled her eyes and gave the sigh she reserved for when she had to explain something stupid that I had done. The nurse did not laugh, however, after hearing my mother’s account. Instead she seemed curious.

				‘So, you are the new family in Redpaths House?’

				Mum nodded, looking a little surprised that the kindly nurse had worked out where we lived.

				‘Don’t worry,’ the nurse reassured her. ‘I live in the village. Nothing happens without everyone else knowing about it.’

				This time, Mum laughed. ‘I’d better watch my step, then.’

				The nurse laughed with her.

				‘So, the stories didn’t bother you?’

				Mum was about to reply when a man’s head appeared through the curtain. He looked younger than the nurse, although there was very little hair on top of his head. I could not tell whether that was from choice or necessity.

				He gave my arm a cursory once-over before signing a piece of paper that I discovered was the permission slip to take me to X-ray.

				The kindly nurse pointed us in the direction of the X-ray department and we set off. The day was turning out to be an adventure after all, albeit not the one I had planned.

				‘Mum,’ I asked as we approached the double doors to take us into the X-ray department. ‘What stories was the nurse talking about?’

				‘I don’t know, love,’ Mum replied.

				I was very proud of the sling that I was given to support my arm, which the doctor said was not broken, but badly sprained. When we got home, however, the novelty soon wore off when Mum told me I was not to go anywhere without supervision until my arm was better.

				The hot dogs that night tasted just as good, but eating them with only one free hand proved tricky. Tomato sauce spilled onto my sling, but I managed to fold the bandage so that Mum did not see.

				I was allowed to stay up later than Mark, on the proviso that I made no noise when I went to bed. To the general amazement of everyone, Mark went to sleep without any protest. To celebrate, I was allowed to watch Star Wars to the very end.

				It was a cloudy night, so when I clambered into bed, there were no shadows from the moon, no patterns to fire my imagination. I was soon asleep, dreaming of tea trays and kindly nurses with red noses.

				But the night did not remain disturbance-free. I had no idea what time it was when the sound awoke me, but it was after Mum and Dad had gone to bed, so it must have been late.

				At first, I couldn’t make out what I had heard and then I realised it was a child talking. The chatter was coming from the staircase leading to the attic.

				My curiosity was piqued. Although it was not easy with only one good arm to gain the leverage to get myself out of bed without yelping, I managed it. I crept out of my room and headed to the stairs.

				Mark was there, sat at the foot of the steps. He was looking at the painting, which had been left to rest against the wall. Dad had said he was not sure if he could be bothered putting it back up again.

				Every few seconds, Mark would mutter something and then pause, as if waiting for a reply. Then he would say some more words.

				I edged closer, but did not let him know I was there. I did not want to scare him. I had heard once that you should not wake up someone who had been sleepwalking. I had no idea whether that was what I was witnessing, but it gave me a good excuse to spy on my brother rather than reveal my presence.

			

			
				Once I got nearer, the words became audible. They were also comprehensible. His speech had definitely improved.

				‘Yes, I will be your friend.’

				A pause.

				‘Yes, I will play with you.’

				Another pause.

				‘What’s a swapsie?’

				I felt a hand on my shoulder and let out a small cry. Either I had not been as quiet as I had thought, or Mark was getting louder, because Mum was there, her blue dressing grown wrapped tight around her.

				Mark turned and smiled. He did not seem at all bothered that he had been disturbed. Mum went over and picked him up. He curled into her shoulder.

				‘I sleep in your bed,’ he said.

				Mum sighed. She did not look as if she had the energy to attempt to get him back in his own bed.

				Instead, she asked me who had got up first. I said it was Mark and she seemed to accept it.

				‘Okay then,’ Mum said, to both of us. ‘It’s still the middle of the night, so back to sleep please.’

				As Mum carried Mark back into their room, he looked back and grinned. At the time, I thought he was looking at me, but there have been many times since when I have wondered whether he was actually looking beyond, towards the picture at the foot of the stairs.

				The next morning, the electrician came to fit the cooker and connect it to the power supply. It meant the end of the hot dog dinners era, about which I was particularly disappointed.

				The electrician was called Bob and he was very chatty. Grey hair suggested he was old and I wonder, now, whether he was lonely and possibly grateful for some company. Dad pretended to be busy elsewhere in the house; he never did enjoy small talk. But Mum stayed, making a cup of tea for them each and exchanging gossip.

				I had been tasked with keeping an eye on Mark, who was in the living room building a tower with Duplo blocks; but I positioned myself at the doorway so that I could hear what Mum and Bob were talking about.

				Mostly, they discussed what the local school was like. Bob had one grandchild at the primary school to which I would be going, and another at the secondary school, which was a bus ride away. Apparently, my school was friendly and the children were polite, although Bob said there was an increasing number of pupils who could not speak English.

				It sounded to me like he did not approve. I waited to see if my mum would protest at this remark. As a teacher herself, she was normally very quick to point out the advantages of a multi-cultural classroom and to emphasise that the children themselves rarely saw colour, nor nationality, when among their peers.

				But she said nothing. Perhaps Bob was stating a fact without comment. Or perhaps Mum did not want to start an argument with the first person we had met since the move, with the exception of the staff at the hospital.

				There was an awkward silence for a while, during which Bob muscled the oven into place.

				‘There,’ he said, with a sense of satisfaction. ‘Let me just switch the power back on and then your oven should be working fine.’

				He stepped out of the kitchen and headed towards the fuse box just inside the front door, nodding at me as he went past. As he fiddled with switches, there was a popping sound from higher up in the house. Bob muttered a word, one that I was not supposed to know, under his breath.

				‘Sounds like a bulb has blown upstairs,’ he said. ‘I’ll just double check.’

				Heavy boots clumped on the wooden stairs as he went to locate the problem, carrying his metal toolbox with him. By the sound of the stomps, he was going all the way up to the attic. Not long after, the footsteps started again, becoming louder as Bob approached the ground floor, where Mum waited with folded arms.

			

			
				‘I think there’s a dodgy connection for the light on the landing by your attic,’ he said, knowingly. ‘I’ve disconnected it and I just need to put the power back on everywhere else, then we should be fine.’

				He scratched the grey whiskers on his chin, before returning to the fuse box. A moment later, the red oven light was on and Mum was testing all the hob plates.

				Bob watched her as she did so, while I remained in the living room doorway, listening in to their conversation once more.

				‘I couldn’t help notice that picture on the way up to the attic,’ Bob said. ‘I thought it had been thrown out years ago.’

				Mum looked up from the oven, surprised at Bob’s interest.

				‘What do you mean?’

				Bob shrugged and began to put on a dirty leather jacket that was torn on the left shoulder.

				‘Nothing really. Just the stories about this place. I would have thought the previous owner would have thrown it away.’

				Mum rolled her eyes, just like she had at the hospital.

				‘There seem to be plenty of stories about this place,’ said Mum. There was little attempt to hide the sarcasm in her voice. ‘I must say I’m impressed there is one about a painting. I don’t suppose it’s that the picture is worth a fortune?’

				Bob blushed, embarrassed he had made any comment at all and reluctant to elaborate.

				‘I’m just saying, that’s all. Perhaps it’s not the same painting.’

				I willed Mum to ask him more about the picture and the stories about the house that people kept mentioning, but instead she asked him how much she owed for the work.

				‘The boss will drop round with the bill in a day or two,’ he said.

				As he left, he winked at me and popped his head into the living room.

				‘How old’s your little brother?’ he asked.

				‘Two and a bit,’ I said, proud that a stranger had asked me a question.

				‘Hmm,’ said Bob. There was a crackle as he scratched his chin once more, dirty nails coming up against coarse stubble. ‘If I were you, I’d get your mum and dad to throw out that painting on the way up to the attic. Filthy it is and full of splinters.’

				He pulled on a blue baseball cap and let himself out of the front door.

				Almost as soon as Bob left, Dad reappeared. He was holding the very painting Bob had been talking about. For a moment, I thought that Bob must have said something to Dad as well and he was going to throw it out. But, instead, he went into the kitchen and took a cloth from a sink.

				Mum looked at him quizzically.

				‘Has our electrician been talking to you about that?’

				Dad looked for a moment as if he was going to ask Mum what she was talking about; but, instead, he grinned.

				‘Nope. I’m going to give it a clean and then put it in Mark’s room,’ he announced. ‘Then, if he wants to talk to a painting in the middle of the night, he won’t wake up the rest of the house.’

				Dad took the picture into the living room. Mark looked up from the tower of Duplo blocks he had created. As soon as he saw the painting under Dad’s arm, his face brightened.

				‘Mine!’

				Dad nodded his agreement.

				The smile on Mark’s face lit up the room.

				The following day began quite well. Mark had stayed in his room all night. I could picture the delight on my parents’ faces as they lay together in their bed. It had been more than two years since they had both had a proper night’s sleep.

			

			
				I was awoken early though, by the sound of Mark laughing in his room. I needed the toilet anyway, so popped my head around his door on my way back. He was sat on his bed, looking at the picture, pulling faces. Every now and again he would say something, as if answering a question from someone unseen.

				Dad had put up the picture next to the window. The morning sun was putting a spotlight upon Mark, dust motes dancing in the brightness. The picture was in the shadows. Even so, I could tell it was cleaner, thanks to Dad. Colours were brighter, the boy’s eyes were bluer. It even seemed as though the boy’s face filled more of the frame than it had previously, closer to the picture plane.

				Mark turned from the picture to welcome me. He seemed mildly irritated that I had interrupted his thoughts, but his expression soon turned into a smile.

				‘What’s a swapsie?’ he asked.

				‘It’s when you have something that someone else wants and they have something you want, then you swap it so you each have what you want,’ I replied. ‘Like with football cards. Why?’

				Mark nodded, thoughtful for a moment, but did not reply. Then, he smiled again.

				‘I’m hungry. Let’s go down the stairs.’

				He pushed his feet into his Goofy slippers and went past me without waiting. Not only was his speech improving, but he seemed better on his feet too. Even so, I knew I would have to supervise him walking downstairs to ensure he did not fall.

				I followed him out and opened the safety gate at the top of the stairs. Following my tea tray antics, Dad had installed one on our landing and another at the foot of the stairs leading to the attic. They knew it would not stop me, but they were worried that Mark might share my sense of adventure, with worse results.

				‘I forgot Tiger,’ said Mark.

				I could see the soft toy, sitting on Mark’s bed.

				‘I’ll get him,’ I said.

				As I re-entered the room, my gaze was drawn back to the painting. Dad had done a good job on the cleaning. You could even make out that the small picture in the background was another portrait rather than a mirror. Whoever was on the picture within a picture had much darker hair than the boy in the foreground.

				The name of the painting was now visible on the small brass plate. The Curious Child. Dad had not been so successful in clearing away enough muck to make the artist’s name visible.

				In the split second that I stopped to look at the painting, there was a crashing sound from the stairs, followed by screams.

				Visions of my younger brother having toppled down and broken his neck at the bottom flashed through my horrified mind.

				It was not as bad as I feared. He was sat on the top stair clutching his head, tears streaming down his face. I checked and there was no sign of blood. He pointed an accusing finger at the end of the bannister and I soon discovered he had slipped and banged his head against it.

				My relief was short-lived, however. Mum appeared and she did not look happy. After scooping up Mark and kissing him on the head, she turned to me.

				‘Who opened the safety gate?’

				I looked down at my feet and said nothing.

				‘It’s one thing to put yourself in danger, but to do it to your brother is really not on. If he fell down those stairs head first, he could break all sorts of bones.’ My mum’s face was flushed with an anger that I now suspect was exacerbated by being woken up. ‘You’ll be eight on your next birthday. It’s time you grew up.’

				I mumbled an apology and retreated to my bedroom, feeling a new-found hatred for our new home, where everything was going wrong. I had only left Mark for a second and yet I was being shouted at. What really annoyed me was that, by the time Mum had finished giving me a rollicking, Mark’s head had stopped hurting.

				In fact, I was certain he was grinning as I left.

				In that singular moment, I wished I did not have a little brother.

			

			
				I sulked for the rest of day. Mum left me to it. I overheard Dad asking whether she thought she had gone too far, but she said something about it being ‘important the message sinks in’.

				Dad tried to show sympathy when he came into the living room, but he could not stay long as he had to get to work. His first day.

				I missed him.

				Mark, on the other hand, seemed to revel in the attention from Mum, who would come and talk to him every few minutes. She told me years later you should always keep talking to someone who has bumped their head, just in case there were any signs of delayed concussion. But at the time, I felt ignored. Slighted. My arm injury had not garnered anything like the same amount of sympathy.

				That evening, I only got to watch five minutes of The Empire Strikes Back. As annoyed as I was at the limit on my film viewing, I was also relieved. I had kept up my sulk the whole day, but Mum had made no effort to make things up, leaving the ball in my court. I had no intention of hitting the ball back, but the longer the day went on the harder it became to maintain my stance. At least in bed, it would be easier to continue my silent protest until the morning.

				Mark was also keen to go to bed that night, leaving Mum delighted that we were both sorted before Dad was even home from work.

				Morning followed, bringing with it a better mood and, once more, the sound of Mark chatting to himself in his bedroom.

				This time I made a point of ignoring him. I stayed in bed. That proved to be a mistake.

				While dad was in the shower, Mum went into Mark’s room and I heard her gushing over him. I knew it should not have, but it bothered me. She was not making any effort to come and see me and that did not seem fair after what had happened the day before.

				It got worse when I went down for breakfast. Mark was already tucking into cereal and Mum was drinking her first coffee of the day.

				‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Are you in a better mood today?’

				I was furious. It was supposed to be a new day and a fresh start, yet she was still going on about something that happened twenty-four hours ago. Without a word, I slumped into my chair at the kitchen table and began to study the words on the back of the cereal packet.

				‘Dear me, your sulks are worse than Mark’s.’

				In that instant, my anger switched from my mother towards my little brother. I fumed, silently.

				It did not take long for the patience of my malice to be rewarded, however.

				After breakfast, when we had both dressed, I joined Mark in his room. He was looking at the boy in the painting once more.

				‘What is it with you and that stupid painting?’ I asked, petulance bubbling to the surface.

				‘He’s my friend.’

				‘Don’t be stupid. It’s a painting.’

				‘I’m not stupid.’

				Mark seemed annoyed.

				I waited a moment, thinking of a way to purge my anger by making my brother feel worse. His only crime had been that he had not received the same rebukes from Mum that I had endured over the past couple of days, but that didn’t matter.

				‘Okay then, why don’t you talk to him?’ I said. ‘If he’s your friend, he’ll talk back.’

				Mark smiled. It was an expression of pride, about to make a boast that he thought would provoke only jealousy from me.

				‘He does. His name is Ian.’

				Normally, I would have indulged talk of an imaginary friend, but I was only interested in belittling Mark to make myself feel better.

			

			
				‘You’re an idiot.’

				Mark ignored the slight.

				‘He wants to do a swapsie.’

				I laughed, overdoing it ever so slightly.

				‘What are you going to swap, your pants?’

				‘No. He wants to swap with me so I’m in the painting and he can play out.’

				I rolled my eyes, trying to achieve the same effect as Mum whenever she did it.

				‘You should do it. He might be more fun than you.’

				Mark laughed.

				‘Okay.’

				I gave up and retreated to my room.

				An hour later, Mum came in to see me.

				‘Have you seen Mark?’

				Mum searched high and low in the house and I helped her. Then she called dad. He was home within half an hour. As he carried out another search, Mum rang the police.

				They were at our home within minutes. They asked me questions, similar to those that Mum and dad had already asked.

				When did you last see Mark?

				What did he say?

				Did you hear anything?

				Have you any idea where he might have gone?

				Have either of you talked to any strangers since moving into the new house?

				There were more. I answered them as best I could. I even mentioned he had ‘made friends’ with the boy in the picture. But it did not help.

				Officers wearing white gloves searched Mark’s room. They asked my parents if anything had gone. They could not find Tiger anywhere. I heard one of the policemen say that sounded as though Mark had wandered off, which should give us all hope.

				The look I saw in my parents’ faces was not one of hope. It was fear. It was a look that would later turn into grim realisation, followed by sadness, and, finally, a haunted emptiness.

				As police officers and neighbours from the village joined forces to search the area around our house, Mum sat in the kitchen, rocking from side to side as she held a phone that would not ring.

				I went into Mark’s room. I found my eyes drawn to the picture once more. He was still in the same Victorian clothes, but the boy’s hair did not seem quite so blond any more, the curls shorter. The eyes were more brown than blue.

				Whatever was in the picture within the painting, behind the boy’s shoulder, was more visible.

				It looked like a cat.

				Or a toy tiger.

				We never found him. My parents never got over it.

				Nothing was ever the same. I told them what Mark had told me about the picture, but they barely registered.

				About three years later, just as I started secondary school, they cleared out Mark’s room. Any remaining hope gone.

				Dad went to throw out the painting, but Mum stopped him. She said it was a reminder of Mark. Dad said he could not bear to look at it. They agreed to put it in the attic. That was the last time I saw it in years.

				We carried on; functioning, not living. After secondary school, I got a place at university. At that point my parents gave up. The years of looking into each other’s faces and being reminded of their pain had taken their toll. They split up. They had only stayed together for my sake.

			

			
				Dad moved out, Mum stayed in the house. I returned during each break.

				It was some time over the first Christmas after I went to university that I bumped into Bob, the electrician, down at the pub. He must have been at least seventy, hair now fully white.

				I had not seen him since before Mark’s disappearance, but remembered what he had said about throwing out the picture.

				He was reluctant, but eventually answered my questions.

				‘Years ago, when I was a lad, there was a boy who lived in that house. Ian something-or-other. He had no friends. His family were stuck up and didn’t mix with the village. Anyway, to make up for having no friends, he talked to a painting they had of a child, the brother of the previous owner’s grandfather, who had died as a kid. Day and night, he would talk to the painting and he insisted it talked back.’

				Bob paused, then scratched his chin, just like he had all those years ago.

				‘One day, the boy disappeared. The entire village searched for him, but he was never found. The mother could not cope, went mad. She claimed the painting had changed and it was her lost son in it. They locked her up. But the father refused to throw away the picture.

				‘The story went that the picture was haunted by the ghost of the boy it depicted, who was desperate to escape, but needed to find another boy – it had to be a boy – to swap places with.’

				Bob left before I could ask him any more questions and I never bumped into him again. About a year later, I heard he had died of a heart attack.

				So, my brother is lost to us all. My parents are lost to each other. They may as well be lost to me.

				But I’m not alone. You see, I have a picture on my wall.

				After talking to Bob, I went back to the house and entered the attic for the only time in my life.

				Even if the story was true, I knew I was safe.

				The picture came with me when I went back to university. It came with me when I moved into a flat of my own. It came with me when I moved in with Peter and it came with us to our marital home.

				It’s on the wall in the spare room that we plan to turn into a nursery.

				I’m sitting here now, holding a plastic stick in my hands, looking at the picture. The boy in it is looking back at me with eyes that are more brown than blue.

				I don’t need to examine the plastic stick to know the colour has changed. But I glance down, anyway.

				Positive.

				I look back up at the boy in the painting.


				His grin seems wider.
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				I’m not sure when the germ of an idea for ‘The Curious Child’ first wormed its way into my mind. Memories of sibling rivalry and friendship with my two older brothers have always been there – I was the boy who wore a hat full of rabbit food – and now my own two kids are a constant reminder.

				However, just after I’d finished what was a rewarding editing process on the story with Keith Stevenson, my eight-year-old announced that he now knew exactly what a swapsie was. He hasn’t read the story (yet), but maybe there was a conversation about swapsies a while ago and it stuck in the subconscious?

				Neither he nor his four-year-old brother have been told about the concept of tea tray indoor skiing – when I was a boy, we actually used an old plastic bathtub that later served as a hamster playground – but they do both sit down to watch a little of one of the Star Wars movies before bedtime every night.

				There are no portraits of unknown children in our house.

				—

				Paul Speller is a freelance journalist who, after twenty-five years of trying to convince people to read the truth, is spending more time making things up.

				Since he first saw a trailer for the television adaptation of Salem’s Lot – peeking through a gap in the living room doorway when he was meant to be in bed – Paul has been an avid fan of horror stories.

				His debut short story ‘Baby Blue Eyes’ won a 1,000-word competition in the UK’s Writing Magazine. Judges praised the ‘chilling, last-minute twist’ at the end of ‘a single scene of tenderness between mother and child’.

				Paul lives in the Isle of Man – an island created out of myth and legend – with his wife Lynne and two children, Edward and Benjamin.

				More short story releases are on the horizon and, if he spends a little less time watching the bats fly past the living room window each dusk fall, he should soon finish the full-length novel that he has been working on.

				Paul was a member of the judging panel for the Short Story Slam competition at the 2017 Manx LitFest event.

			

			
				Find out more at paulspeller.com and on Facebook. You can also follow Paul on Twitter: @norbertsdad
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				Correlation — Paul Stephanus

				‘So, somehow they’ve discovered the principles of correlation.’

				‘Well that would make them 3rd tier society, not a sub-tier as you describe them.’

				‘Yes, no. . . well you see, that’s the interesting part – they put the principles of correlation to practicable use, but they have absolutely no idea what they’re doing! They use it as if it’s a toy, not an essential element of a functioning Universe. . . but a toy. You don’t understand? Well, neither do I, really, but to put it in perspective – they haven’t even developed an understanding of equanimity yet. They don’t even have an inkling of it. There is no subject they study that even scratches the surface of equanimity; they are generations away from discovering it, and yet, they’ve arrived at correlation. Now you understand! Haha, yes, it’s very strange. But listen to this: the subject – and I mean the entire subject of genetic starology doesn’t exist either. They call the genesis component ‘dark matter’ or ‘dark energy’ and they know it makes up ninety-five per cent of the Universe, but they don’t even know what it is! It is invisible to them. The entire genesis component, invisible to them, and somehow they’ve just stumbled on correlation. You’d think one would take the time to figure out what ninety-five per cent of the Universe is before delving into subjects so far beyond one’s level of. . . consciousness! And I mean they just stumbled on–’

				‘I don’t see how you’d just stumble. . .’

				‘Well they did. It was gleaned through a series of experiments with calcium protons firing in opposite directions across large distances at some silly detectors. They then use basic arithmetic and deduce that the protons are correlated. ‘Entangled’ they call it.’

				‘Arithmetic?’

				‘Yes I know. Fairly elegant in its simplicity. But primitive more than anything, really. My god, they are astonishing! Primitive and astonishing.’

				‘They are in our galaxy, or another?’

				‘Another galaxy, of course. I prefer distant galaxies. Much more room for time manipulation at that distance. But if they are too distant it is hard to keep still without plummeting thousands of years this way or that way with the slightest jostle of the crystalscope. Though I hear the new models are more stable.’

				‘Well I’m going to have to pick up one for myself. I can’t let you hog all the fun.’

				‘Yes, yes, it was well worth the resources. Although the companions aren’t all that happy. I do tend to spend all night behind that thing, and end up fairly useless during the daylight hours. Oh confound it all, Carlin, this is all very fun, but I cannot get those strange, gangly humans out of my mind. I must go back home and see what happens next in the saga.’

				‘Yes, I understand completely. I expect a full update tomorrow.’

				At that Didot shimmered politely to Carlin, and rolled the half metre or so into the transportation chute which, after only two transfers, took him back to his companions, his comfortable home, and his brand new crystalscope, waiting patiently to show him the wonders of life at the other end of some distant galaxy.

				Didot is a short wave Rotundian, and much to the chagrin of his seven companions, he doesn’t allow much time anymore for copulating or interspersing. As he told Carlin, his new crystalscope has consumed his every waking hour, and the images pressed onto his consciousness consume most of his sleeping hours as well. He could never have imagined that such interesting things populate the galaxies.

				What a great buy that crystalscope was, he thought to himself as he rolled through the passageway to his home.

				The walls of his home were awash with the auras of his nano-wave and pseudolong-wave companions. By their undulating outputs he could tell they were both yearning for copulation, but how could he concentrate on such things with these humans still in his head. The story unfolding on Earth had reached an essential turning point and he couldn’t wait to see how it eventuated. Both nano and pseudolong were thumping at him perceptibly, and against his will Didot giggled. He just remembered that the night before he’d discovered that nano-waves are harnessed by humans to heat up their nutritional sustenance in little cooking boxes; and pseudolong-waves are used to transfer banter and other odd pieces of aural information across short distances. He couldn’t help but see one of his loving companions as a small ‘microwave oven’ box and the other as a bit of human banter suspended in space. The companions both rolled back and forth expectantly, preparing themselves for copulation with Didot.

			

			
				Of course Didot couldn’t communicate with his companions as he does with Carlin, another short wave, at the aurabox café. As the human saying goes, he and his companions ‘are on completely different wavelengths’. This made Didot giggle again, but he stifled it, causing his aura of non-arousal to pulsate in odd patterns across the walls.

				The night was still young, so Didot decided, in the end, to give in and have a bit of a copulation with the two companions. At least all seven are not here, thought Didot, or it would be an all-night affair and I’d have no time for my humans. Indeed, with just the three of them it was all over fairly quickly, and while his companions were rejuvenating he rolled quietly into the observatory.

				Didot laid his observation logs out in front of him, watered his giant retina thoroughly and then pressed the full wetness of it up gently against the crystalscope opening. He could have pulled the crystalscope back slightly to pick up where he left off, but after a bit of observation he found that nothing much had changed down on Earth. The speed at which Didot’s planet, Rotund, travels around its own sun works out to about a 120 to one time differential with the human’s planet. And Rotundians live far longer than the Earth creatures he’s been observing. Didot figured out early on in his observations that for every full day he spends away from the crystalscope, he misses about a third of a year of Earth’s story. And the full life of a human Earthling generally lasts about 80 rotations of their earth around their sun. So, in mortality terms Didot misses 1/240th of a human life for every full day he is away from the crystalscope. Sometimes he moves the crystalscope back to correct for this loss of time if it seems as if he’s missed an important plot element. But generally every four years is good enough to keep the story ticking along at an enjoyable speed. The pleasant time differential between Rotund and Earth was one of the reasons he initially settled on Earth’s story in the first place.

				Here we go again, thinks Didot. Earth!

				His viewfinder was still focussed on the continent called Australia, in the city called Sydney, on the top floor of the glass building, within which was the office of Danny Planter. The Earth’s position was such that Didot’s direct view was blocked, so he had to use some light-tilting (a new feature of the amber-class crystalscopes). This skewed some of the wavelengths entering Didot’s eye, but a few manipulations of the crystalscope corrected the problem. And then it was as if Didot had never left: everything was in focus, as if he were in the office there with his subjects.


				There sat Danny, swivelling around in his black leather office chair, gazing out over the Sydney skyline. He tapped the butt of a pen against his chin rhythmically. His eyes remained fixated on a point far in the distance. Mounds of unorganized papers spilled off his desk and onto the floor. Didot tightened his gaze into the centre of Danny’s eyes. He found it was the only part on a human body where he could read any kind of emotion at all. And he could see now that Danny was, in a word, content.

				The door to the office swung open and in strode Esmée Fielder, Danny’s business partner and co-owner of DPEF Disposals. Didot zoomed in on their mouths and readied himself for some serious concentration. He’d been practicing his human lip reading skills, as they communicated primarily through their mouths, ostensibly through vibrations in the surrounding atmosphere. It took Didot many sessions at his crystalscope to figure that out. Then many more sessions to deconstruct what sound correlated to which lip movement, and then to deconstruct the meaning of each of those sounds, and then to decontstruct the non-literal meanings clandestinely expressed through each of those sounds. Two languages Didot has learnt so far in this manner – English and Mandarin. Using sounds to communicate – how very. . . inefficient.

				Before Danny and Esmée began speaking they stick their mouths together, a sign of affection. Then they started talking, Esmée sitting on the corner of Danny’s desk. Her gaze fixated on Danny. Danny’s gaze was fixated on something outside his office window.

			

			
				‘What are you looking at?’ Esmée asked.

				‘That building,’ he said.

				‘Which one?’

				‘That ugly one.’

				‘Ah, yes.’

				‘I’d like to get rid of it.’

				‘Mmm.’

				‘Ruins the view.’

				‘Well, not really. It’s very small.’

				‘I’d like to get rid of it.’

				‘Well, I’m sure it’s earmarked for destruction. You know the council is “reimagining” that whole district. It’ll be out of your hair in no time.’ Esmée supplemented her assurances by pulling a hand through Danny’s hair.

				‘But that’s just what I mean! Why aren’t we the ones to get rid of it? DPEF can handle that. One measly building. No problem. It’s a whole new market for us,’ Danny said.

				‘And a whole new industry ready to go to war with us for taking their jobs. The Federal Waste Management Union is already all over our ass. We’ve got three lawsuits on the go in Melbourne, and I just don’t think we can afford to take on the building demolition unions, if those exist. . . well, the construction unions anyway, they certainly exist, and we can’t take them on. Besides, don’t you think we’ll have plenty of business without thinking about how to dislocate entire buildings, Danny? Imagine the investment.’

				‘I’m just trying to think big.’

				‘Well, how about this for thinking big – I’ve just wrapped up that deal with China. They want us to manage all of their mining waste.’

				‘Where was that again? Shingping Central or something?’

				‘Shanxi Province.’

				‘That’s the one.’

				‘Didn’t we have concerns about the IP over there? Aren’t they just gonna steal all the technology and just do it themselves?’ Danny asked over a heavy sigh, sounding a bit bored. He was still staring out at that building, becoming a bit antsy.

				‘There are stringent regulations in the contract. They won’t be allowed near the technology,’ Esmée chirped, trying to interest Danny in the conversation. ‘We’ve got this one all wrapped up.’

				‘I don’t know. I’m sure they have other motives. Bloody Chinese.’

				‘I’m not so sure. They are hard-pressed to keep to the UN’s sustainability quota. They have all this waste to get rid of. They want to avoid confrontation. And if our solution is anything, it’s easy.’

				‘Yeah,’ said Danny. ‘Or we could just stay here and zap that building out of existence.’

				When Didot saw those words appear on his mouth, his body almost melted in embarrassment. ‘Out of existence?’ Didot muttered to himself. ‘Does such ignorance exist in this Universe!?’ He then switched on his thoughtjotter to take some notes. Didot often has little flashes of inspiration and likes to make sure it is all well recorded so he can report back to Carlin in detail. It also helps him make sense of this very strange species.

				‘Humans,’ he dictates into the thoughtjotter, ‘they don’t follow truth; they follow each other. Certain facial features and (I presume) tone of voice in certain humans compel other humans to follow, and accept – often without question – the notions of said human. The phenomenon is present in all social structures at early stages of development. But in the name of the eight holy spheres, they are using the principles of correlation to rearrange matter, and they are still acting like a party of imbeciles in a sub-tier society. As a species, I’ve watched them tackle synchronicity – well that was only one man, Einstein they called him, so maybe the entire civilisation can’t take credit for that one. I’ve seen them crudely measure but ingeniously examine the intricacies of base strings – although they’ve still got quite a way to go with this one. And then they happen upon correlation. Yet, despite their little bouts of genius, they still mindlessly follow the man who looks and acts a certain way, when the actual truths of the Universe are all around them, if they’d just overcome their inbuilt primitivism and take a look. Most civilizations topple their hierarchical structure after the laws of gravity are revealed. Not the humans; they play by their own set of rules. They’re an anomaly. Especially Danny.’ And with that, Didot pauses directs his attention away from the thoughtjotter and refocuses his crystalscope on Danny, back on Earth.

			

			
				‘In fact,’ says Danny after a short pause, ‘I’m gonna call the owner of that building right now. Paddy!’

				Paddy, the squeamish indentured servant under Danny’s employ, bursts in. ‘Yes sir,’ he stammers.

				‘You see that building?’ asks Danny.

				‘Yes Sir.’

				‘I want the owner on the phone.’

				‘Is that all, Sir?’

				‘Yeah. Thanks, Paddy.’

				‘Thank you, Sir.’ And just like that he wisps away again. 

				Esmée sighs through her nose. ‘So I take it you’re not coming with me to Shanxi next month?’

				‘You can take care of it, can’t you? You’re the one who speaks Chinese.’

				‘Mandarin. . . Okay, Danny. See you tonight,’ Esmée says as she gets up to leave.

				‘I’ve got a present waiting for you.’

				‘Well I can’t wait,’ she says with a wink – which is the blinking of a single eye, endowed with many special meanings – and then leaves the office. Danny twists around in his chair happily, because the coded meaning beneath this departing exchange was that both parties had agreed to rub their misshapen genitals against each other for a brief period of time before sleeping that night. This is an act that makes Danny especially happy, and which Esmée tolerates.

				‘Well, I must say,’ says Didot, re-engaging his thoughtjotter, ‘despite their misguidedness, humans do progress. They achieve seemingly unachievable goals at a whopping pace. Frustratingly, and interestingly, those goals are often destructive and detrimental to those trying to achieve them and to anyone else who happens to be in the vicinity. Danny Planter is a case in point.’ Didot, feeling a wave of inspiration well up inside of him, peels his wet eye from the view finder and rolls backwards into his introspection cradle. He stares up through his glass dome at the scatted stars and decides to spend a few minutes reminiscing into his thoughtjotter about this Danny Planter. It is something he hasn’t done before. He settles down and, with the thoughtjotter engaged, he begins.

				I’ve been watching him for years. Of course I came across the man once he’d reached fame and praise. But then I became interested in his upbringing and development. I had to move my crystalscope 5.743 ultraquanta backwards to have a glimpse at his childhood. I wanted to see where he came from, the history of the man. So I started from the very beginning, just for fun. 

				I discovered early on that he wasn’t a very smart child. Perhaps of average intelligence or slightly below. His father had masses of material wealth which Danny neither seemed to covet nor despise. He simply lived his life with a deep curiosity of things simple and complex, but truly understood very little. And if something was simply too complex for his average intelligence he would warp the details in his mind until he did understand. Then he would convince those around him that this warped version was, in fact, correct. And because he had the outward appearance of someone who ought to be listened to, people listened to him. Humans are very strange.

				When he was in his early pubescent stage he was taught synchronicity – the Theory of Special Relativity the humans call it – and he was so flabbergasted by the implications. On hearing the theory, his eyes looked as if they would explode out his skull with sheer surprise at how interesting the Universe really was. The equations associated with ‘Special Relativity’ made little sense to him, and his understanding was rudimentary at best. Nevertheless, he suddenly fancied himself a physicist and dreamt of space and time travel for years to come.

			

			
				By the time he was older and well into adulthood (a human’s penultimate metamorphosis), he had stifled most of his childhood space-travel fancies, and found himself in attendance at a facility of crude learning called the University of Sydney. Here he focussed his attention on studying methods for perpetuating the system of lopsided material wealth distribution prevalent in human society. But mostly he spent his time drinking mind-altering beverages and engaging in hooliganism.

				One day, after a particularly ribald night, Danny was nursing his morning illness in a place of eating and drinking near the University. It was here that he picked up a copy of the diurnally produced information distribution medium, the Australian Financial Review, and happened upon a short column entitled ‘The Science Titbit of the Week’. He learnt in this truncated column that years ago physicists discovered that when two protons were ‘shot’ at high speeds from a calcium atom in equal and opposite directions at detectors, these protons responded, inexplicably, to each other’s changing characteristics. The phenomenon was tested many times and even worked when the protons were shot over great distances. You might recognise this as a laughably unsophisticated description of the basics of correlation. But the humans call it ‘quantum entanglement’.

				In the article, Danny also discovered that some human physicists then believed that the Big Bang (their sickeningly pedestrian term for the Intermittent Universal Release) created a vast series of ‘entangled’ companion particles (base strings) which travelled in equal and opposite directions to fill up space. As these particles split again and again they retained their interconnectivity throughout the vast distance of the Bordered Universe (they have no advanced concept of the Bordered Universe, their closest concept being a brane, which is totally silly). Although the ideas put forward by the physicists referred to in the column were later belittled by their peers, they, of course, were right. The entire Universe is ‘entangled’, as they call it, with the original particles that once comprised the ‘Big Bang’. The article wrapped up with the following – ‘. . . such entanglement isn’t as cut and dry as the entanglement in a controlled laboratory experiment. On a Universal scale, one particle could have an astronomical number of companion particles with which it has been entangled since the Big Bang, spattered throughout numerous galaxies on opposite ends of the universe.’ Danny was, for the first time since his childhood, reinvigorated with the promise of the wonders that lay beyond his own little planet.

				Nevertheless, such fancies were again put aside, and by mid-adulthood Danny had well and truly entered the realm of corporate finance, a human occupation which has no societal benefits but results nevertheless in the vast accumulation of resources. The human species is full of such non-sequiturs. Despite his acumen and doubtlessly bright future in this profession he couldn’t bring himself to expel from his mind the mysticism of all these half-understood (or tenth understood) ideas of the Universe.

				The turning point that took him down the path he is on now occurred in an extravagant shelter for the higher echelons of their stratified society – the Sydney Shangri-La Hotel. Danny, as I mentioned before, is very interested in the rubbing of his genitals against the genitals of the other sex, and is willing to exchange vast amounts of resources to do so. He had just finished this pastime with a woman he often exchanged resources with for such pleasures, and they were lying together in a bed.

				‘Did you know,’ the woman began, staring upwards, attempting to penetrate the ceiling and gaze up into the night sky (or at least this is what I imagined; note: human eye organs are not capable of this), ‘that what we know of as stuff, only makes up five per cent of the Universe?’

				‘What!?’ said Danny, sitting up in the bed.

				‘Yep – atoms, electrons, photons, planets, suns, nebulae, anything that is anything. Once you add it all up it is less than five per cent of the Universe.’

				‘That’s not true.’

				‘It is!’

				‘How do you know?’

				‘I read it.’

				‘Where?’

			

			
				‘Scientific American I think. I have a subscription. But other places as well. Yeah, it’s kind of common knowledge,’ she said. 

				This stung Danny a bit, but he didn’t show it. ‘Why do you know all this?’ he asked.

				‘Why not?’

				‘Why are you a prostitute?’

				‘Why not?’ She asked in reply. 

				Danny paused to think about this, but not for long. He never thinks about much for very long. ‘So what’s the other ninety-five per cent?’ he asked, breathing heavily.

				‘They don’t know.’

				‘Who’s “they”?’

				‘You know, the people who calculate these things. Astronomers, I guess.’

				‘If they don’t know what it is, then how can they be so sure it’s there?’ said Danny, in a tone that signified that he had found a hole in the argument and the conversation was over, and that there would be an article in the newspaper the next day that a successful man of finance had single-handedly picked apart this so-called theory.

				‘Because there is something holding the Universe together,’ she answered calmly.

				‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Danny asked, slightly galled that the conversation hadn’t ended.

				‘Let me see if I remember. Something like – if the stuff that we can see is all that there was in the Universe, everything would be flying apart at a much faster rate, or collapsing together at a much faster rate, I can’t remember which. But anyway, there is something holding all of everything together. It’s there. It’s holding everything together, like glue.’

				‘No way.’

				‘Yeah, it’s called dark matter and dark energy.’

				‘Oh I’ve heard of those.’

				‘Oh, okay,’ she said, nonplussed, and lit a cigarette. Most people had heard of ‘those’.

				‘But is that what they are?’

				‘Yeah.’

				‘And they make up ninety-five per cent of the Universe?’

				‘Yeah.’

				‘Oh my god,’ Danny said, body rigid, eyes wide. He had that same look. That look that said it was in fact he who’d come to these conclusions. He who’d conducted the experiments and compiled the calculations. ‘Oh my fucking god.’

				‘I don’t think God has anything to do with it.’

				‘And so that ninety-five per cent is just out there, doing nothing?’

				‘Well, no. Like I said, I think it is holding the Universe together.’

				‘But essentially it is doing nothing. Oh my god, it’s all becoming clear. I’m getting horny again!’

				And thus another genital rubbing session commenced, and, in my mind, a sort of re-awakening for young Danny Planter.

				The very next day he used his various high-level contacts to track down a number of renowned physicists throughout the world. Such vast resources he commanded, that within the next three days he was sitting at a table with the most intelligent human specimens on the planet. None knew exactly why they were there, but they knew they were being paid a lot, and among the members of the human race that takes precedence above all else. So they sat and waited. Danny Planter’s high-echelon physical structure and facial appearance, coupled with his plentiful resources, inspired a dutiful silence among the seated scientists.

				‘Now,’ he said, purposefully laying his hands palm down on the table, ‘I have a plan.’

				The gathered scientists had expected as much. Their faces remained blank. Danny went on.

				‘Our world, the human race, our very civilisation, is on the brink of catastrophic collapse. Like that movie Wall-e. Have you seen Wall-e? The Pixar film?’

			

			
				The scientists looked at one another. One of them, a Nobel laureate from Tokyo University nodded his head. ‘The children’s film?’ he enquired in a thick Japanese accent. ‘I love it,’ he added.

				‘Well, I don’t think it’s a children’s film. But I love it too. Anyway, our Earth is becoming like that. Full of trash. Except we have no spaceship.’ He uttered this last line in a deeply dramatic tone. The physicists remained silent. He held their gazes until everyone felt uncomfortable, and one of the weaker willed among the group spoke out in confirmation.

				‘You are right, Mr Planter,’ he said, ‘We certainly do not have a spaceship comparable to the one in Wall-e.’

				‘Exactly!’ bellowed Danny, and began pacing around the room, circling the seated scientists like a wild animal stalking prey. ‘We have no spaceship. We are stuck here. And we have to live with this shit hole of a planet we are creating for ourselves. And by God, I think it is time for a clean-up. I think we can all admit that this is the biggest problem facing humanity today.’

				‘Well,’ piped in a sour-faced professor from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, ‘I would tend to disagree. From a survival point of view, which I assume is the point of view you’re speaking from, the accumulation of waste is merely a by-product of more systemic problems. Uncontrolled carbon emissions, for example, pose a much more serious short-term threat than the simple presence of trash, despite how unsightly it may be. I mean, it’s pretty far down the list. There’s nuclear proliferation to worry about, potential rogue asteroids, solar flares, any number of things that take precedence over. . . trash.’

				‘Exactly!’ said Planter, his fist thumping down on the table. ‘So we are all in agreement that trash is the foremost problem plaguing the global community today.’ 

				All those gathered nodded ‘yes’ mechanically, even the MIT professor who had just spoken. This ability to sway opinion was an uncanny power that Danny possessed.

				‘Now,’ continued Danny, ‘what are we going to do about it? That is a rhetorical question. I’ll tell you what we’re going to do about it. We are going to zap it out of existence!’

				This caused murmurs among the group.

				‘I don’t think we understand,’ said a young woman, after a few seconds.

				‘Of course you don’t. Let me explain. I’m sure you’ve heard of quantum entanglement. Yeah. Well, every particle of trash on this planet has another particle, or group of particles, somewhere across the Universe which it’s entangled with. Right? That’s right. I read that in an Australian Financial Review article, ages ago. So, listen up, here is the banger – take a plastic bag: if we turn the plastic bag’s entangled particles into dark matter, then we turn the plastic bag itself into dark matter, and they both pop out of existence. You hear what I’m saying? Put that ninety-five per cent of dark matter to some use! It is just sitting there doing nothing. Am I right?’

				‘Mr Planter,’ called out a wild-haired woman, unaffiliated with any particular institution, ‘you are most certainly not right. I’m sure you remember from middle school science class that matter cannot be created or destroyed. Plastic bags cannot simply pop out of existence. They must be burned and contribute to the ever-amassing atmospheric carbon, or persist for a million or so years before they decompose. This type of thinking is what got us into this mess. These quick fixes! Again, you cannot pop your problem out of existence, Mr Planter.’

				Danny took his position at the head of the table, and said, very slowly, ‘We are not making it disappear, we are converting it into dark matter.’

				‘Nobody even knows what dark matter is!’

				‘Does it matter?’ he asked, grinning imperceptibly at his pun.

				‘Even if we could convert matter to dark matter, the reaction would result in heat, as does every reaction, and that is exactly what this planet needs less of.’

				The room was filled with an uncomfortable silence.

				‘But wait,’ said the Japanese man who liked Wall-e. ‘I think I know what Mr Planter is driving at. I’m sure we’ve all read the recent paper by Müller and Heinlein on Local Heliosphere and Galactic Group Distortions, and the Potentiality of a Non-Universal Physics. I can’t remember the title exactly. But you’ve read it?’

			

			
				‘Oh come on!’ said the wild-haired woman. ‘You cannot possibly extrapolate from Müller’s paper anything coming close to what this man here–’

				‘Danny’, interrupted Danny.

				‘This man,’ continued the wild-haired woman, undeterred, ‘is talking about. It is an insult to their work to even associate it with this stupidity.’

				Another short period of uncomfortable silence followed.

				‘Anyway,’ the Japanese man started again, obviously excited, ‘the idea, if you are not aware, is that elsewhere in the Universe such hypothetical reactions – like converting matter to dark matter, or more mundane reactions – may not result in the production of heat. Outside our local galactic group, or even outside our little heliosphere, the laws of thermodynamics, and many other physical laws might be completely different, or defunct. There really is no way of telling. So I think what Danny is trying to get at is that our trash here on Earth may be made of particles of matter that are entangled with particles of matter which exist in such locations in the Universe where the laws of thermodynamics, and other well established axioms, do not apply. If that were true, by converting the matter to dark matter elsewhere in the Universe where such reactions don’t result in the production of heat, then the particles here on Earth would undergo the same change, likewise without resulting in the creation of heat. A zero sum destruction.’

				‘Exactly!’ yelled Danny with a clap of the hands. The scientists around the table mumbled, not really convinced.

				‘This is bullshit!’ yells the wild-haired woman, and got up to leave, ‘I can’t believe I left important research on quasars for this!’

				‘I’ll pay you more than you could ever dream of,’ Danny said calmly after her. This stopped her in her tracks. She turned to meet Danny’s eyes, and then sat down again. ‘That goes for all of you. You might think I’m crazy, but I feel it in my gut. I know this is going to work. I know I’m right. I’ll give you all whatever resources you need. Laboratories, staff, unlimited funds. And all I want in exchange is for you to pop this out of existence,’ he said, holding up a Woolworth’s branded plastic bag. 

				Of course, all the scientists present agreed. They would give up whatever they were working on and be paid vast amounts of money to pursue what they considered the fantastical imaginings of a simpleton.

				And Danny Planter is more or less simpleton. There is no doubt. But, he was correct about one very important point: human scientists in general are very parochial. They believe the physical laws within their little plot must apply throughout the Universe. This unfounded belief is part of what holds them back so profoundly from internalising and embracing the true nature of the Universe.

				Needless to say, with the promise of virtually infinite resources in a society where such resources are the primary (and in some ways, the only) measure of value, the scientists got to work. At first, Planter’s attitude towards life surged with great positivity. It was during this time that he engaged in a stable relationship with Esmée. Indeed, they had been acquainted from a very young age, for they’d grown up in the same neighbourhood, attended the same schools, and even rendezvoused now and then throughout their adult lives. Danny had always been enamoured with her, but his vast resources (which usually clinched the affections of any female he desired) had no effect on Esmée, for she had acquired quite a sum herself. It was this new ‘productive’, as Esmée termed it, venture of Danny’s that lured her in. She was won over not only by the beneficial change Danny was attempting to bring to the world, but also by the opportunities she saw for further resource accumulation for herself through such beneficial change.

				Danny was wildly in love and barely noticed his wealth trickling away as his army of physicists tinkered and tinkered. Nothing else besides Esmée mattered, and he paid little attention to his failing science project. Then Esmée walked out on him one day, vowing not to return until he pulled this project around.

				He wept. He thrashed about. He screamed towards some apparent deity that humans attempt to contact in times of supreme anguish or fear. He caused himself bodily harm. He drank heavily, and lamented his unenviable lot within his seaside mansion. He didn’t tend to his bodily needs and, had I had any sort of olfactory perception available to me, I suppose he would have stunk, considering the way his sparse visitors reacted to the atmosphere of his home.

			

			
				Then one day, when depression was about to overtake him completely, the phone rang. The last flickering ember of life that still lingered somewhere safe from the winds of his inner turmoil, took light, and the bellows pumped. His eyes widened, his body was reanimated, and the skinny, emaciated frame of Danny Planter washed away his filth, ingested a variety of foodstuffs, donned his most expensive garments and made his way to the Planter Laboratories.

				‘It’s like a vacuum cleaner,’ Planter said to the crowd of gathered physicists, technicians, chemists, mechanical engineers, each the most eminent in their field. None replied; all seemed stunned.

				‘Well, let’s see it work!’ Danny enthused, starting to worry that maybe it was all a ruse, and that he would have no choice other than to slip back into his depression.

				‘Yes, of course,’ said the same wild-haired woman whom he had altercated with a whole two years prior. She was, for lack of a better word, bamboozled. Stunned. Her eyes could focus on nothing, her brow was furled into a state of perpetual confusion. Something had shattered her world-view. ‘Please, Fredrik,’ she called out to the man wielding the vacuum cleaner, ‘engage the mechanism.’

				A series of switches were flicked and knobs twisted on various consoles set out around the laboratory. The machine began to quiver. Fredrik held on tight as it started to vibrate erratically in all directions. Very much like a vacuum cleaner indeed, except at the end point, there was not an open sucking-hole, but a flat, metallic disk. This disk began to spark and flicker and flash through the entire electromagnetic spectrum, something those humans, of course, didn’t rightly perceive.

				Another technician stepped cautiously in front of the machine and dropped a single plastic bag. It floated like a sick jellyfish to the ground. The technician backed away quickly, joining the rest of the spectators, pressed to the periphery of the room. Fredrik was sweating, perhaps even crying, as power surged through the mechanism braced in his arms. His body began to vibrate. His arms jiggled violently. The machine lurched and creaked. Danny’s face contorted in a choreography of worry and excitement. The metallic disk wheezed and splattered a brilliant display across all wavelengths, hovering directly over the plastic bag.

				And then, over the course of half a second, the plastic twisted and sizzled away. My eye almost burst, I couldn’t believe it. They did it!? I thought to myself. I calculated the amount I’d have to pull the crystalscope back to replay the event, and programmed it in slow motion. I watched again, and zoomed in close, and witnessed as a single clump of base strings withered and dissolved within the plastic bag. Then the infection spread and consumed the plastic as a fire would: swiftly, organically, completely.

				‘What?’ Danny, it seemed, shared my sentiment. Nobody answered him. ‘What happened?’ he specified.

				‘We’re not sure,’ said the wild-haired one.

				‘Where did it go?’ he asked.

				‘We don’t know,’ she said, ‘but there is nothing left. And we’ve completely disobeyed the Law of Conservation of Mass, among other things.’

				‘Well,’ Danny said, with a tilt of his hat, ‘good work. Now make a bigger one.’

				And so they did. And bigger and bigger, until, three years later, after reinvigorating his relationship with Esmée, he sat staring out his penthouse office in Sydney, contemplating the complete ‘dislocation’ of an entire unsightly building.

				With that, Didot was satisfied that he’d fully recorded the story of Danny Planter into his thoughtjotter. He rolled out of his introspection cradle, lubricated his eyelid, and pressed his eye back up onto the crystalscope.

				‘So what happens next?’ Didot muttered to himself.

				Well, the conclusion was obvious. Of course, as always with Danny, he got his way with the building. While Esmée was cornering the waste and greenhouse gas disposal market in Shanxi Province, in the arbitrary territory of China, Danny laid the foundations for a new branch of DPEF removals – efficient building disappearance. All within a few months. DPEF stock soared.

			

			
				And that was all the viewing Didot could handle that night. It turns out the copulation from earlier had tired him more than he anticipated. He rolled out of his observation dome and into his stabilisation module, and there he rocked to sleep among his eight companions, who by now were all home.

				The next day Didot managed to slip by his companions without having to commit to a copulation, and rolled the two transfers down the network of transportation chutes to go to the aura box cafe, to meet Carlin. He rolled into a groove across from Carlin and shimmered enthusiastically.

				‘Oh Didot,’ said Carlin, who it seemed had been wallowing in a dark grey aura, ‘I managed to get my hands on a new crystalscope after we spoke yesterday.’

				‘Oh,’ said Didot, ‘how did you like it. Amazing, isn’t.’

				‘Depressing!’ Carlin corrected, ‘Terribly depressing.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘The first civilisation I discovered was certainly a sub-tier society. But with a way of life quite contrary to the archetypal sub-tier societies, and definitely very different from your humans.’

				‘Oh’, said Didot, intrigued, ‘our galaxy or another?’

				‘Another galaxy. In an opposite direction from the Universal Centre as your humans’ Earth, roughly.’

				‘I see,’ said Didot.

				‘Anyway,’ continued Carlin, ‘Their planet was very well suited to their needs, and although they had many chances to develop advanced technologies they always collectively decided against it. It was an ancient civilisation, and I conducted a few time shifts and noticed that they’d even reverted back to less technological states on many occasions. But despite it all, they lived in absolute harmony with each other.’

				‘Well, that doesn’t sound depressing at all. Maybe a bit uncomfortable without advanced technologies, but–’

				‘No, not uncomfortable at all. In fact they seemed largely obsessed with comfort. That seemed to be all that there was to life. Their surroundings were perfectly manipulated to optimize comfort.’

				‘I suppose I don’t understand. What was depressing?’

				‘The Spacetime Compromise,’ replied Carlin, with a quiver in his voice, ‘that’s what’s depressing. That it is physically impossible to travel to the perpetrating civilisation with enough time to stop what was to happen. It is like torture, Didot. Seeing a crime take place, knowing that you can travel at the absolute fastest speed that the Universe will allow, and still not being able to make it to your destination in time. Light speed is just not fast enough. So all I could do was watch. I kept reversing the crystalscope in order to reverse what would happen, to figure out where it first occurred. I had to transport the damn thing outside my home to keep reversing time. I wanted to freeze time at that moment; if I couldn’t get the events to cease at the point of origin, I wanted at least the comfort of knowing that the light of the atrocity hadn’t reached our corner of the Universe yet!’

				‘But,’ Didot shuttered with exasperation, ‘what is it? What is this terrible crime? This atrocity?’

				Carlin was silent for a moment, his undulating wavelengths belying something hidden in his story. He started to talk and then faltered. Then tried again. Then stopped. Didot waited patiently for Carlin to calm himself. And eventually he spoke.

				‘Their bodies, life on their planet was at the tail end of a correlative manipulation. Pieces of them started popping out of existence, converting into the genesis component. Of course they didn’t know what was happening. They had no idea of advanced physics. They were just disappearing. They thought it was a disease of course. What else could they think? To live a life virtually absent of maladies, and then suddenly to be struck by such a thing, a horrid epidemic. Sometimes their internal workings would collapse, and their outer bodies would crumple around the emptiness. Entire beings, sentient creatures, would slowly become dappled with nothingness. Their food, their bodies, their structures, their planet, mottled with nothingness, one atom at a time. Some, if they lost the majority of an important organ, would die instantly. For some death was excruciating. And the worst were those that didn’t die, who lost much of themselves, but not enough to cease functioning completely. Their civilisation crumbled. The entire process took five generations, before the last of them died. Foetuses were mutilated inside the womb; old men were ripped apart in the midst of what would have been a peaceful and honourable death. Five generations of that. And during that time everything that made them unique and wonderful was destroyed. They propelled themselves into a technological fervour to combat the disease. Equality and kindness died as suspicions mounted alongside superstitions. They denigrated. I watched it again and again. I tracked the slow agony of individuals; I saw the whole thing blast forward through time, watching the verdant, life-giving planet wither and crumble. And of course there was nothing they could do. No cure. Their particular galaxy is conducive to the conversion of matter from visible to dark. But not the other way. Once the particles fluxed, they could not be brought back. Not like in our galaxy.

			

			
				‘And that is when I went searching for the culprits. I calculated the location of the planet’s correlated particles. It took a full night of intense calculations. But there it is, unequivocally. The calculations are true. However strange it may sound, Didot, however mind-bogglingly strange, the vast majority of my planet’s correlated particles are – were – entangled primarily with the organic matter on your planet, Earth.’

				‘Don’t be stupid,’ Didot stammered, bounding slightly up and down off the ground. ‘Out of all the visible planets in the Universe, you found one whose life matter just happens to correlate with my Earth? Ha!’

				‘You know that particles tend to correlate based on certain inclinations. No wonder then, that the organic matter on your planet is correlated with the organic matter on mine.’

				‘“No wonder” you say? “No wonder”? There are virtually an infinite number of planets! “No wonder” you found one correlated to the life particles on mine! “No wonder”!’ Didot was vibrating violently.

				‘Well,’ Carlin began, pulsating with sorrow, ‘then fine. I will admit – I chose the galaxy, the quadrant, the solar system based on, well. Well! Come on Didot! You’ve found a species who are blindly converting visible particles into dark energy particles across the expanse of the Universe, and you didn’t wonder at the consequences? You didn’t wonder who or what they were destroying? After listening to that tale yesterday, of course I chose the exact location where I would find the correlated particles of this Earth of yours, those humans you spoke of. Of course! And of course I discovered the chaos your precious humans were causing! How could you fetishise over such despicable creatures?’

				‘Fetishise?’ Didot wondered aloud, as if weighing the possibility, ‘I’m sure I didn’t fetishise over anything. I was interested. And how was I to know they were destroying life particles? How was I to know? They were just dislocating trash. It was just garbage.’

				‘That “garbage” was once life; life matter, and the particles that tend towards the construction of life tend to entangle across the Universe, Didot. Every short wavelength child still revolving around their mother knows that. You knew the vast majority of their trash was composed of the particles of previous life forms. You knew the high possibility that the humans were destroying life. You just didn’t want to admit it. You didn’t want to go searching for the consequences. Those humans have an excuse for their blindness, their ignorance, you, Didot, do not.’

				‘But it is still happening. It happened. There is no way to change what they’ve done. Should I just ignore it? Why am I not permitted to watch what happens? I am not contributing to their destruction; merely observing.’

				‘Watching those events in isolation is – I’m sorry, Didot – pathetic. Revelling in the story of that man, that Danny Planter, without also viewing the full spectrum of consequences, is wrong. It doesn’t pay tribute to our knowledge. It is just shallow entertainment, Didot, and that is not what the crystalscopes are constructed for.’

				Didot was silent for a while. He knew all of this was true. Of course he didn’t want to witness the sure destruction his humans were causing because, well, how depressing would that be! Why did Carlin have to focus in straight on the source of depression? What is the point of subjecting yourself to that? But of course Didot didn’t have to ask. Because it was simply the right thing to do. You just can’t go using the happenings of the Universe as an entertainment house.

			

			
				‘Do they all die?’ Didot finally asked. ‘The civilisation you were watching?’

				‘Yes,’ said Carlin, ‘they all die. It is long after the mass dislocations, but the disease had so contaminated society. Everything just dwindled away. They killed each other. . . and what about your humans? You have watched the end, right?’

				‘Yes, of course. Yes, they die as well. Everything dies.’

				Didot and Carlin absorbed their state-altering aura box vibrations in silence and then each went their separate ways without a word. When Didot arrived at his home he rolled straight into the observatory and pressed his massive eye up against the viewfinder of his crystalscope. He had lied to Carlin. He hadn’t watched the end of the human story. He had been too caught up in the intricacies of the individual characters to even think about it. But now he entered the coordinates into the crystalscope for a steady movement forward. It slid along its wheels and Didot watched time unfold on Earth at high speeds. Mounds of carbon refuse were manipulated and converted into the genesis component via their simultaneous conversion on Carlin’s planet. Of course the humans had no way of measuring what exactly was happening. To them the trash just popped out existence. Unwanted elements in the atmosphere were removed, unsightly leftovers were zapped away, space was cleared, people rejoiced. A sense of success seemed to prevail on the planet. But it didn’t last long. Thousands of years passed and the human civilisation ebbed and flowed. And as it was descending into what was quickly becoming its most significant ebb, Didot’s crystal hit the crystal barrier of his observation room. He couldn’t push it any farther, and so the passage of time on Earth was correlated only to the uniform movements of his planet. But he was fairly sure they would all die out. The humans. They hadn’t even left their solar system yet. So he felt confident that he hadn’t lied to Carlin. Surely they were all done for.

				Didot pried his eye from the view finder and looked out at the stars deciding where to look next. He had started calculations on the planet Carlin had described, feeling it was his duty to witness the destruction his humans had caused. And just as he was in the middle of the calculation he heard the rest of his companions enter the home. He stared at the stars, in the general direction of Carlin’s planet for a few seconds, and then, without a second thought he rolled away from his crystalscope and into the main living area to engage in what would prove to be a lively, full copulation, with all eight of his companion wavelengths. He forgot all about Earth and his humans.
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				The Gods of Mwaia — Bryce Stevens


				‘For some, rapid movement from a large tropical insect or arachnid can cause dread. Limbs of crawling things, appendages arranged for locomotive precision repulse certain dispositions. The individual stares with perverse pleasure, frightened yet unable to look away. Touching the bark of a tree only to find under fingertips, movement, turns casual exploration of nature into a frightening experience. It is the camouflage, a perceived malevolent deceit of the hidden, the disguised that horrifies.’


				Astrid Bërgëson, The Hidden Realm, Oslo University Press 1926.

				In a shabby second floor waterfront boarding house room above the Honiara fish markets, Renai sat on a packing crate facing his friend, Alan O’Connor. The hulking New Zealander had been a guide for hire in New Guinea for a private security firm, protecting tourist adventurers from kidnappings. He looked freakish in the gloomy confines of the small room. Alan’s skin was grey and his pupils were black.

				Over the babble of voices haggling seafood prices from the docks below Alan’s room, Renai explained his situation.

				‘You already know about the tribes on The Beast, my friend.’ 

				Renai jerked his head towards the south wall of the room, indicating his island home of Mwaia. 

				Alan shook his head. ‘You still having problems with those Kwaio landowners?’ He paused for a moment. ‘You never did tell me why you call it The Beast.’

				Renai stared at his friend. ‘Doesn’t matter. What matters is our displacement. Three generations have passed. and we are still not allowed back on ancestral lands; no land for crops and forced to build our coral islets out in Bina lagoon, poor soil stolen from the farms. Alan, we can’t continue this. My people starve on a diet of fish, skinny tubers and coconuts.’

				Alan looked at Renai, his friend’s blonde afro catching the light of the morning sun shining through the small window.

				‘What’s happening with the local government in town here?’

				Renai growled. ‘Useless. They keep saying it is out of their jurisdiction. I have no choice. I am going to have to deal with this my way.’

				‘Now I’m liking it. What have you got in mind?’

				Renai leaned forward on the rickety chair. ‘I have to make a trek up to the highlands to plead my case to the upland Kwaio, the hereditary owners of the coast. These uplanders are secretive and aloof with many Tambus.’

				‘Okay, I’m in, who else do you have?’

				Renai explained where he was up to with organising the trek.

				‘Two interpreters you say? Friends of yours, Ren?’

				Renai felt stifled in the sweltering confines of the tiny room. ‘I’ve met them a few times, decent fellows. La’akwai is a lowland Kwara’e. He’s fluent in Kwaio dialect, but he likes his weed. The other one, Luti, is coastal Kwaio and knows his bushcraft. From what I’ve seen he’s good with handling local youth disputes.’

				‘I’m not getting paid for this, am I?’

				Renai grinned. ‘Of course you aren’t. You’re here to help a friend in need.’

				‘You know we’re going to need first aid kits and vaccines before we go up.’

				Renai looked at the corridor through the open door of the room. ‘Ahead of you there. I have spoken with the medical staff down in Kirakira hospital on Makira. They are interested in collecting some upland plants for research. I said if they could spare someone to come with us we could provide them with safety to do their work.’

				 ‘So the hospital is financing this?’

				‘Well, they’ve promised me a small budget and medical supplies, but we have to provide our own food and gear. I’m taking the ferry down tomorrow to meet with the intern who will be coming with us.’

			

			
				‘At least it’ll get me out of here for a while.’ Alan looked about his dismal lodgings. ‘When do you want to make a start?’

				Renai was anxious to get out from the confines of the room.

				‘Day after tomorrow, we should all meet at the Bina markets.

				2

				Renai sat drinking a sour coffee in the Kirakira hospital cafeteria. He looked up to see a tall athletic young woman sitting opposite.

				‘Hi, Mr. Renai. I’m Tatau. Doctor Mahia has given me a brief.’

				She smiled. ‘Not what you expected?’

				Renai laughed. ‘Well I was expecting someone with a white coat who would be complaining once we got into the mountains.’

				Tatau tapped her fingers on the sides of the table. ‘Well you have me instead.’

				Renai pushed his coffee cup aside. ‘So you know where we are going?’

				‘Yes, into the highlands. I can have my equipment ready in about two hours.’ Tatau leaned forward. ‘How organised are you? How many people will be with us?’

				Renai appreciated her enthusiasm, liking her no-nonsense attitude.

				‘Two interpreters, local boys and a Kiwi fellow, for protection.’

				‘You know I will be using you to further my research. I just want to get that straight.’

				Renai laughed. ‘I fully understand that.’

				Tatau stood. ‘I guess I should go and pack my gear.’

				It was market day on the foreshore of Bina Lagoon. Stalls had been erected to sell fruit and seafood and bright-coloured cloth; animals were put into hastily-built corrals. Runabouts chugged around the lagoon – their owners almost hidden by sale goods piled high.

				On a grassy bank facing the lagoon, Renai sat with Tatau waiting for Alan to arrive on the Honiara ferry. They had been studying the terrain of the mountainous expanse of Mwaia on Tatau’s laptop. Renai pointed to an upland section of the island.

				‘We have to be careful when we get up near cloud cover. There are sinkholes and caverns all over the upper reaches. Most of these are hidden by thin coverings of moss.’

				Tatau began one last run through of her medical supplies, which included a first aid kit and malaria vaccines stored in a chilled container encased in bubble wrap. Luti and La’akwai returned from the markets carrying bags of rice and salt as gifts to the upland Kwaio.

				Renai sat up. ‘Here’s the ferry.’

				Tatau’s first sight of Alan, startled her. ‘Look at the size of him. What’s wrong with his skin?’

				‘Yes, he does turn heads. Alan used to work at a factory that refined precious metal, silver mostly; he worked at it for too long and absorbed it into his skin. Permanent sad to say, but not harmful. He told me it’s called argyria. Look at his pupils when I introduce you, he won’t mind – they’re jet black.’ Renai looked about the busy marketplace. He turned back to Tatau. ‘As you know, this time of year it will be heavy rain every day on the upper slopes, with mudslides and falling rocks. Alan is the only person I know that could get us out of trouble should that happen – should anything happen. No helicopters to get us out.’

				She spoke in a whisper. ‘Strange, the locals aren’t even staring at your friend.’

				‘Alan’s a local as well, these people have seen him before. The call him the shark man because of the grey skin.’

				Alan stepped up and whacked Renai on his shoulder.

				‘Oh, sorry. Alan, this is Tatau, our doctor for the trip.’

			

			
				Tatau smiled. ‘Hey, nice to meet you.’

				So that’s what silver does to a person.

				Alan grinned. ‘Good to meet you.’

				‘Okay everyone, check your packs and pick up what you think you may need from the market. We are going to need food for three, maybe four days.’

				3

				Mid-morning of the second day Renai could no longer see the ocean. He realised that in Guinea, a lost trekker could be assured of eventually coming across a mining or logging camp, unless rebels found them first. On Mwaia there were no camps. Rich in old-growth hardwoods, the island had never been logged. Upland tribes fiercely protected privacy. Up in the mist and torrential rain the Kwaio lived a life unknown to the modern world. Theirs was a culture of strict Tambu. To enter their world was dangerous and Renai had long suspected what he might encounter when he arrived to plead his case.

				At eight hundred metres the expedition was tired and drenched. The sun was a dim orange ball through the cloud covering. Renai leaned against a hardwood tree of the old-growth forest. He sipped tepid water from his canteen. His sago-palm raincoat sat high on his reddish-blonde afro, protecting his head and shoulders from the downpour. He looked at each of his companions as they scratched themselves and brushed away bugs crawling on their exposed skin, seeing nothing of their faces underneath the palm hoods of their leaf coats. Luti, the Kwaio interpreter, was speaking with Tatau. Renai had noticed that they had been in conversation quite a lot since they had left the Bina markets. He wondered if there was something between them. Luti looked at Renai briefly then went back to discussing something with Tatau. 

				Alan was a little way down the trail, wearing his heavy back pack while doing push ups. La’akwai stood nearby smoking weed and grinning inanely at the tree canopy.

				Renai walked down the trail and stood next to Alan as the big man stood.

				‘He keeps staring and smiling his dopey smile,’ Alan said. ‘Does he need to be high all the time?’

				‘Look, I’ll have a word with him. As for the staring, you are a sight.’

				Alan looked about at the wall of green. He craned his head to stare up at the cloud cover.

				‘What ever happened to that fella Lomu that was here studying the fish?’

				Renai felt an itch on his neck and absently checked for ticks.

				‘Marine toxins in sea snakes.’

				Alan frowned, turning to his friend. ‘Why d’you have to correct people all the time, Ren? You know who I mean.’

				Renai stopped poking about his neck. He hadn’t realised he did that to people. ‘He went back to Auckland digging for Moa bones.’

				Tatau walked past Renai, her clothes sodden and the plastic covering her backpack dripping rainwater. Renai decided that it was time for the second meal break of the day. ‘Let’s take a rest people.’

				Tatau leaned up against a tree and looked up the trail where rainwater was carving a channel. Runoff from the recent downpour cascaded from a muddy slope overhead. Through the spray, she could just make out the stocky form of Luti.

				Renai checked the cloud cover. He knew he had to be careful on the ascent. Well-worn trails were washed away by flash floods. For many, attempting to scale the back of The Beast proved too hard – it broke them. What looked to be a flat rock at the side of an upward track could easily be a grey crust of limestone with a mesh of roots underneath, covering a hidden cave or narrow ravine.

				Renai wondered what would happen once he met some of the Upland Kwaio. He hoped that Luti was all that he claimed and could help him and the others avoid all the social faux-pas that came with the strict societal ways of the Kwaio. He took his GPS from its plastic bag and switched it on. A moment later La’akwai and Tatau came to stand beside him, the plastic covering their packs being smacked by the heavy rain. Luti stopped next to him and shrugged his shoulders to adjust his backpack. Alan stepped up beside him and looked at Renai’s GPS.

			

			
				‘How high are we?’

				‘Just on eleven hundred and twenty metres. We should start seeing bamboo forests and cycads a bit higher up.’

				Swathes of fern and scattered banyan trees covered the hillsides. Orchids of many colours reached for sunlight filtering down into small glades. A flock of bright coloured parrots squawked and wheeled above a gap in the canopy. Luti looked down and idly picked a small lizard from La’akwai’s plastic backpack covering and set in on a nearby tree trunk.

				‘We’re close now to Kwaio outskirts,’ said Luti.

				Renai looked at him. ‘How close?’

				‘Half a kilometre, maybe a bit less; I saw crop gardens through the trees about a hundred metres back.’

				‘You each know what’s expected of you. What we say and how we behave in the first few moments will mean success or failure. Just to be sure, Luti, a quick run through again please – just so we’re all straight on this.’

				‘The Kwaio know about the outside world,’ Luti said, ‘but they have chosen to reject its ways. Don’t think we are walking up to talk with a bunch of stupid natives. These people just want to keep their life and religion of their ancestors – magic and sorcery. When we are with them we have to act like we believe their ways. Watch their facial expressions. If we don’t fit in straight away there will be trouble for us. There are strict rules. Don’t laugh. Don’t take photos. If you have to, um, urinate, ask someone. Point at yourself and they’ll know and show you where to go.’ Luti looked at Tatau. ‘Unmarried girls and women go naked and married women cover their vaginas. Women visitors must go naked when entering a Kwaio village and are not accepted when they have their periods. I think once you have entered their space in the right way, someone will cover you, but I’m not sure.’

				Renai saw Alan and La’akwai look at Tatau. 

				‘I don’t bleed right now,’ he said and smiled at the gathered men, strangers only two days ago. ‘I’m a doctor, these things don’t bother me.’ Tatau joggled her heavy backpack containing among other things, the bags of salt she had brought as gifts. She smiled and looked at Renai. ‘You don’t think I have come all this way without doing my homework, do you? I know what needs to be done.’

				Luti leaned in and spoke a few words to her. She laughed. Again Renai wondered what was going on between them. 

				‘You might see some of the elders act strange, but do not speak with them,’ Luti said. ‘They have sacred rituals which we won’t be allowed to see. The elders eat fungus and they see things. They go to sacred groves with stone circles up in the high country and speak secrets with things – the Ramo. I have to say again do not speak with these elders. Remember, things will turn nasty if we break any of these Tambus.’

				And there it is, thought Renai. Ramo. But Renai remembered the other word, the one not even spoken aloud by the coastal peoples, the word. He remembered the time on the cable ship Sumatra Queen, when he and his submarine winch crew, Marina and Fulcrum, had bought something strange up from the depths clinging to the winch arm. He recalled detention in a Guam military facility; the debriefing sessions and the warning of silence – the breaking of that silence with the story he had told Lomu, the New Zealander. It all came back to him, memories he’d tried to put behind him.

				Damned thing – damned memories following me about.

				He walked a few metres up the track and checked the cloud cover. Looking back, he noticed the men were watching Tatau. He heard one of the men respond to something she must have said.

				‘That’s strange. I’ve not heard of that.’

				‘What we have here is the honey mushroom fungus. I’ve read articles about this. For a sighted person, the licking of this fungus causes partial temporary blindness. Takers hallucinate and the brain tries to make sense of partial information. The eyes send messages and the brain is trying to fill in the gaps. What we have here is the honey mushroom fungus, a yellow fruiting body that grows on basaltic rock.’

			

			
				Luti stared at Tatau. ‘You can’t go to the Stones. Didn’t I say they were Tambu?’

				Tatau spread her hands.

				‘Well, then we’ll have to find some samples elsewhere.’

				Luti pursed his lips and slowly shook his head.

				‘No. It is said that when the elders take the rock fungus, they see The Shadow Men – the Ramo. Legend has it, Ramo wear people alive as cloaks sewn to their own, flesh to flesh. The living human is left in agony with no food or water to keep it alive, so that the victim dies slowly, being flapped about whenever the Ramo moves. During the weeks or more the human victim dies in terrible hunger. Another Ramo scoops out the organs, leaving only rattling cloak of bones and dried skin’ He looked at each of the assembled group. ‘But if we talk of this spirit race to our hosts we will have our throats cut.’

				Tatau wrinkled her nose. ‘Charming.’

				‘Hey, people, everything aside, when we get to the outskirts, we stand at the edge of their village and wait to be invited.’

				Thunder accompanied the thickening rain. Renai felt a tap on his arm. Turning, he saw Luti trying to see through the close-pressed trunks of the hardwood forest. Luti straightened and sniffed the air. He smelt strong herbs.

				‘We have company.’

				4

				Two copper-haired warriors led Renai’s group into the village. With just the backpack containing medical supplies hanging from her shoulders and a bag of salt held in one hand, Tatau walked naked into the village. Renai followed and could not stop staring at Tatau’s behind. He noticed La’akwai looking at the village huts. He almost laughed when he saw Alan’s discomfort. Renai knew that Alan was trying to look anywhere but at Tatau’s nakedness.

				The compound area was surrounded by huts and meeting houses of various sizes which sat on raised stumps amid enormous banyan trees, their arboreal roots falling to the ground like wooden bars of prison cells. Tatau paced across the packed earth. Renai could see how she was taking this in her stride. She kept her pace regular and her head held high. She managed to take in her surroundings while she walked a little unsteadily towards a group of elders in traditional wear – feathers and local weavings – waiting for the group to approach. Off to one side were a group of women, tall, bare-breasted, the elder ones wearing colourful twisted cloth about their hips, bound around to cover their vaginas. Renai saw how straight they stood, stately and obviously proud. Behind them children peeked out. Tatau saw a lean people, taught-muscled and well-nourished with healthy skin. Full length leg and torso tattoos were on display; the green/black ink making the Kwaio an intimidating sight. Luti stepped up to Tatau and whispered to her.

				‘Remember what I said, okay?’

				Renai followed Luti and Tatau. Looking ahead at the elders, he saw them conferring and staring at something behind him. Turning, Renai saw they were discussing Alan.

				The two warriors leading the group stopped and stood to either side. Renai stepped up to stand beside Tatau. Then one of the elders, a tall lean man with a parrot-feather headdress and a woven cloth about his loins stepped forward. The man leaned to one side and regarded Alan. Ignoring the others, he motioned Alan forward. Alan didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward and stood eye to eye with the elder. Renai saw Alan bow his head for a few seconds and then look up. The elder smiled and turned to the other men behind him. One of them said something and the elder facing Alan grinned. When he spoke, Renai was surprised to hear English words.

				‘Grey man, shark man, hmmm.’ The elder smiled, showing stained teeth. He looked at the gifts bought by the group and nodded approval. He raised his arm and with a flick of his fingers motioned the others of the group forward. Renai stared at Alan in disbelief.

			

			
				Renai smiled. Who would have thought he would be the one to get us accepted?

				Another Kwaio stepped forward. This man was old, with a mane of white hair and a posture that suggested great fitness. He pointed to Alan and La’akwai and motioned them to him. Renai knew that La’akwai was stoned and a little paranoid. He went with Alan and stood beside the white-haired elder. The old man glanced at him and seemed unimpressed. He looked at Alan and reached out and touched his skin. Alan remained still. The elder leaned closer, looking into Alan’s eyes, studying the black pupils. Then the old man smiled, nodding approvingly. Alan seemed to have no idea what was happening. Then the elder lightly grasped Alan’s arm and led him towards some women and a curious group of chattering children. The elder jerked his head indicating La’akwai should follow.

				In a long lodge constructed from banyan and thatch, Tatau, Renai and Luti sat cross-legged on woven mats. Opposite, the tribal elders faced them. Fruit and waterskins were bought in by a young warrior and placed on the mat between them. Renai saw Luti nudge Tatau. She spoke and Renai was surprised that she did not speak English – she was speaking to the elders in Kwaio. Renai had his mouth open and stared at Luti.

				So that’s what they’ve been talking about. He’s been teaching her Kwaio. 

				He cursed himself for not having prepared better. He watched the elders nodding as first Luti and then Tatau spoke Kwaio. Renai saw Tatau indicate with a finger the symbol of a needle going into her arm. Then Tatau held her hand flat with palm down, indicating a small person. The elders nodded and one turned to Luti and spoke a few words. Luti nodded. There was silence for a few moments as the elders conferred. Finally one looked directly at Tatau. He held his hand above the ground to suggest something small. He nodded and Renai saw Tatau’s shoulders drop a little as if she was relieved about something. He knew then that she had been given permission to inoculate the children of the village. Luti had been right. These people did know what went on out in the world; they simply chose to ignore that which did not directly affect them. 

				Renai nodded, smiling. He was not being upstaged or forgotten at all. The elders were simply getting other business out of the way before seeing to his needs. Renai felt relieved. Tatau shuffled backward and then stood. She bowed her head for a moment and smiled at the elders. Tatau said something which Renai guessed might be ‘thank you’ and then she left the lodge.

				Luti motioned to Renai. ‘It’s time, my friend. Let’s do this. I’ll interpret.’ 

				Renai shuffled across and joined him. They both looked expectantly at the elders before them. One stared for a moment at Renai. With a flick of his hand he motioned for the discussion to begin. A few times during the negotiations, Renai regretted not having had the foresight to learn a few basic phrases of at least one Kwaio dialect. He had been planning this for so long and he had not even given thought to the one thing that he so needed right then. As he spoke he listened to Luti interpret. Each time he waited for a response and when it came, Luti related back to him what was said. Negotiations continued for half an hour. Then it seemed to be over. Luti and Renai waited tensely for a decision from the elders. It was Kwaio ancestral lands. Even by the coast, Upland Kwaio held dominion. Luti held out his hands palms up towards the elders. Even Renai knew that this signified a certain defeat. He felt saddened that it had come to this – all the effort and stress had come to nothing. He heard Luti speaking to him.

				‘Hey, don’t look so down. They agree.’

				‘What– what?’

				‘It’s okay, Renai. You have your land grant. It’s just not that big.’

				Renai stared at the elders. Without turning he spoke.

				‘How big are we talking about?’

				Luti thought for a moment.

				‘Ninety longhouses, that’s about, um, twenty acres.’

				Renai turned to him.

				‘Twenty acres? That’s not–’ He thought for a moment then smiled. ‘Twenty acres.’ He laughed and stopped short. He looked at the elders and saw them watching him. He turned to Luti.

			

			
				‘Hey, that’s actually pretty good.’ Renai felt a great relief settle upon him. He felt like he was about to be sick. All the worry had left in that final realisation.

				‘Twenty acres.’ He sobbed out another nervous laugh. ‘That’s a good result.’

				Outside the elders’ lodge Luti and Renai met up with Alan and La’akwai. Tatau joined them, wearing a twisted coloured cloth covering her hips and thighs. Renai checked the time on his GPS.

				The group was provided with dried meat and cooked taros and yams. They took their gifts and were escorted to edge of the village and there Tatau was able to retrieve her clothes and boots. Alan and Luti shouldered their backpacks. Renai realised that they would have a couple of hours of hard travel back down the island trail before they set up camp for the night. He turned to his companions.

				‘I can’t thank you enough for all you have done. Without–.’ He looked at Tatau and Luti. ‘Thank you.’ He glanced up and saw clouds promising more rain. So, let’s go home.’ He turned and started down the muddy track.

				Tatau walked up behind Renai.

				‘It’s hard isn’t it, trying to get ahead.’

				Renai glared at her. ‘What, a career for your family?’

				Tatau stopped and stared at Renai.

				‘You know I didn’t, I didn’t–’ She looked about the sodden jungle trail. ‘Let’s take a little detour before we go down.’

				Renai shrugged his backpack into a more comfortable position.

				‘Sure. Where do you want to go?’

				Tatau looked about. ‘Up, just a little way.’

				Renai saw where she was looking. ‘What, up there? There’s no trail.’

				Tatau looked at her boots sinking in the mud then back at Renai. ‘I’ll make one. You have a good result. Now I need mine. Let’s go up there and find a level place to make camp.’

				‘Fine, let’s go. But you’re cutting the path.’

				Tatau pointed to the machete in Renai’s belt. ‘I’ll take that.’

				Alan stopped behind them. He looked up the slope Tatau had pointed to. ‘Oh now that’s just nasty.

				‘Nice job today, Tatau. I’ll make camp when we get up there. We can go home tomorrow.’

				Renai struggled up the muddy slope and followed Tatau onto a flat expanse of short highland heather with a surround of cycads. Luti and Tatau discarded their backpacks. Renai watched La’akwai pull a rolled smoke from his shirt pocket. He lit up, blowing a mouthful of strong dope which clouded the air about the faces of the group.

				‘There’s no stopping you, is there?’

				La’akwai grinned and inhaled.

				Tatau smiled as she looked up at the canopy. ‘It’s just an extra day, Renai. I can find some fungal specimens and then we can go home.’

				5

				Alan and La’akwai were busy folding tents when Renai woke. He left the tent and saw the cycad forest and thought it looked like something from a dinosaur movie. Clouds had gathered and seasonal rain fell. Renai heard a swish of someone walking through grass bordering the camp. Turning, he saw Tatau walking with some plastic bags, her sago palm rain hood flapping from its string tie about her waist. She smiled.

				‘Morning. I’ve samples– not honey fungus, but these should tell me something when I get back to the hospital.’

				Renai nodded and stretched, then began helping break camp.

				Alan packed the tents. He saw Luti coming back with a container of spring water.

			

			
				‘I found a path over there leading down through some rocks,’ Luti said.

				The way out was a ravine leading the explorers through a cliff lined path, funnelling them out onto a flat grassy expanse. Luti walked out into the space. He stopped and stared at a circle of enormous standing stones. He recalled what had been mentioned about the Kwaio elders and he knew that they had stumbled upon a sacred site. Some vague warning flitted through his consciousness. He looked at the weathered petroglyphs covering the rock faces and at the yellowish green mossy substance clinging in patches to the carvings.

				La’akwai wandered out from the ravine. He dropped his pack on the flat ground and hurried across to one of the standing stones. Without hesitating he put his face up to the surface and licked a patch of moss.

				Renai followed Tatau, Alan and Luti out onto the flat expanse, a natural amphitheatre with five-metre cliffs. Renai saw what La’akwai was doing. ‘No. Come on!’

				La’akwai grunted. ‘This stuff is supposed to make you able to see the afterlife.’

				Renai glared at him. ‘A hallucinogen?’

				‘So I have heard.’

				Renai wiped rain from his face. ‘Come on. Stop that!’

				‘La’akwai, don’t do that.’

				Luti looked at Renai. ‘We should not be here, it is Tambu.’

				Renai looked about the massive stones of the circle.

				‘One of the sacred places. I grew up on the coast hearing about this.’

				Alan had dropped his backpack onto the ground inside the stone circle and was wandering around looking at the surrounds. Tatau took a zip top plastic bag and a pen knife from her jacket. Renai watched her take a scraping from a mossy growth on one of the stele. He was about to say something when he felt Luti poke him in the ribs.

				‘Why do hospital people have to pick and poke?’ Luti said.

				‘They want to know how things work.’

				Tatau bagged the sample. Renai saw Alan with his face up next to one of standing stones, tasting the yellow green mat.

				‘Oh come on, Alan, not you too. We need you to watch out for us.’

				La’akwai spoke, ‘We need to leave. This is Kwaio land, not a place for us.’

				Tatau nodded with her back to him. ‘Yes, yes. Just give me a few minutes.’

				La’akwai became insistent. ‘Now, Doctor, please, we have to find our way back.’

				‘Yes. I’ll only be a moment.’

				Alan looked up one of the huge standing stones. He ran his hands over the pitted surface and the weathered carving, his fingers tracing the lines of the petroglyph. He turned about and felt vulnerable. He looked at Renai.

				‘Yeah, alright, we should go,’ Alan said. ‘I don’t want to get caught here by our Kwaio friends.’

				Tatau shrugged out of her backpack and placed it on the muddy ground. Rain thickened. She walked around the outside of the stone circle. At a point furthest from the ravine entrance, she knelt on a limestone outcrop on the lip of a large hole. She lay on her stomach and peered down into the darkened depths, thinking that there might be fungus growing near the top. Below she could see a series of serrated edges, sharpened in a spiral caused by flowing water from the frequent rain. Beneath an overhang she could see vines and creepers poking out from hidden recesses. The edge of bushes scraped against her arms as she leant further into the hole. 

				Alan spoke from above her. ‘Hey, careful, you’ll fall in. Here, I’ll hold your ankles.’

				Tatau nodded. ‘Thanks. I just want a quick look to see.’

				Alan knelt and held her as she leaned over the now muddied edge and peered down. She felt the rain spatter across her back. With her head below ground level Tatau looked about for growths. Then she heard a noise and lifted her head. She blinked and stared at the opposite wall, just below eye level. Something flickered across the far wall. Tatau stared at the wall and thought she saw a shadow pass back and forth over a lighter patch. A slithering sounded to her left. Then a shadow appeared just bit closer, as if something furtive was travelling unseen around the wall toward her. She felt a sudden panic and cried out.

			

			
				‘Pull me up. Pull me up.’

				She felt Alan’s hands tighten about her ankles and she was pulled forcefully from the opening. Just as her head left the edge of the pit into open air Tatau saw the entire far wall of the opening just below ground-level ripple, like a jelly mould poked by a questing finger. Tatau sat on the ground and breathed deeply. 

				Alan stepped closer to the edge of the cliff face, trying to find a little shelter from the rain. A rumble and a crack sounded from above. A section of the cliff detached and slid down towards where Alan was standing.

				Through the driving rain Renai saw the cliff face seem to split. Then a deluge of water cascaded over the lip. A scraping rumble sounded. Tatau backed away from the cliff face and stood with Luti and Renai. 

				Alan stepped forward away from the wall and peered up into the rain. ‘What is that?’

				Renai shouted his warning.

				They watched a grey shape slide over the edge of the rock face. The boulder seemed to hang for a moment and then it fell. Part of an inside edge caught the side of the cliff and the boulder weighing many tonnes flipped outward, turning as it fell. 

				Alan turned to run. He slipped on the muddy ground. His leg slid sideways and he heard a snap. He cried out in agony and a red-smeared white bone tore a jagged hole through the side of his left calf muscle as he slid across the muddy ground, feeling the spray from the outer edge of the water cascade spatter him. He heard voices in the driving rain shouting his name. Through the pain he managed to look up in time to see the huge boulder falling. Next moment he felt a great weight as he was pressed into the mud. There was nothing for a moment. Alan felt numb. The pressure of the boulder had turned him over a little and now his face was half submerged in the water and mud. As he tried to breathe he felt water go up his nose. He exhaled with a snort and mud and a bubble of water were ejected. He struggled and managed to lift his head. Water flowed into his mouth. Another wave of pain hit him. The weight of the boulder pressed his body further into the mud. Under the weight, a section of ground near the mouth of the hole dislodged and fell. Alan was washed over the edge and down in an onrushing river of water and mud. He vaguely heard cries about him. Through his pain he glanced back over his shoulder and in the dim light and pouring rain, he saw the forms of his companions swept with him over the edge into the surrounding darkness.

				Tatau’s fall had been softened by the deluge of mud and shingle. She’d landed on the moss at the bottom of the recently opened cave. With the roof now collapsed, earth and muddy water swept down into the lightless depths. Tatau was able to see out of the opening some metres overhead. The rain was thinning and the cloud cover parted to show clear sky. She felt like she was lying at the bottom of a wide chimney. She heard someone babbling and turned to find the source. She recognised La’akwai’s hair. He was curled up into a ball and talking to himself. Then she saw him jerk a shoulder, then again. To her it looked like someone had poked his shoulder and he was shrugging away from the touch. It must be the effects of the hallucinogen. 

				He shouted something and then turned to her. La’akwai’s face was contorted, almost like he was terrified of something. He thrust his hands out in front of him in an attitude of defence. Behind her Tatau heard another sound, a kind of gurgling moan. She sat up and in the light filtering down from high she saw the shirt Alan wore just showing above a depression in the thick moss. She crawled over and knelt next to him. She saw his fibula bone, washed clean of blood thrusting from his torn trousers. Alan’s face was white and Tatau knew he had lost a lot of blood. He looked up at her and attempted a smile.

				‘Tatau, I hurt, bad.’ 

			

			
				She realised that her medical bag was somewhere overhead outside the cave. She reached down and cradled Alan’s head. Then she felt the sharp edge of the protruding sliver of rock, just behind Alan’s ear where it entered his skull. She held her breath and felt tears form in her eyes. She tried to keep her voice steady.

				‘Shhh, fella. We will sort something out.’

				Alan smiled through his agony. ‘My head is numb.’

				Tatau watched him watching her. She saw him press his teeth together in some manly effort not to cry out. Unable to move his head he swivelled his gaze, looking about the gloom. His mouth was stretched wide in silent agony. He relaxed a little and coughed up a spurt of blood which sprayed Tatau’s face. She felt his blood trickle down from the bridge of her nose across her cheek. She peered into Alan’s eyes, knowing he was so close to going. He looked at her again, seeming to be cross-eyed. He shifted his gaze.

				‘Tat. I see them. They are. They are–’ 

				Tatau saw Alan’s eyes widen with what looked like fear. She shuddered.

				‘No!’

				Tatau tried to comfort him in his last moments. She looked at his face and realised Alan was not actually looking at her, he was looking just over her shoulder. She felt a soft breeze just behind her, ruffling her hair. A cry from behind made her jump. It was La’akwai. Again the movement, like an exhalation puffed against her hair. Then, still cradling Alan’s head, Tatau felt something touch the back of her head. Feather-like at first it became a finger-like rub, seemingly more insistent. Tatau felt fear and then an encroaching terror. She kept her head still and dropped her gaze to look at Alan’s face. She saw the loose muscles of his face. The lips had drooped and were pursed up against one of her palms. She knew he was gone. She lowered his head and manoeuvred her hands so that she was able to lay his face against the soft moss. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. The feeling of being rubbed on her head stopped. Tatau lay still for a moment.

				A strange smell like herbs burning alerted her to something close, something just behind her. She was horrified at her predicament. Right then she felt the pressure – something seemed to be crawling up the outside of her left thigh. She jerked her arm and swept her open palm up the length of her pants. There was nothing there. She clenched her teeth together in an effort not to make a sound. Something again touched her hair. Slowly she turned. There was nothing behind her.

				Tatau watched her boots sink a little into the spongy moss. In the gloom and she could see growths – Etiolate plants, their leaves blanched, growing without light – clinging to the cave walls. She knew that now with the introduction of sunlight, they would shrivel and die. Then her thoughts centred on something. At first she wondered what had been missing from the picture when she turned around. La’akwai was no longer there. For a moment she thought she saw a flickering just in front of her face, almost as if there were some movement right up against the rock face. She reached out and touched the place. Her fingertips brushed something soft and she jerked her hand away. For some moments she stared at the spot. Then she felt afraid and moved away.

				Where were Renai and Luti? She glanced about and leant down as if that would aid her in seeing into the gloom of the further recesses of the newly opened cave. She could see nothing back there and was reluctant to venture into that dimness. She looked down at Alan’s broken body and began to cry. There came a whisper from all about her as if voices were trying to get her attention. Tatau turned, but could see nothing tangible. She looked up and saw by the aid of the light that there were hand holds where she could climb out of the cave. She wondered if La’akwai had found his way out while she had been tending to Alan. With one look back at Alan’s slumped form, Tatau stepped across some fallen rocks and put her hands up against the surface of the chimney of the cave. Then came the awful feeling that she was not alone.

				La’akwai had been facing towards Tatau when she had cradled Alan’s head. His back was against the wall when he felt it ripple against him. He felt strange like he was lifting into the air. Then – stealthily – something came down in front of his face, like a veil. He tried to move and struggle against the descending sheet but found he could not. Again the wall rippled at his back and seemed to recede. La’akwai began to cry out as he sank into the rock face. The film thickened about his face. Now he could only vaguely saw the outline of Tatau. He called out to her, but the meshy substance covering his face fell into his mouth. He saw Tatau approach the wall where he lay, but he knew by her actions that she could not see him. She reached out and he felt her fingertips touch his throat. She seemed startled and quickly drew her hand back. She appeared confused and frightened. La’akwai felt the wall at his back open. He slid into the gap and the meshy substance tightened about his face. It thickened and he screamed, the sound muffled by the ever-tightening gauze of the face covering. Then the wall opened further. 

			

			
				Tastebuds across the wide expanse of wet flesh drank in the odour of live food. Denticles covering the huge tongue ground against each other shredding La’akwai’s clothes and raking his flesh. The throat opened and the creature swallowed him whole.

				Tatau stood on the flat ground outside the circle of stones. Ahead, near the entrance to the narrow ravine, Renai had taken a length of nylon rope from a backpack. He was in the act of returning to the collapsed cave entrance. Tatau turned and looked back down into the aperture and could no longer see Alan. She turned at the sound of Renai approaching. He stopped and looked at her, saw the look on her face and he knew it to be true.

				Outside the stone circle Renai sat heavily on the muddy ground. Tatau knelt and put a hand on his shoulder.

				‘I’m sorry. There was nothing you could have done, we could have done. I’m sorry, Renai.’

				Renai found his mouth was too dry to speak. He swallowed and worked up some saliva. ‘What about the others?’

				Tatau shook her head. ‘La’akwai was down there with me, but he seems to have vanished. Luti? I don’t know.’ She paused and then looked at Renai. ‘I’m sorry about Alan. He was crushed– That huge boulder, you know.’

				Renai put a hand gently on Tatau’s arm. ‘Fine. It’s okay.’ He began to tremble. He exhaled loudly and tried to keep his emotions in check. ‘Just the two of us.’ He began to feel afraid. ‘We can’t manage without Luti and La’akwai. Alan is a big fellow. We’re going to have to go back to the coast and get help. We can– We can find this place again with the GPS.

				Tatau nodded. ‘Yes. Yes that’s best.’

				Renai looked at the surface of a nearby standing stone. As he stared he thought he saw a ripple glide across the expanse, causing a patch of moss to move. The colouration of the stone’s face seemed to darken and then lighten. Variegated stripes like mineral veins radiated out to the edge of the stone. Renai blinked and for a moment thought he saw the outlines of a monstrous creature.

				‘Do you smell that?’

				Tatau sniffed the air. She frowned and sniffed again.

				‘Yes. It smells like. . . cooking meat.’

				Renai looked about the natural amphitheatre. Tatau saw that he seemed panicky.

				‘Let’s call Luti, he has to be here somewhere.’

				Tatau walked towards the entrance of the ravine, calling out for Luti. No answer came. She walked through the twisting passage to the outside entrance. The mud was deep and showed no boot prints. Returning, she called again, but still Luti did not respond. On her way back to meet Renai, Tatau walked past a standing stone with deep-carved petroglyphs. As she glanced at the stone’s face, she thought she saw the surface ripple. She stopped and blinked in the sunshine. Lifting her arm, she shaded her eyes and looked again. For a moment she thought she saw movement that reminded her of a wriggling fish burrowing into sand to hide itself, before lying still and waiting. She could not see Renai, but she heard him calling out for Luti. Tatau waited but there was no answering call. She walked past the standing stone and followed the sound of Renai’s voice.

			

			
				Luti was trapped and held immobile. He watched in confusion as Tatau seemed to stare straight at him, her face so close to his. She’d frowned and stepped backward, then turned and walked away. Luti tried to call to her but mouth was covered by something. He felt something close about his ankles apply pressure. Then his vision blurred as if a film had dropped across his eyes. He shouted, but his voice was muffled as something fell into his mouth. He coughed but could not dislodge it. Not able to turn his head, he followed Tatau’s passing by swivelling his eyes. She walked from view. The pressure on his ankles tightened and now he felt something slide upward. His lower legs were surrounded by something and he was held firm. He tried to kick his feet but was unable to budge. Then he felt himself begin to get hot. He gasped for air and waited a moment. The heat grew and through his clothing he began to feel himself burning. He struggled in a panic and felt pressure all over his body as he was held fast. His clothing was being burned from his body and he felt the scorching heat upon his flesh. He tried to cry out but the gauze choked his throat. Luti felt a searing heat burning about his ankles; he screamed as his legs became scorched. Flesh peeled off.

				Tatau stepped away from the colossal standing stone and made her way into the centre of the circle. She shivered and stopped. There was a shimmering in the air above. She looked up at the tops of the stones. The space seemed to somehow ripple. Then she saw the change, but only briefly.

				All about the stones, between them and even the walls of the natural amphitheatre began to ripple as if in a heat haze. The shapes of the standing stones bent and formed odd angles. The surrounding cliff walls seemed to Tatau to vanish and then reappear as a different formation. Then they changed back. She looked up just in time to see the patch of cloudless sky alter and discolour from azure to green and back. She blinked and the entire area above her head, including the tops of the standing stones, turned over, or flipped, like some billboard made from metal panels or pixels all changing in unison to reveal another sign showing a different scene beneath. For the briefest moment Tatau saw a writhing movement, as of something immense overhead, briefly revealed and then once again hidden from view. She gasped at the revelation of that one glimpse: she thought she saw flashing colours streak upward on some vast amorphous creatures towering between the stones, then the stones and the entire surrounds re-flipped and Tatau saw that things were as they had been. She gave a shout of terror and turned about, desperately wishing to get away from the stones, feeling as if the great weights would topple down upon her, crushing out her life.

				She spied Renai and noticed he held a strip of moss in his hand. She watched him raise it to his mouth and start eating it. She saw the look of greed upon his face. Right then, Tatau realised it was the same kind of moss that the others had licked for their hallucinatory effects. Tatau felt like she should try to stop him, but all desire for decisive action seemed to have forsaken her. She watched Renai sit on a boulder near the centre of the stone circle and began wolfing down the fat clump of moss. In the space above her head, things seemed to have returned to how they were. She felt the air about her charged with energy and realised it felt good. She no longer felt afraid standing next to the huge standing stones. She looked at Renai and frowned. Her feelings of lethargy weakened and she decided to stop him eating the clump of moss.

				Renai sat on the boulder inside the circle of stones. He held what he thought to be a fat bread roll between his teeth and chomped down. He chewed the bread and swallowed. Noticing Tatau staring strangely at him, Renai grinned and took another mouthful of the roll. He began to feel lightheaded. Looking about he saw that the stones of the circle seemed to have altered shape and somehow moved closer to where he sat. He glanced again at Tatau and saw that she too had moved closer. He stared wide-eyed at his companion and was surprised to see she seemed to be taller and, wider. He blinked and jumped when he felt a touch upon his arm. He looked up and saw Tatau’s face far above him. He watched in growing fascination as her face seemed to melt and her smile detached itself from her face. Her mouth was twisted and blue and he thought he saw laughter in the shape of circles coming from between her brown and blue lips. He laughed and took another bite from his bread roll. Then he felt a flapping around his mouth. He saw an enormous moth with thick legs which seemed to want to steal his bread roll – it kept grasping it and Renai kept jerking his hand away. He heard someone speak to him as the moth scrabbled about his face.

			

			
				‘Grobbin amerong mffitahh. Nnnnnnn-op!’

				Renai laughed and tried to take another bite from the bread roll, but the moth had it in its legs and was pulling it from his grasp.

				Tatau was finding the entire episode rather frustrating. She pulled the clump of hallucinogenic moss from Renai’s grasp.

				‘Renai, oh, come on. Let go!’ She threw the chewed moss across the grass between the stones. ‘Come on, Renai, get a grip.’

				Renai stared up at her with his mouth open. Tatau began to feel the change in the space about her. She felt cold. She glanced down and saw the look of growing panic upon Renai’s face. She wondered just what was happening to his befuddled mind. He was not actually looking at her, but past her, up into the air above their heads. Her thoughts raced. She wanted to curl up on the ground, away from the feeling of tremendous pressure pushing down from above. Her mind shrunk away from the oppressive feeling sapping her life force. She felt she was being psychically drained and she wanted to cry. She looked down with horror at Renai’s face and saw the contorted mouth, the crinkled forehead and the eyes staring at something, something just above. Then against her will, Tatau moved her body under that weight and turned her head to look up.

				Nothing.

				She heard Renai move in the mud. He had fallen off the boulder and was now squirming on the ground with his mouth stretched wide. But no sound came from him. He wasn’t breathing. She balled her hand into a fist and punched his chest. Then he gasped and let out a wheezy rush of air. He took a long breath and, still looking past her above their heads, he began screaming and trying to snake away on his back through the sodden grass. Again he ran out of breath with his mouth open, unable to draw breath; again Tatau punched his chest. And he breathed and screamed. Now Renai had flipped over and was on hands and knees crawling away. Tatau felt something wispy touch her exposed neck. She stopped and let out a sob of terror. She turned and looked up. The air was somehow moving but she saw nothing. Then as she flicked her gaze towards Renai, Tatau saw something on the periphery of her vision – something moving. With terror mounting, she held her gaze on one spot of grass and at the edge of her vision she saw shapes moving like red wetness ebb and flow. She slowly rolled her eyes towards the movement and the moving shapes stayed in place. Tatau turned her head slightly towards the movement and she saw. Appendages, huge and glistening, pierced with sticklike stalks shifted and scraped together all about her, filling the place between the standing stones. Great wide eyes opened on wrinkled hide, blinked, and the mass of red flesh dripped moisture and moved closer, pressing down upon the amphitheatre. The earth beneath Tatau shifted and the sound of rock under the grass crunched and splintered. The standing stones seemed to melt at their edges as the living things altered shape. Tatau closed her eyes and fell to the grass and lay on her side. She listened and felt but did not hear shapes and presences shifting and sliding about her. Then something touched her leg and she was grabbed and tugged a little along the ground. Too horrified to resist, she began sobbing. She was released and lay mute and gasping for air in the suffocating surrounds. Turning her head to one side it sunk a little into the soft ground. She saw Renai’s head close by, pressed up against one of the standing stones. She saw the rock face wobble like a jelly mould. A rasping sounded, reminding her of something being roughly shaved. Renai’s shoulders were heaving and his back arched then fell; the action was repeated again, then again. He made no sound but the movements continued and seemed to Tatau like he was a puppet being jerked on its strings. A suspiration sounded close by her head, as if there was something at her throat but just out of view. Something pressed against her body, feeling like a mound of soft dough pushing insistently. Tatau saw Renai’s head flush against the stele. She felt a pressure on her consciousness and an invasion of her thoughts. She heard someone cry out the word ‘Mama’.

				When it was relayed to the Kwaio elders that none of Renai’s group had passed by the village gardens, the Elders sent their people to find the missing visitors. It was not until late afternoon that Tatau and Renai were found amid the circle of standing stones. With the reverence accorded their sacred place, the Elders had Tatau and Renai removed. On hastily-made bamboo litters, the pair was taken by selected warriors back down the twisting trails to the coast. As quietly as they had come, the Kwaio left Renai and Tatau in the care of the Bina Lagoon people and vanished back into the forest.

			

			
				Renai had not fared well. He lay on his woven mat out on one of the small lagoon islets he had spilled blood to build with coral and earth. Tatau stayed with Renai for two days, calling her hospital for supplies to be delivered by motor boat. She saw as best she was able to Renai’s horrific wounds. Under her ministrations, his condition slowly improved. But it was his face that had everybody wondering just what had taken pace up in the Kwaio highlands of the Beast. The left side of Renai’s face was flattened as if it had been brutally scraped back and forth upon some immense grater. His ear was missing and there was no longer any skin upon his lower jaw or upon his cheek. The rounded bone on both areas had been shaved flat and the tatters of fleshy surrounds seemed to have been cauterised or somehow melted and fused, almost as if his face had been dipped in acid. Looking at Renai as she tended him on his woven mat under his thatch roof shelter, Tatau knew something had happened to both of them, but she felt as if there were memories missing from her experience.

				Within a week Renai was up and off his bedding. Despite the horrible damage to his face he seemed to suffer no lasting pain and did not complain of any discomfort. Although now physically strengthening, he seemed incapable of answering questions put to him regarding the ordeal.

				It was Tatau who began feeling a delayed effect of the encounter up in the mountains. Over those days she vaguely recalled fleeting scenes from her time in the amphitheatre of the standing stones. Try as she might, she could not fit the pieces together. She remembered a whirling of great boulders; she remembered flying things. There might have been voices and rustlings in the air about her face, sighing of things not seen, but she could not be sure. She remembered being touched, an insistent exploration.

				On the day of Tatau’s departure for Kirakira hospital, Renai stood on the end of the Bina lagoon jetty as Tatau boarded the inter-island ferry. She looked at him and he had smiled that timid smile and stood still like a lost child.

				After that Renai was always toiling away raising garden beds in the land plots; he organised plantings and cultivation and always there was the quiet smile looking out of place on his ruined face. He never spoke again. His timid faraway look suggested to all who knew that Renai had seen the frightful gods of the Kwaio.
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				PD Ouspensy, the Russian esotericist, first formulated a way to think about the multiverse in six dimensions: three spatial dimensions and three space-time dimensions. 

				Picture a solid object, a cube with length, depth and height, tipping over the edge of a table. 

				Imagine that instant frozen in time — the fourth dimension. 
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				Now picture time unfreezing and the cube falling in all those universes with subtle and gross differences depending on the local conditions — the sixth dimension. 

				The six dimensions encapsulate the sum of all possible occurrences in the multiverse. 
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