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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

				Keith Stevenson

				Another revolution round the suns of the multiverse and another selection of free and all-new speculative fiction from up-and-coming and established Australian authors. If you’ve enjoyed the stories this year, you can show your appreciation by buying our omnibus edition for $1 when it’s published in what this spacetime locus identifies as November 2018.

				But in the meantime, sit back and prepare to enter Dimension6.


				



			
				ZODIAC — Mark T. Barnes

				A dead man walks into the bar in the middle of Nowhere. I don’t mind Truco being dead. His being late annoys me. 

				It’s an irrational response. I’m irritated with myself. Time is an abstract in Limbo. Measured by the randomness of cause and effect. In the erosion of the pilgrims who lose grip on who they are and disintegrate into the sediment of soul dust that covers everything.

				Limbo. Called the Never Never by those who knew better. Barcroft Boake’s had it right, himself inspired by what he’d survived to warn others. 

				‘Out on the wastes of the Never Never – That’s where the dead men lie! There where the heat-waves dance forever – That’s where the dead men lie!’

				Most had no idea from where his truth had come. 

				I’m playing solitaire with my worn tarot deck to kill the time. The game is as much a reading as recreation. Some trump cards are missing. Both Justice and the King of Cups. Death and The Star. Lost or thrown away I don’t know when. The cards shimmer like sunlight behind stained glass when they hit the table. 

				The spread talks of endings and beginnings. Journeys. Betrayal.

				Fantastic. Sounds like a Wednesday. Which in the Never Never might as well be every day.

				The reading could have said almost anything and I’d still not leave. According to the legends I’d heard about myself I’d deliberately broken my past apart. I was both a betrayer and the betrayed. Outcast and champion. Hero and villain depending on context. I suppose the same can be said of anybody. What remains with me is a puzzle that doesn’t quite make a picture. Only an irregular border around a missing centre. 

				Hints at memories and sorrows. Joys and the lost tooth ache of things missing; missing somebody, longing for somebody I want back but don’t understand why. The place where want and need met and became uncomfortably poignant, made worse for anonymity.

				Who does that? If the letter I’ve received from myself is to be believed, apparently I do. 

				. . . The Libran is the gate and the key . . .

				The Libran. Justice in the Tarot, a card missing from my deck. Was I reminding myself of a person, or warning myself about an outcome? My heart sank with a loss that did nothing to help me understand.

				Past me was a little cryptic, and present me is pretty unhappy about it. I probably thought I was being clever.

				Yeah. No. 

				Truco scans the bar. He sees me where I sit in the corner with my cards, nursing a tasteless drink in a chipped glass. The soulshine is the colour of dark piss. Light tries to shine through it. Leaves a dirty stain on a tabletop scarred with Enochian signs, alchemical symbols, and pleas for redemption I doubt were heard. 

				Pilgrims dressed in decay, their flesh ragged, rasp along to the song played by the pianist in the corner, ‘. . . I knew she was gonna meet her connection. At her feet was her footloose man . . .’

				With a flamboyant wave of his large hat, bent peacock feather fluttering, Truco strides towards me. Each step is a tiny detonation of dry bone and cartilage beneath mouldering leather and velvet.

				Truco’s lips peel back from yellowed teeth. ‘Do I have the pleasure of speaking with Zodiac?’ 

				He’s leathery skin wrapped too tight around long bones, dressed in baroque finery. He’s more solid than other pilgrims I’d seen. For Truco to be so opaque I suspect he frequently partakes of the godhead, the solvent divinity of our grace and the human condition of our souls. 

				Like many here Truco is, by definition, a cannibal. It’s one of the least charming aspects of the Never Never, that people still need to feed off each other to survive. In this case it’s literal.

				The buccaneer draws a chair back from the table. Truco sits to groaning joints. Rests his jackal muzzled six shooter opposite the imposing bulk of my pistol, the Last Goodbye. 

				‘I got your invitation,’ I say. ‘You figure you can help?’

			

			
				‘A living woman in the Never Never. How exciting.’ Truco’s taps his stick fingers against the table. They sidle across to where my shadow darkens the wood. Only the living, the real, cast shadows.

				‘To some.’

				‘Word is among the pilgrims you seek unique treasures. It’s my trade to find such things.’

				‘For a price,’ I say. 

				Truco’s shrug snaps and pops. ‘We all need to make a living.’

				I grunt at the irony. The godhead is the coin of the realm and energy source in the Never Never. The only thing that can sustain a pilgrim, like forever patching up a collapsing building. Attrition comes to everybody eventually, but it can be kept at bay an awful long time if a pilgrim feeds. 

				My godhead is pure. From a living source. Always replenished so long as I’m alive. Everybody wants a taste.

				Truco’s hunger thrums in every line of him. He’s a trader and explorer. A walking dead conquistador. A treacherous bastard, and worse. I’d done my homework too. 

				‘You have been asking about Amentet,’ Truco says. ‘I, too, have sought it. I think together we can discover it, and the secrets of the ages locked within.’

				Amentet. The lost city I’ve been trying to find for what feels like forever, its name in the letter I’d sent to myself. Assumptions draw me there. Hopefully I’ll find more answers than questions, and new enemies.

				I’d done many things to invent this version of myself. Some filled the pits of not knowing who I was. A semblance of me regretted much. Who I’d become was sorry for nothing. 

				I make no secret of my search. Secrecy only gets me so far. Honesty sometimes means examples need to be made. When the pilgrim, in whose charge the letter had been, tried to take more of me than agreed, I took all of him. Click. Boom. Bye. 

				Witnesses had spread the story. Word had reached Truco. Truco had reached out to me. Causality.

				‘You seem confident I need, or want, your help,’ I say. 

				‘I offered. You came.’ Truco shrugs. ‘Your exploits grows larger with each telling.’

				‘Do they now?’

				Truco’s gaze lingers on my pistol, my shadow, then drifts to where a constellation of stars burns beneath the skin of my hand. 

				‘People say you’re a mystic and a gunslinger,’ Truco says. ‘Alchemist, adventurer, and soldier of misfortune. That you’ve lost so much of your humanity you’re virtually a demon. They say the Last Goodbye is forged from the coffin nails of murderers and slivers of shattered halos. That you dragged yourself from Hell by disguising yourself in other people’s good intentions.’ 

				‘Barring one or two exceptions most people are arseholes.’ I’m uneasy at his words though can’t deny their truth. ‘They talk too much and most of them should have a nice big mug of shut the fuck up.’ 

				‘Mostly they say you’re still searching, but the stars in your hand don’t lead you anywhere. I can change that.’

				Throwing back the last of the soulshine I slam the glass against the table. The booze does nothing to quench my thirst. Food leaves me hungry. I’m both hot and cold and can’t do anything about either. Sex brings only the impression of pleasure without feeding the beast. I’m both alone and lonely with only the ache of memories of lost love to keep me company. The blurred edged silhouette of somebody I miss, yet don’t remember the specifics of why. 

				I need to get out of here. Find myself and return to my world.

				Truco leans forward. The hungry cur sniffs me. Shudders in rapture.

				‘I had my doubts you existed, but you really are Zodiac. If you can pay me in your godhead, and the stars on your skin point true, I can get you to Amentet. We’ll both win.’

				I spit on the table and draw my mark. An infinity symbol bisected by a tee like angel wings. The symbol flares before it turns to smoke. Truco desperately reaches for my spit, but it’s gone. He scratches at where it was.

			

			
				‘I’m who and what I say I am.’ I tap a finger with a dirty chipped nail on the Last Goodbye. The sound is comfortingly heavy. ‘You say you’ve heard of me, so you know what that means.’

				Truco’s hand slides towards his pistol. ‘There’s no need for you to get–’

				‘People have disappointed me before.’ I glance at his pistol. At him. Shake my head. ‘Some have thought I was the cure for their ills. I come with a warning label, Truco. If we can come to an arrangement, and you honour it, there’ll be no need for me to get all rowdy.’  

				Truco licks his lips with a dry grey tongue. ‘A measure of your godhead for me to take you to Amentet. You might find what is yours there. Anything else in the city is mine. But I want a sample first. Just a little taste of something real.’

				‘Of my godhead?’ I lean back in my chair. ‘A quarter measure on delivery of me finding what I’m after. Another quarter measure to bring me back. As for Amentet, knock yourself out.’

				‘Payment is usually given–’

				‘I’m not the only one with a reputation, Truco.’ I waggle a cautionary finger. 

				Truco tuts. ‘I’m a trader in exotica and a facilitator of desires and dreams in a land where such are highly prized. Sometimes that requires me to be uncompromising. Rumour is you’ve killed other traders.’

				‘Because they tried to cheat me.’ My smile remains fixed. ‘Don’t be that guy.’

				‘Then let’s away to my train,’ Truco says. He gestures to the barkeep, little more than a smudge against the background. ‘But first a drink to celebrate new adventures, and new friends!’

				As we drink our drinks the pilgrims in the bar sing, ‘. . . You can’t always get what you want, but if you try sometimes, you might find you get what you need . . .’


				I glance down at the constellations burning beneath the skin of my hand and forearm. Others are felt, the scratching discomfort of a never-ending tattoo, though unseen. At one point I must have thought it was a clever thing to give myself a map to put myself back together. 

				The joke’s on me. There aren’t stars in the Never Never. There are few permanent landmarks. It feels as if we’re moving on the spot. A constant storm of sepia soul dust howls above. It’s formed from where billions of pilgrims had lost memory of themselves over the millennia and disintegrated.

				I lean over the rail and take in the train as it trundles along. The train is a serpentine length of carriages topped by domes, spires, towers, and balconies. At the front the broken locomotive with its dragon head puffs weak smoke from dirty chimneys. Light flickers from between bent metal ribs. Its enormous wheels cut deep into the chalky earth. Metal plates along the sides and roof of the carriages move and realign into new shapes. The paint and metalwork is scored and tawdry. Passenger and cargo cars line up behind. One of the cars half way along groans and chatters, spewing dark vapour into the air.

				Passengers gaze down at pilgrims who, ankle deep in silt, put their shoulders to the wheels. A woman in a rocking chair held aloft by bearers, ladles out shining sips of godhead from a bucket. Each tiny sip gives the caravaneers shreds of substance. The weakest of them flicker, fade, and fall only to be replaced by others from the sprawling cloud of followers. The godhead has more substance than any of the wretches working the wheels has. Truco has another source of pure godhead somewhere aboard.

				‘Pick ’em up!’ Truco yells cheerfully to his overseers. He holds aloft a shot glass of soulshine. ‘We can press from them what godhead is left. Waste not, want not.’ 

				Overseers drag weak pilgrims to hoppers on the side of the carriage with its gloomy plumes. With casual glee they hurl the pilgrims into a hopper. Machines clang from within the carriage. The racket masks most of the screaming. Small plumes of soul dust puff from chimneys. 

				Truco’s distillery and fuel source. Waste not, want not, as the man says. I wonder how many of his former business partners found their unfortunate end there.

				The groan of the train is supplemented by a ringing from where the wheels strike a different surface. Bellsand. I wince at the sound. Glass cracking and chiming at once. Terrified cries rise from the caravaneers. Some try to board the train, others flee back to the softer plain behind, many of whom are dragged under the surface by shapes I cannot see.

			

			
				‘Buccaneers to your stations!’ Truco shouts. ‘Trackers? Flares, if you’d be so kind.’

				Flares arc into the air, and burst. Shadows are hard etched. The bellsand ripples chrome.

				I feel and see the disruptions in nearby energy. Stretched human-shaped silhouettes are revealed against the glare. 

				Hollows. The ravenous souls of the Never Never gone without food for too long. They cling to their imitation of life, driven mad by insatiable hunger and their will to survive.

				‘Fire at will!’ Truco says with easy familiarity.

				Whooping buccaneers fire their weapons from towers along the train. They miss more often than they hit, delighting in the chaos. 

				The hollows stuttering gait reminds me more of teleportation, than running. The hunting calls of the hollows are strangled shrieks and howls over the screams of the caravaneers. Though many of the hollows are focussed on hunting the caravaneers, more home in on the train. They sense the godhead and go into a frenzy.

				Those below need help. Stepping to the edge of the carriage I draw, aim and fire the Last Goodbye in one smooth motion. A hollow implodes into a jagged tear of night spiralling down a drain. The plain is dotted by such implosions, as well as pitiful death cries as the buccaneers fire indiscriminately among the attacking hollows, and the fearful caravaneers.

				Hollows attack the train. Passengers titter and squeal in delicious fear. 

				The carriage rocks heavily to one side. I’m thrown over the rail. I flail with one hand to save myself. Miss. Plunge face first into the bellsand. Rising to my feet I bleed from small cuts. The bellsand crunches under my boots. Panicked caravaneers cluster around me, spectres superimposed over each other clinging to what life they have left. 

				I lead the caravaneers to the relative security of the carriage wheels, firing until the Last Goodbye is empty. Reload. I cover the caravaneers as they clamber aboard. Many are shot by the buccaneers. Bullets pepper the sand at my feet. I grit my teeth.

				A throaty hum, and a charm adheres layers of energy to my skin. Despite my protections the hollows bite and rake at me with pitchfork fingers, shredding clothes and skin alike. I reload and fire, bringing ruin to the hollows. The hollows feed off the caravaneers I can’t save.

				Empty. Reload. Fire. Empty. Reload. Fire. 

				The bellsand chimes underfoot. It fragments as buccaneer fire hails down around me. Hard impacts against my back, and legs, drive me to my knees. 

				Fuckers are shooting at me! Blood, and my godhead, flow warm on my skin. It’s hard to breathe with so much pain.

				I glance over my shoulder to where Truco and his buccaneers continue their barrage. 

				Time to express some rage.

				One of the buccaneers turns her rifle in my direction. Leers. I spit a curse at her. Her rifle backfires, blowing her head from her shoulders. The rest of her vanishes in a singularity of disappointment.

				I shut my eyes and utter a charm. Through my closed lids I see flashes of light radiate from me. The bellsand reflects the light into a glittering field. Opening my eyes I squint against the brightness. The buccaneers, hollows, and caravaneers are blinded. With trembling arms I climb the ladder and drag myself to the roof of the carriage, blood spattering as the bullets dislodge from my skin.

				My grin is hard as Truco scans the nearby plain for me. His look of surprise priceless as he turns to find me sitting nearby. 

				‘If I thought you were that stupid I’d suspect you’re trying to renegotiate our deal.’ The Last Goodbye is pointed at his face. I’m impressed my voice doesn’t tremble with the fury burning in me. ‘Maybe see how much of the godhead you might press from my dead body without taking my where I want to go. You’re being that guy I warned you about.’

				‘To hear you speak like that makes me think we’re not friends,’ Truco says nervously.

			

			
				‘There’d be a reason for that,’ I say sweetly.

				‘Business partners, then.’

				‘Not if you try that again. I reckon I’m not the first partner you’ve betrayed.’ 

				Face screwed into seamed apple lines, Truco barks orders for his buccaneers to continue their attack on the hollows. Caravaneers break ranks as bullets hail down around them.

				‘So many tales about you.’ Truco’s tone falls only slightly short of aroused awe. ‘Is it true you fell into a gathering of doomsday cultists near the gates of Heaven, and fought your way clear with a nail?’ 

				I draw from a sheath a nail as long as my forearm, sharpened at its point and along its four edges. Enochian glyphs glimmer through the rust. Prised from the gates that stand between Purgatory and Heaven and forged by angels, the Nail has proven useful more than once.

				Truco swallows nervously. I put the Nail away. It doesn’t need more of a tale in order to terrify.

				I tend to my wounds as the buccaneers drive the hollows away. A charm heals the worst of the damage, enough so I can function.

				Overseers pick through the detritus for what booty they can as we trundle away. The distillery burbles happily.

				Leaving Truco and his crew to their devices I wander the carriages. Eyes linger on me. Some of the passengers are pilgrims, nearly solid from their cannibalism. A small number are real, heavily armed with expressions set in haughty lines beneath hats and head scarves. 

				I say nothing. Partially because I’m not interested in their stories. Mostly because I think their stories are due to end badly, and soon. It’s what happens when you make shitty decisions, and I can already attest making a deal with Truco qualifies.

				Through a door and down into the carriage before the distillery. The clank, clatter, and groan is near deafening. Yet beneath it all is a sound I know well enough. Suffering.

				With the Nail, I make short work of the lock. Open the door as if I own the place. People are sat in wicker chairs, legs dangling over funnels. Blood and godhead pours from their wounds. Most are scarred from where they’ve been pressed more than once. All of them whimper and cry. Hard to think of release when you know you’re likely to be where you are till the End of Everything.

				Truco’s larder, bank, and fuel tank all at once. I shudder.

				A prisoner raises their head. Implores me for freedom, rather than the death I expected. Begs for the chance just to go home. To be with the people they love. Something I barely remember, yet what little is there is enough to dig at me. Others take up the call. The distillery is too loud for it to be heard much beyond where I stand.

				Two buccaneers are playing dice with painted molars, the bone yellowed. They glance at me, surprised. Hands drop to weapons.

				‘Not meant to be here,’ one says in his sandpaper voice.

				The other’s glare is hostile. Both he and she are almost as solid as Truco. A chipped bottle with godhead gleaming on the lip rolls to and fro.

				‘This is what you do with eternity?’ I don’t bother hiding my revulsion.

				She strides forward, a hook in her hand.

				I punch the Nail through her skull. Sway from his blade when he tries to gut me. A savage backslash opens my skin. I hiss in pain. He’s transfixed by the radiance of my godhead where it beads on my wound. 

				I hammer the Nail through the man’s chest while’s he’s distracted. 

				‘Help us . . . Please set us free,’ a teenaged boy dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a soiled shirt begs.

				‘I will, but not until what’s done is done,’ I reply.

				The slaves, for that’s what they’ve become, begin to yell.

				‘Shut your word holes, or else we’re all boned,’ I snap. ‘I can’t much free you if I’m bled next to you, can I? You’ve survived this long. Truco clearly wants you alive. Stay where you are and I’ll be back to set you free.’

				Once I’ve found what I’m looking for. Sadly I need them where they are to get where I need to be.

			

			
				I climb back out on deck. Wander past the passengers some of whose lives I might be saving before too long.

				I’m sitting astride the engine when a blurred shape slowly rises from the emptiness before us. There’s no hint of scale. Nothing with which to compare it. It’s height pierces the soulwind.

				Truco comes to my side. ‘You see?’

				‘I can’t miss it, can I? What am I looking at?’

				‘The Axis.’

				We draw close and the titanic statue of an angel reveals itself. Not one of those soft looking cherub things. No, this is one of those six winged hard bastard seraphs. The statue is titanic. More so for being half buried. Two wings cover its face and two are spread wide for flight. The bottom two wings fan downward into the ground. It holds one arm aloft, sword gripped in a house sized fist. The sword pierces the soulwind, stabbing into the unknown. Dark patterns of angelic script appear and disappear on the statue’s face. 

				My stomach drops at the enormity of it. The train comes to a stop amid a field of angel skeletons buried and revealed by drifting grit. Buccaneers scamper through the bone yard, shouting for joy when one of them finds a shattered sword. The arc of a broken halo. Rusted fragments of armour. Bleached angel bones and quills.

				‘What now?’ My hand rests on the Last Goodbye. If he betrays me he’ll never get to brag about it.

				‘We’ve come as far as I can guide us.’ Truco nods towards the stars in my hand. ‘You have the map of where to go from here. Only I can help you read it.’

				‘No point in all this foreplay if we’re not going to finish the job and end up all frustrated and cranky.’

				‘You’re not as hard in person as the stories say.’ Truco’s face resembles a rotting seamed apple as he smiles. ‘I’ve a whole carriage dedicated to your legacy. Stories of people who claimed to have known you over centuries of the real. There are serials about you. I’ve traversed the cliffs of Know Ledge where versions of you feature in stories across time. There’s a sage who lives in the ruins of Euemenidum by the Mountain, the former seat of power of the Golden Emperor made after the Celestial Fall. Ancient and blinded by more years than I would care to exist, she whispers your legend an–’

				I hold up a finger for silence. Known me over the centuries? Books? A dead sage in a mythical city? 

				It’s galling there are people who know more about me than I know about myself. 

				‘I’ll find the truth for myself, Truco.’ No matter what that truth might be, it was mine to own. To enjoy, or to atone for. Part of me guesses both in equal measure. There must have been a reason I chose to forget myself in such spectacular and deliberate fashion. ‘I’ll remember what happened, rather than taking it on faith from somebody else.’ 

				‘As you like,’ Truco replies. ‘To do that we must climb.’

				We jump to the sand. Truco leads the way to a star rising from the sand. His knees crackle with each step as we ascend. The statue is pitted enough to give us something close to stairs. Beneath my feet the surface changes colour as angelic script shifts across it. Soulwinds obscure the ground for which I’m thankful. Vertigo would’ve taken me otherwise. 

				Chatty Truco doesn’t shut up. I tune him out preferring the howling wind to his voice.

				Above me the clouds tear. The true darkness of a night sky appears in ribbons. With each step the storm lessens.

				The sword is broken above the clouds. An empty threat. It’s shorn off blade is an island above the streaked soulwind. Stars wheel above with nebulae scattered helter skelter. None of them are where they should be. I recognise the constellation of Aquarius burning as brightly on my hand as it does above. It’s virtually overhead, surrounded by eleven other constellations with which I’m familiar. Others, further out, with which I’m not. Libra burns brighter than the stars around it. For some reason it seems right for it do so.

				Reaching into his coat, Truco takes an ornate telescope, an almanac and a stylised sextant. He divides his time between looking through the telescope, adjusting the sextant and muttering over notations. He cackles. Capers like a lunatic. 

			

			
				The soulwind surges. Music rises from its hiss and howl. Visions in starlight and soul dust surround me. Truco is oblivious. A portrait gallery of visions of myself in different times and places. In fields, rooms, deserts, forests, palaces, and hovels. Two wing-backed chairs and two porcelain cups. Books. Paper and pens. Musical instruments. Twin tarot decks. Baroque clockwork jewellery, mechanisms for the movement of universes and eternity.  

				Some memories stab at me from within, links to what I had hidden yet not thrown away. Though I might have buried my past, the godhead remembers. 

				In vision and memory a silhouette stands with me across my lives.

				My breath stills in a longing for something lost. Conflicting emotions scour me. Antipathy and friendship. Trust and betrayal. Hatred, love, indifference, lust, and the shades of grey in between. Self-control kept, and thrown away. Love honoured and indulged, feared and fled from.

				I feel in the silhouette a merging of bodies, hearts, minds, and souls. A shared intimacy and equality across infinity few have known. My own Axis. The hollow in my chest blossoms to physical pain. I wipe away tears. 

				Who was it I missed? What are we to each other for this connection to tether us over time, space, and incarnations?

				Breath returns in a hammer blow. Memories don’t. 

				I glance sideways. Truco is intent on the stars.

				‘We’re close,’ Truco whispers. ‘So very close. I told you together we would find it.’

				I nod. ‘Let’s go find what’s been lost, shall we?’

				‘Your navigation skills are a little bit shit.’ I don’t bother to hide my disappointment.

				‘There’s nothing we can see, no’ Truco says evenly. ‘Yet this is the place to which your stars have led us. Perhaps we need to look harder?’ 

				Without a backward glance I climb to the top of a tower on the locomotive. My wounds ache. I’m tired. Frustration holds hands with apprehension. Truco has brought me a long way from anywhere. Eyes closed I concentrate on my breathing, opening myself up to my truncated depths. Feel the ebb and flow of the godhead across the plains of the Never Never. The hiss of grains on the dunes. The melancholy of the wind. Heat and cold merging into nothing. 

				I visualise the world around me not from what I see, rather what I feel. Instinct spools, formless and honest without orientation. Wheels of imagination and belief turn. 

				I open my eyes. Allow my vision to blur. Intuition makes broad strokes in the dunes and pieces of worn stone. Shadows surge and retreat, images rising from the background and falling from the foreground. Angles change and come together in the framework of a portrait. My visualisation takes shape. Dizzy I grab a rail for support. 

				Focussing my mind and spirit, I whistle a charm to dislodge the fugue keeping Amentet from prying eyes. Reality unfolds as illusion separates. 

				Amentet, one of the sister-cities of Atlantis, is built across eight hills with walled rings surrounding porticos, statues, and stepped buildings surrounded by a dried river bed. Temple mountains stagger into the low hanging clouds. The city is immense. 

				Hollows judder along dust choked streets. Others remain still, virtually transparent statues so famished they can’t move.  

				‘This is the place,’ Truco whispers in awe. His buccaneers cradle their weapons. Truco stares at me with an unholy hunger. ‘Payment, if you please.’

				‘When I have what I want, not for you driving me here,’ I say. 

				Truco lays his hand on me. I sidestep and draw the Nail from my belt. Its point presses in to Truco’s throat. 

				‘All it takes is a little prick, to end a little prick. Payment on delivery, remember?’

			

			
				The buccaneers stare balefully. Truco taps his fingers on my hand to signal his surrender. 

				I lock my gaze with his. It’s he who looks away.

				‘My crew will take care of our business, and leave you to yours.’ Truco is a dog driven into a corner and warrants caution. ‘We’ll not help you until we are paid.’ 

				‘But you’ll wait.’ I reply. 

				‘I’ve no choice. I’ve come too far to leave empty handed.’

				‘Good boy.’ I pat him gently on the face. Truco flinches. I shush him. ‘It’ll all be over soon.’

				Leaping from the train I stride towards Amentet. A river bed littered with smooth stones winds between the hills, and around the outer wall. Brittle trees form islands of shade. Colossal statues stand in a row along the ruddy wall, heads obscured by the low hanging soulwind. Humans and animals, beautiful and bestial. Beaks and muzzles, snouts and tentacles. 

				I pass under a towering arch and walk saddle bowed paths imagining – remembering, perhaps – how the city used to be. Stone walls and pitted metal plates inscribed with pictographs I cannot read tickle my mind with slivers of meaning. The vastness of libraries where books have crumbled to nothing. Precious metal and stone common as pebbles. Forums. Bazaars. Dining houses.

				The constellation of Aquarius burns hot on my hand. I swear and rub at the pain. It sharpens and dulls depending on my direction. Standing at a crossroads I turn slowly in place. The constellation flares and fades along with the pain. 

				When the agony and brightness are most intense I look up. 

				Between two enormous stepped temple mountains is a long portico. Shadows lurk beneath the flat roof. A stair emerges from the other side and scales the gap between the temple mountains. I track the stairs upward to where they end at a shrine. Crystal flanges radiate from it like the sun. The scale is daunting.  

				I stride towards the portico, the Last Goodbye in one hand and Nail in the other. The wind hums through the teeth of railings made into stone harmonicas. The air is devoid of scent or taste. I tentatively run my fingers across the carvings on walls and stelae, dislodging an age of debris to show messages from out of time. 

				Plunging into darkness beneath the portico sets my teeth on edge. My spine tingles. Darkness reaches out for me. The stars in my hand flare, driving the gloom back. Old memories, aged hatreds and ancient angers brood here. Bones are buried amid the sediment of history. I break the skeletons of humans, angels, demons and I know not what else to splinters as I sprint across them.  

				Hollows rouse from torpor at the movement and racket. Their hiss is the wind through pine needles. The barely-there figures recoil from my light. Shadows and hollows rustle and rasp in time with the sand I kick up as I speed by.  

				Hurtling from the murk at the far end of the portico I power up the stairs two at a time. I’m short of breath and trembling by the time I reach the shrine. Glancing back I see no sign of pursuit. I’m not sure whether to be comforted or concerned. 

				There is neither lock nor handle on the doors. I hesitate. Instinct and intuition assert themselves. Facing the doors I visualise them opening. The sun in the doors rises to meridian. Debris is dislodged as the doors unfold into three dimensions, parting like curtains.

				It’s lightless within. The stars in my hand become fireflies that leave my skin, hugging the inner curve of the ceiling. They illuminate the radial spokes of stelae where they stretch from the centre of the shrine. At the centre is a raised dais with two high-backed thrones. The walls, floor and ceiling are marked with a fusion of astrological, astronomical and temporal maps. Crystals like hexagonal scrolls glimmer from honeycomb shelves. Jewels wink from the sand.

				Memory is an itch I can’t scratch. The remaining constellations under my skin sting.

				I hum layers of transparent protective spheres around myself. Instinct and paranoia meet in a familiar middle. The Last Goodbye and the Nail are heavy and comforting in my hands.

				Titans sit on the thrones. Time has cracked their androgynous features. Turned them into stone jigsaw puzzles with parts missing. The statues sit naked save for jewellery; rings on fingers and toes, bracelets and beads on wrists and ankles. Each wears a clockwork pendant. The same jewellery I had seen on the portraits of myself at the top of the Axis. Her upper arm has the tattoo of the constellation of Aquarius. He, Libra. 

			

			
				Their forms resonate with the familiar. Longing for all I’ve abandoned rises in me. Right now I care less why I did what I did, than I do for making myself whole. The one will lead to the other.

				The Libran is the gate and the key. 

				I breathe life between the stone man’s parted lips. They’re surprisingly soft and pliant. Stars blaze within. Again, deeper and longer. Constellations and nebulae glitter. I caress his form. The stone throbs. I hear a slow inexorable beat in his chest. 

				Startled I leap back. Touch my lips where the statue warmed them. My heart pounds.

				Stelae hum about me. Crystals glow with moving characters. A library! 

				The vibrations knock loose ingrained grit. From the centre of the room the glowing stelae form a map of gleaming rings, arcs, lines and waypoints.

				The first bullet strikes me high in the chest. It knocks me back across the lap of the statue. 

				‘Shit biscuits!’ I dive for cover.

				The second and third strike lower. Though my protections save my life, blood flows in streams down my torso. 

				I’m not sure what hurts more. The bullets or Truco’s predictable and inevitable betrayal. Actually it’s the bullets. Definitely the bullets.

				‘I thought we were partners, Truco?’ Treacherous turd. Agony and wrath turn my voice rough. I focus my energy to healing my wounds. It’s slower than I’d like.

				‘My crew and I talked it over,’ Truco shouted. ‘Agreed you’re too valuable to let go. You’ve given us Amentet and its treasures. After I’ve had my fill of you I’ll siphon your godhead and sell pieces of you to every hungry pilgrim who can afford it, until you’re nothing but a memory and a lingering addiction. The loot from here is gravy.’

				My curse strips my throat. My skin itches and stings like sunburn as I send debris whirling towards the door. Truco and his buccaneers retreat outside.

				‘All you had to do was wait, Truco.’ I cock the Last Goodbye for emphasis. The sound echoes nicely. I’m outnumbered. A fight will end badly for everybody. ‘Are you sure betraying me, again, is the hand you want to play? We talked about you being that guy.’

				‘How did you put it? People say too much.’ Truco says from cover. What remains of his buccaneers reposition themselves, feet slithering in dust. ‘You reputation has grown in the telling, but nobody is as good as all that. You’ve burned every bridge you’ve crossed. Lonely as driftwood, hollow and broken. Surrender to the inevitable, Zodiac. Don’t make me hurt you.’

				‘I doubt there are enough realities for you to find one in which you could.’ 

				The godhead simmers in me. I flush. The pain is exquisite. It shows I’m alive. My eyes widen and my heart beats in time with the pulse of the statue. Desire and the need for fulfilment, a sensation of the real, nearly drowns me. 

				Voices whisper in my head. Reminding me of years of majesty. Of poverty. Of reckless abandon and overwhelming pride. Hints at why I had run from who I was yet not enough for understanding.

				I don’t want to end anybody. Don’t want to die here. Not now that I’ve found my yellow brick road.

				‘There’s no need to fight, Truco. I’m happy to pay you what you’re owed.’

				‘It’s not me,’ Truco calls from outside. ‘This is the way of things here. Had you survived long enough you’d have ended up just like me. My crew demand–’

				‘Then you’ll be disappointed. If only for a little while. There’s no doubt you’ll die, Truco. Forever this time. Who knows how many of your buccaneers will go with you?’

				Silence as the idea of mortality sets in to those who cling to the idea of eternity.

				‘My godhead is only pure because it comes from a living source,’ I say. ‘You press my corpse and all you’ll get is something with an expiry date. You stick by our agreement and you walk away with something worth walking away with.’

			

			
				Truco laughs. ‘I’ll not be pressing your corpse–’

				‘I’ve seen your distillery. You idiots really think I’d let you take me alive?’ 

				Voices are lowered to something above a whisper. Truco and his crew arguing. Doubt has set in. They’ve seen me fight. Witnessed my charms and curses. Have lost the comfort of their superior numbers.

				They argue for long enough for me to be anxious and relived in equal measure.

				‘Two measures of your godhead for me,’ Truco says. ‘And four more for my crew.’

				It could be worse. ‘That’s not what we agreed.’ 

				‘It’s what it is.’

				The silence continues until it’s almost awkward. Then beyond.

				I rise from cover.

				Truco moves into view and strides in my direction. His leer is as ghastly as it is smug. His buccaneers fan out behind him as they approach. 

				A lot of guns are pointed in my direction. I’m not surprised, but it sucks hard all the same. Truco dances to stand before me. His coyote mouthed pistol leers.  

				‘How does it feel to be bested?’ Truco asks.

				‘I reckon I’ll sleep nights’ 

				‘There’s more for us to do. This is only the start.’ Truco trembles with avarice. ‘Think of it! One of many places we can find. With your godhead to sustain me we can travel the Never Never for eternity, unlocking its secrets – and yours.’

				I glance at the colossi on their thrones. Memory of the Libran’s lips is fresh as I touch my own. ‘I think I’ve got somebody with whom I share the infinite.’

				Truco takes my arm with manic strength. ‘Where is he? Surely he’d be here to help you?’

				‘I reckon he knows I don’t need it.’ Truth resonates.

				‘I offer you my help and still you look down on me,’ Truco grates.

				‘Really? You’re playing the offended card? You offered to feed off me while I make your legend. Hardly the deal of a lifetime.’

				Truco opens his mouth and leans forward, grey tongue scraping past chipped teeth. What passes for his lips stretch back from receded gums. 

				‘You will be mine,’ Truco whispers. He stares at the wealth around him. At me. Greed unhinges him.

				‘We’ve agreed a price. If you’re going to be that guy, we can’t be friends.’ I smile slowly, exposing teeth. ‘You won’t like me when I’m not friendly.’

				Truco grabs me. His narrow hands are chill.

				Breaking Truco’s grip, I take his head in both my hands. Thrumming with intent, willing the fullness of what I am into my godhead, I spit the mass into his open mouth. 

				‘You want me?’ I snarl. ‘Then take me. Let’s see what you and your crew can handle.’

				I hold Truco’s jaw closed. He gurgles as he swallows, body thrumming with delight. I push him away and he falls to his knees. Drawing the Nail I cut my palm. A curse turns the blood into a cloud I blow into the eyes, noses, and mouths of the buccaneers. 

				Truco’s body shakes, expression exultant. His eyes flare with colour. His flesh fills out. He looks almost alive. He sways, laughing manically, hands reaching out to touch what only he sees.

				‘There’s so much to you I didn’t know!’ Truco’s eyes are wide. 

				‘There’s so much to me I don’t know.’ 

				Truco chokes on his laugh. Some of my spittle bubbles in a hole in his neck, expanding and shrinking. He groans. Shrieks, hands raised to defend himself against unseen horrors.

				‘What have you done?’ Truco stares left and right. Past and through me. ‘What’s happening? So much pain . . . No wonder . . .’

			

			
				Truco whimpers. Flinches. Laughs. Hugs himself. Sobs. Lives parts of the life I shut away and can’t remember. His buccaneers fare likewise.

				‘Tell me what you see!’ I take his face in my hands. ‘Why did I do this to myself?’

				Truco’s body spasms as he experiences everything flowing through him at once without rhyme, reason or context. Within moments his gestures quieten to an occasional twitch. A groan. A whimper. He rolls over as he quietens, eyes fixed and staring. His buccaneers lie still.

				‘You can’t always get what you want.’ I nudge Truco with my boot. ‘But if you try, sometimes you’ll get what you deserve.’

				I return to the thrones. The colossi stare out with equanimity. I inspect the thrones, stelae and what I take to be crystal scrolls. None of the writings make sense.

				The Libran’s statue continues to pulse. I glance at the ornate mechanism on his chest. Same as the one on the Aquarian. 

				I stand between the statues and follow their gaze. They stare along rings of stelae stretching out around them. The Libran beats, a slow metronome. 

				The statues are stones amid ripples in time and space. 

				I dribble godhead into my hand. Breathe on it. A naked golem of myself made of mist and sunlight stands on my palm. Trembling, I lick the closest stela. Press my hand into the stone, the most recent moment in time as they knew it.

				A seductive voice sounds in my mind, strumming my skin like an instrument. 

				My flesh prickles from pleasure and fear. Anticipation and longing.

				More. 

				I press myself against the stela. It pulses. It’s hot against me, with a satin hardness. 

				More. I drool godhead down on to the stela in a long strand.

				Fractals of light as characters spiral up and away from the stela, onto the ceiling. I stumble forward as the stela disappears into glowing mist, my fall broken by powdery debris.

				At the base of where the stela had been, clockwork raven made of carved bone, and metal. The constellation of Aquarius glitters among its feathers. A golden sigil of the infinity symbol and winged tee burns within the partially revealed skeleton of its chest.

				My symbol. I take the raven in my hand. Cogs and wheels begin to spin. Slowly at first, gaining speed. A small pendulum swings with a metronome heartbeat. My bones flare. 

				Hundreds of images flash. A deck of cards with moving pictures flung into the air without context, or sequence. Faces, inconstant veneers over constant souls. Images of laughter and tears. Of anger and bloodshed. Of the heights of intimacy and drowning in the depths of pleasure. Of the triumphs and tribulations in between.

				I bend under the onslaught. 

				With all the strength in me I force images to slow. For the sounds to stop. With trembling hands I sort the images and stories from the jar in order. Slowly, so slowly, it takes form until it becomes an incomplete diary for part of me.  

				The puzzle of my past is a flicker book of pictures, words and sounds with scenes missing. Played at irregular speed I linger over images of me walking foggy streets alongside horses and hansom cabs. Race through battles of pain on fields and passion in bed. Lay supine in paralysing heat by a river where kilted bronzed gods sing the sun down to sunset. Dawdle through star shot nights brighter where street lights don’t exist. Planes. Trains. Ziggurats. Winding streets. Cities of bridges made of coral clouds and light . . .

				Names echo in my head. Majke. Asheka. Suramaya. They pluck at me, some among the many names I’ve worn comfortable as old clothes.

				I relive parts of wars fought and won, both as general and foot soldier. Crowns lost and found. Queen and pauper. Loves both as humbling and profound as they are exquisite in the agony of their births, lives and deaths. Enemies in plenty I have had. Have? The thought of them turns my godhead to ice. Of fleeing. Of a love like no other that lifts me, frightens me, challenges me and lightens me. Of my fear of losing myself in the footsteps of past lives. In wanting to make a decision of my own in marrying another man who I thought was safe. Easy. Of knowing my mistake and in doing so remembering too much of what, from what I’d walked away.

			

			
				Carrying terrible secrets whose value is judged in the quality of the lives they take, including my own. 

				If I know nothing, can’t say anything, then–

				My breath stills. It’s less a case of who am I, as of what am I?

				‘I’ve only an inkling of what I need,’ I say. I cradle the raven to the hollow feeling in my chest. The stelae shimmer around me. No doubt there are other places like this on the road ahead. ‘But perhaps I’ve found the beginnings of what I want.’

				The raven looks upward on a creaking neck. Its eyes are deep as secrets. Its caw the grinding of metal and bone. What more of me can you reveal? Where do we go next?

				There are people to be freed from Truco’s train. Histories and stories in his library of me. Oracles and seers to track down in an ancient city of a fallen empire of the Never Never.

				Walking from the shrine I raise a hand against an almost unbearable brightness outside.

				All of this is a start as much as it is an ending.
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