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			Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

			Keith Stevenson

			It’s getting cold in this part of the multiverse, so we’ve brought you not three but four tales to hunker under the doona with in the winter months. But if these aren’t enough, you really should check out our other anthologies and novels on the website at www.coeurdelion.com.au. With tales from some of the best authors working in Australia today selling in ebook form for less than a cup of hot chocolate - or gluhwein! - we’re sure you’ll find something to take you out of the everyday and propel you beyond the borders of the real.

			But first, sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.

		

	
		
			Trollkyrka — a novella — Matt Wesolowski

			1.

			i.

			George Pike doesn’t especially like Luke Yeoman but he has listened to Your Light Within four times in a row. That’s dedication for you. The repeated exposure to Yeoman’s melodious (with emphasis on the odious) God-bothering has cemented his feelings to the guy-feelings that have moved from vague contempt, to being very close to actual hatred.

			George is not going to let on though; he’s very good at not letting on about things. He’s not going to let on because Holly’s sat in front of him and he can smell her hair. For the last three hours of the journey, he has taken in great lungfuls of strawberry shampoo; a smell he will — until the day of his death from complications after a stroke in the home, with his son beside him — associate with Holly Swan. In the years to come, the sweet odour of cosmetically induced strawberries will still draw breath from him in a freezing little gasp and he’ll be taken all the way back again to that seat on the left side of the minibus; Holly Swan in front of him as they travelled west along the skin coloured E20, the flat countryside rolling out in infinity like the tail end of a song, beside them.

			George adjusts his headphones; they are the ear-bud kind that sit inside the ears rather than the thick-banded, expensive ones that go over the head — Beats by Dre, whoever Dre is — that everyone else has.

			An hour or so later and another listen through Your Light Within, George has turned down Luke Yeoman so he is barely audible. Not just because he hates him. The one who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded his eyes. John 2: 9–11, obvs. But he wants to be ready if Holly turns around and asks him if he likes it. He wants to be able to tell Holly exactly which song it is he likes (so far, it’s probably ‘Footprints in my heart’ that he hates the least), and he reckons it’s probably the one she likes the most. It’s the one she posted on her wall last night and got 57 likes for, anyway. He knows full well, however, that if Holly Swan posts up a picture of a dead pigeon it will rack up the likes as if they’re going out of fashion.

			Holly Swan, with her blonde hair and her perfect teeth. She knows how to take a selfie too. George had hit ‘like’ on the Luke Yeoman song on her wall and he’d also posted a little smiley face, which she’d liked as well. Job done. He then bought the album. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t afford the hotel room Wi-Fi. In fact it was good, because he’d been forced to put his phone away and spend their last evening in the country speaking to Holly in real life. It didn’t matter if Pete was there too; if this trip was going to be his re-birth, he’d have to start somewhere.

			This ideal was all well and good until he went to bed; the room was too hot and he spent most of the night thrashing about in bed, fretting about whether someone else had posted something on Holly’s wall about Luke Yeoman and they were having a conversation about it. What if they were liking each others’ comments and sharing little gifs of Pusheen, the cat that she loves so much? George awoke this morning considering that maybe, yes, that all happened. Maybe Holly and one of the older guys from ZEST (the 11–18 youth corps of Gospel Truth) had spent the night talking Luke Yeoman amongst other wholesome Christian pop singers. But as he rubbed the tiredness from his eyes with shampoo in the shower, he smiled, knowing none of the older guys had thought to volunteer to be ZEST leaders had they? Therefore, none of the older guys were off to Sweden, were they? With Holly Swan.

			He was.

			He’d take another fifty listens of Luke Yeoman for that.

			George smiles through the window of the minibus out at the pastel blue sky. The pines and birch that flank the E20 are starting to get thicker and higher the further they go. He saw a sign for Örebo not long ago. Twenty-five kilometres. Kilometres are shorter than miles, aren’t they? That means that they’re not far. One or two more songs at the very most.

			After ‘Footprints in my heart’ (twice more just to cement the lyrics), ‘Perfect’ and ‘Sublime Creator’, the yellow and blue minibus with ‘Gospel Truth SE’ painted on its side that met them at Arlanda airport, takes a right off the E20 and onto a suburban street lined with dinky houses made of painted wood or pale bricks. Some of the houses have steps up to their front doors and rolled orange tiles on their roofs. Trees rise from each side of the pavement and George is amazed just how green this country is. He was expecting. . . what? He didn’t really know. A giant IKEA perhaps? Vikings?

			‘Oh look, how sweet!’

			Holly turns around and beams her smile across the rest of the minibus. The younger ones don’t turn their gaze from the window.

			The boys are eleven or thereabouts. Daryl, Jonathan and Caleb. George doesn’t really know their ages, nor does he really care. They are annoying, that’s it (bloody annoying if he’s going to be brutal about it); they all have glasses and bowl haircuts. The two twins, Bridgette and Elizabeth, (not Lizzie, her mother says every few weeks or so at the meetings, a little twist of contempt on her lips) are both ginger-haired and freckled and make squealing noises as the minibus passes over an elegant little bridge that crosses the Svartån River. The bridge is lined with more trees and neat grass and winds into a cobbled square where a flock of bikes are chained to railings.

			‘The castle’s just round the corner!’ Pete turns around in the passenger seat and grins. His teeth are crooked and his beard sprouts lopsidedly over his mouth. His T-shirt says ‘KNOW HIM!’ in big, blue capitals, the same shade as the fish symbol on the back. The three boys look at each other, grinning.

			George doesn’t care about the castle; in fact, he has no interest in seeing it whatsoever. It will lie somewhere between the music of Luke Yeoman and one of Pete’s ‘raps’ (which mean sermons delivered in excruciating rhyming couplets and the occasional clumsy gang hand sign thrown in when he remembers). The boys will run around it pretending to kill each other with swords for a bit until Pete tells them to ‘Just calm it, okay? We’re representing Gospel Truth UK here.’

			‘The Gospel Truth SE guys will show you round!’ Josse says from the driving seat of the minibus, without turning around.

			This gets a better response. The boys look at each other and the girls giggle. More nerves than excitement. George gives an internal sigh. That was him a few years back and he hasn’t changed. At all.

			Josse’s got a booming voice, dyed red hair and a nose-ring. Josse doesn’t look anything like a Gospel Truth UK leader and she’s young enough to be Pete’s daughter. Probably. George guessed she’s in her early twenties. She’s hot, he thinks, but she’s no Holly Swan. Pete goes red every time he speaks to Josse and wonders if Holly’s noticed. Probably not. He wishes Pete would try to speak Swedish again like he did at the airport.

			‘Err. . . tarrrluur do ingilsk?’ His face went the colour of Josse’s hair but she’d not laughed even though her eyes said she wanted to. George files it away as something he can talk to Holly about later. Make her laugh. He loves it when she laughs. Maybe because that laugh doesn’t come very often.

			What matters to George as the minibus rumbles over the cobbled streets of Örebo, past the castle (which, as he suspected, looks more like a stately home with a moat) to find somewhere to park, is that this is where they ditch the kids. Last night, at the hotel, Pete gave him and Holly a really great chat about how well they had done as ZEST leaders so far, but once they got to Sweden, he would take things over.

			It wasn’t exactly hard. You just had to stop the boys fighting each other or the girls wandering off aimlessly. That was about it. It wasn’t as if any of the bad ’uns from the estate ever joined Gospel Truth UK. George sometimes liked to imagine what would happen one of the Waynes or Jordans came to a ZEST meeting and heard one of Pete’s ‘raps’.

			Real life carnage right there.

			‘Guys.’ Pete turns around again and looks from George to Holly. He lowers his voice slightly, adults talking.

			‘I just want to say thanks for all your help on this trip. You two have really reflected the values and the ethos of Gospel Truth; you’re such shining examples of positive young people and,’ he gestures to the boys and the twins who are staring listlessly out of the window, ‘you’re great examples to the youngsters.’

			‘Thanks Pete.’ Holly says, she turns and wriggles her hand past the headrest to clutch George’s shoulder briefly. He does his best not to melt into a little puddle.

			‘You wouldn’t know this was George’s first trip abroad either would you?’

			Thanks for that Pete. Cheers. Why not tell everyone I’m a virgin too while you’re at it, you beardy twat?

			George blushes and shakes his head. He remembers mum not letting him go on the French trip in year eight. ‘I just don’t think you’re ready for something like that!’ She said it in that half-laugh, half-shout that sounded like the whinny of a horse. ‘It’s a long way away you know!’ He’d been the only one who didn’t go, out of the entire year group. Mum had managed to surpass even this; she’d gone into school and asked the teachers for some work that he could do while he was at home. ‘It’ll be fun!’ She whinnied, ‘We’ll do it together, at home!’

			It hadn’t been fun. In the slightest.

			George hadn’t held out much hope of the trip to Sweden but he was older and this was Gospel Truth UK.

			‘I’ll be a ZEST leader,’ George explained when she was in a good mood. ‘I’ll be helping Pete look after the little ones; then we’ll meet some of the Swedish Gospel Truth guys and go hiking and fishing and stuff. . . it’ll be enlightening.’

			Mum liked things that were enlightening. She liked Pete as well, but even more, she liked Gospel Truth UK. George also knew that mum would talk to Pete about it when she came to pick him up and, even better, that Pete would listen, not like the teachers in school, who ‘just don’t seem to care’. Pete would want him to come and mum would want him to ‘hang out with people rather than moping round the house on that phone.’

			‘You’ve taken a big step.’ Pete’s hand replaces Holly’s and clamps his hairy fingers around George’s other shoulder; George can smell a faint tang of body odour. He hopes it not from himself. ‘You’re seventeen now, George, a man.’

			There is a pause while George smiles and tries to avoid Pete’s eyes.

			Holly’s hands are clasped in her lap, she looks, to the ceiling of the minibus, unsmiling. Like an angel, George thinks, a heavenly angel.

			‘Thank you lord, for this opportunity.’ Holly says in a breathy half-whisper, as sweet and as delicate as the coating of a toffee apple. ‘I hope your strength can keep me strong and safe.’

			‘Praise him, know him, love him.’ George, Pete and Holly all repeat simultaneously. To their surprise, Josse joins in too.

			‘Hey!’ Pete turns his attention back to the minibus driver. George rolls his eyes at Holly in a here-we-go-again expression and she covers a giggle with her hand. George feels a rush of excitement and thinks that this is probably the most beautiful sight he has ever seen.

			‘So, you say the blessings in English over here?’ Pete’s talking to Josse like it’s the most amazing thing in the world. 

			Josse nods with a quick ‘Mm-hmm,’ and draws the minibus to a halt. Pete starts to say something else but Josse ignores him.

			‘Here we go!’ she says, turning around. ‘Welcome to Örebo!’

			The little boys look disappointed again. George can sympathise; this castle will be full of paintings and red ropes. If there are swords, they’ll be ornamental. The girls seem impressed though; Örebo castle is surrounded by shops and apartment buildings and looks as dinky as the rest of the place. Its towers are circular with pointed tips and ivy on its walls.

			‘It’s like a fairy castle!’ Holly whispers to herself and George nods. Yes, yes it is.

			‘Ok guys!’ Pete says, turning round again. George watches one of his nostril hairs vibrating as he talks.

			‘Say thanks to George and Holly but, most of all, let’s say a big Gospel Truth UK thanks to Josse for driving us here!’

			The smaller ones start to comply but Pete interrupts them.

			‘Or should I say. . . Tack!’

			He explodes with laughter. Holly smiles with her mouth and Josse looks a little taken aback. The rest of them are quiet.

			Oblivious, Pete hops down from the minibus and onto the cobbles. He is wearing shorts and sandals. Even his toes have a mass of wiry black hair growing from them.

			‘Come on, guys!’

			George lets the boys clamber past him as a little part of him dies inside. He sticks out his foot to trip Caleb, who extends his tongue.

			‘Where are you going anyway?’ Elizabeth, not Lizzie, stands before the open doors, looking at George, hands on hips. Her ginger curls are in bunches and she’s wearing a long brown dress that covers her ankles. She looks like something from the early 19th century. George remembers when he was that age and the other lads all had football shirts and Nike trainers. ‘What do you need all that for?’ mum had said. ‘These are just as good’. Those shapeless, white supermarket trainers and the polo shirt from the jumble sale with the brown stain that was either coffee or blood and never came out. His protests were met with Matthew 16:26, For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? And was he going to argue against the word of God? Or mum for that matter.

			George wonders if Elizabeth or Bridgette are allowed to listen to One Direction or watch X-Factor like the rest of all the eleven year old girls in the entire world? He supposes not and feels a little flutter of sympathy for them. Maybe he should lend them some Luke Yeoman. Even he might be a bit edgy.

			‘We’re going camping!’ Holly pokes her head around her headrest, grinning at Elizabeth who glowers back.

			‘Where?’

			Holly points into the distance.

			‘Sixty kilometres or so that way. To a place called Tiveden.’

			She’s talking in a mystical, excited voice and George sees Elizabeth’s scowl break into an expression of wonder. ‘A giant forest between two lakes. It’s uninhabited, do you know what that word means?’

			‘Yes I do.’ Elizabeth says. ‘It means there’s no people there.’

			‘That’s right. Josse’s going to drive me and George out to meet some of the Swedish ZEST leaders to go camping in the woods.’

			‘Why?’

			The question perturbs Holly and her smile falters momentarily. She looks at George for support.

			‘Because. . . err. . . because that’s what older people do. . . for fun.’

			‘It sounds boring.’

			And with a little humph Elizabeth jumps down from the minibus to join Pete and the others.

			Holly grins and shakes her head.

			‘You guys ready?’ Josse is already revving the engine.

			‘Yeah!’ Holly calls. There’s three seats in the front now; the seat where Pete sat, beside Josse is empty. George realises this is his chance.

			‘Hang on.’ He leaps from his own seat in the back of the minibus and out onto the cobbles, heaving the sliding door closed behind him. Holly sees what he is doing and shifts up into the seat vacated by Pete.

			‘Cheers!’ George says and jumps in. Holly has wound the window all the way down and he pokes his head out, waving at the rest of them.

			Yes, he thinks, I’ve done it, I took my chance. This is my first step to re-birth, the new me. The George Pike who takes chances. The sun has come out and shines on the surface of the Svartån, rippling beneath the castle. The trees seem to glow with a viridian warmth and George can smell coffee mixed with the tang of exhaust on the edge of the fresh, Swedish air.

			‘Have a great time you three!’ Pete is waving. The kids, bored again, are clinging to the railings that look over the Svartån, their backs to the minibus. ‘Stay safe, god bless!’

			‘Praise him, know him, love him!’ George and Holly call as Josse swings the minibus around in an arc and they rumble again the way they have come, back along the cobbles and the dinky bridges to the E20.

			An hour or so left till we get to Tiveden and I get to sit next to Holly all the way. George is fully aware that when they get to the campsite, there’ll be others his age, probably older and they’ll be interesting, foreign, probably guys as well. But he also knows that not that many people join Gospel Truth UK who are good looking or interesting, certainly not in England. Maybe it’s different in Sweden? Everyone seems beautiful here. But he’ll cross that bridge when they come to it; for now, his jeans-clad leg is about an inch from Holly Swan’s bare thigh. Not that he’s looking, not that he’s noticed her shorts have rucked up a bit, because that would be sinful.

			It isn’t sinful to sit here next to her though, it’s not sinful to — maybe if it gets hot like this — have her head rest on his shoulder if she wants a nap.

			Nope, that would be just great.

			ii.

			It’s around 2pm when they stop in the town of Laxå. Josse pulls the minibus into a roadside cafe and orders from a Burger King. George and Holly grin at each other as they slurp coke. Pete certainly wouldn’t have stopped here.

			‘It’s only thirty minutes or so south to Tived.’ Josse says through a mouthful of chips. ‘Nice ride. The forest is all around us this way.’

			After their food, they take a narrow, two-lane road south, and soon banks of tall trees rise up on either side: gangly silver birch and orange-trunked pines. The occasional car or lorry passes by the other way.

			The sun is hot and the air smells rich and green. George has decided that Sweden is the most beautiful place in the whole world. Josse pulls a cassette from the well beneath the steering wheel and pushes it into a slot on the dashboard. The minibus fills with crystal synthesiser chords, electric drums and a floating female voice.

			‘Is this Kate Bush?’ George asks and Josse laughs.

			‘I know it’s a cassette, but I’m not that old-skool!’

			George reddens. He has no idea what she is talking about. He doesn’t really listen to music at home. His phone has WOW Hits (The year’s top Christian music and hits!), the Glee soundtracks and, of course, Luke Yeoman. Mum insists on checking what he’s got on there every few weeks just in case. The kids at school listen to Wiz Kalifah and Kanye West but George hasn’t even bothered trying; he knows they’ll never get past mum.

			George, therefore, has little interest in music. One Sunday, after church, he was poking around in the spare room and found a few of mum’s old cassettes from when she was younger. He once listened to something called Hounds of Love and the music in the minibus reminds him of it.

			‘I Break Horses,’ Josse says. Her red hair is streaming back from her face in the pine-scented breeze through the open window and her nose ring twinkles.

			‘You. . . break. . . what?’

			She laughs again. George looks at Holly who shrugs.

			‘The band!’ Josse points to the dashboard, shaking her head.

			‘Oh.’ George considers passing his ignorance, his un-coolness, off as a joke. Just like always. Not here, not now. Re-birth, remember?

			He hopes that when they get to the campsite, the other Swedes are less cool. He looks at Holly who’s tapping her fingers on the lip of the open window.

			‘What do you think?’

			‘I like it. It’s. . . sweet.’

			‘Yeah.’ George breathes an internal sigh of relief. ‘Me too.’ He does like it and as they whizz through the tunnel of trees, the floating music lifts his spirits again.

			‘So, how long have you been in Gospel Truth?’ Holly says to Josse.

			The three have been largely silent until now but it’s not an awkward silence, it’s peaceful. George cannot stop staring out at the endless forest that has enclosed them; even the fact that Holly is right beside him seems to have escaped him. He thinks he understands why he is here. He thinks he is starting to understand God now. It’s taken long enough.

			‘Oh, since I was like eleven or something.’ 

			George likes her accent. He feels a little shame that he can speak no Swedish. 

			‘I used to be quite a bad person, if you know what I mean?’ 

			They both nod and George feel as a little sliver of anxiety in his stomach. 

			‘My sister she. . . disappeared when I was young. . . it was hard for me, growing up, you know?’

			‘I’m so sorry. . . ’ Holly has her hands over her mouth.

			‘It’s okay!’ Josse is smiling. ‘Gospel Truth SE saved me. Do you know what I mean?’

			‘Yes.’ Holly looks hard at Josse. ‘The same for me.’

			George is pensive, unsure what to say. He is also reminded of something he saw on the news. Something about a disappearance, something about a forest. It’s hazy though, just someone else’s fleeting grief between celebrities and sports. Probably a good idea not to say anything.

			‘Where are you from, Josse?’ Holly has her hands clasped in her lap. Her shorts are still ridden up but she doesn’t seem to have noticed.

			‘Askersund. It’s not far from here. Little place. Not a lot going on. We came to Tiveden a lot. I know this forest well. We did fishing, boating, hiking, all that around here when we were young.’

			George tried to imagine what it must be like living here in this wild landscape; the endless trees and the vast lakes. He finds he can’t, that the place doesn’t seem real somehow. It’s like something out of a dream. He thinks of Josse’s missing sister. Not always such good dreams, perhaps?

			The woods have become thicker on either side of the road now and George can’t remember the last time they passed another vehicle. He takes a long breath in and out. His tent and sleeping back are packed tight together between the back seats of the minibus. He and mum practised putting it up a few times in the garden; it’s not that hard. He hopes none of the Swedes ask him to try and fish. He’s never fished in his life.

			Up ahead, a little blue sign points to their right with a picture of a wigwam and a caravan. Josse slows the minibus and turns off the road between a wall of trees where two yellow signs welcome them to ‘Camping Tiveden’. That little sliver of anxiety from before gets a little bigger. He wonders if Holly’s worried too; he wonders if he should put his arm around her. Probably not a good idea. This re-birth can take its time.

			‘Phew!’ Josse says with an exaggerated wipe of her forehead. The minibus trundles along a stone path between the banks of high trees before emerging into a large clearing of neatly mown grass where there are picnic benches a dinky wooden cabin with a sign that reads ‘Reception’.

			‘Oh how lovely!’ Holly says and leans across George to wave out of the open window. Her arm presses down on his thigh and George holds his breath.

			The minibus slows and its tyres crunch on the path, four people in yellow and blue T-shirts are lolling about on the grass beside the reception. They wave back at Holly and George notices the fish logo on the fronts of their shirts. Two of them are boys, more like men. One has long dark hair and the other’s is spiky, so blonde it’s more or less white. Both of them are tall and muscular. There are two girls as well. They are also blonde with smiling, freckled faces. George already feels like the odd one out with his black sensible haircut and pale skin. His rucksack has spray sun cream in the side pocket. Factor 50.

			‘Hallo, hallo!’ the Swedes shout as Josse brings the minibus to a halt. They are up on their feet and their faces are all smiles. George can feel Holly jiggling with excitement beside him and he takes a deep breath before fixing his own smile and murmuring a quick prayer.

			Josse calls out in Swedish, hopping down from the driver’s seat and slamming the door.

			‘Brå!’ calls back one of the boys, the one with the long hair and Josse jogs off toward the reception, raising her hand in a thumbs-up, the back of her red hair bouncing.

			The boys shake George’s hand. It turns out they’re not much taller than him and up close, appear to be about his age. Maybe a year or two older.

			‘Hey, how are you doing?’ the one with the long hair says, ‘My name is Anders. I hope you are well.’

			Anders looks around at the others, pleased with himself.

			‘Well done!’ The boy with the spiked white hair says, grinning. ‘Anders is bottom of the class in his English studies. For him that was very good!’

			George laughs and the other boy introduces himself as Jarno. He rolls the ‘r’.

			The girls are talking to Holly and are pointing at the flat spaces of grass beyond the reception kiosk. Holly is smiling and nodding, her eyes wide and bright. She fits right in already, George thinks. She looks like she has been their friend for a long, long time.

			‘Hey,’ Jarno says, ‘Let’s be the gentlemen, yes?’ He and Anders jump into the back of the minibus and begin heaving out George and Holly’s tents and bags. George puts out his arm to take something.

			‘Just relax!’ Jarno says, winking at him. ‘You’ve had a big drive, chill for a bit.’

			The girls, who turn out to be called Effe and Lidi, have already linked arms with Holly and are walking her down toward the campsite. He can hear their high voices tinkling in the afternoon air.

			George follows a few feet behind Jarno and Anders, his own rucksack slung over one shoulder and that little sliver of anxiety now feeling like a little cold hole that has opened at the bottom of his guts.

			2.

			i.

			Holly Swan takes a deep breath in. The tent is already too hot but she’s drawn the zip down on both the fly-sheet and the inner annex. If anyone tries to come in, she’ll hear them. They won’t though, the Swedes will respect her privacy and the world would end before George Pike tried getting into her tent without her permission.

			Holly exhales, slow and steady, one hand clutching her bottle of water. Outside, she can hear the laughter of the others getting quieter. They’ve gone to the little shop on the campsite for supplies. This is good. She has a few moments to herself. A shadow that looks very much like a snake is coiling itself over the outside of her tent, silhouetted perfectly in the sunlight. A snake with long, spidery legs that burst from swellings on its side. She ignores it.

			Instead, Holly takes a moment or two to marvel. This country; this giant, beautiful country with its endless blue skies and trees that shoot up into the sky like green-tipped spears. On the plane, they saw great lakes like wide, singing mouths and the peaks of snow-capped mountains between the clouds. God’s grace shines from this place, his love reflected in its waters and in the song of its birds. It’s people too: tall, blonde and strong-faced. Beautiful. Like her.

			Holly’s smile has fallen from her face and she exhales as slowly as she possibly can, lips pursed. Despite the beauty of the place, she knew this would be hard and, to be fair, she’s done okay so far. One on the hour, every hour, like always. It was easier when the little ones were on the minibus; one of them always needed to wee. It would be easier now they were at the campsite, there were toilets, showers, and her own tent.

			The snake-spider thing seems to be getting longer. Its legs are making a terrible scratching sound on the soft white walls of the inner annex scritch-scritch. Holly holds her head high. The thing has foot-long antennae that swivel this way and that as if trying to smell her out.

			Holly takes another deep breath and mutters, her voice breathy, ‘Mary our mother, we seek your protection and intercession with the sacred heart of Jesus and surround us with your mantle of love.’

			She kneels, hands clasped on her lap, letting her breath come slowly, in. . . and out. . . keeping the panic at bay. In her rucksack she has a paper bag, just in case.

			The antennae of the snake-spider are inches from her face behind the annex, but she does not flinch.

			‘St. Michael and our guardian angels come defend us in battle against the evil ones that roam the earth. . . ’

			The snake-spider’s body spasms as if it has been electrocuted.

			Holly’s phone lies in the middle of the crackly groundsheet and she checks the time. 3.50pm; nearly an hour late. Another silhouette joins the snake-spider, making its way back up the side of the tent. This one is like a giant crab with impossibly long legs, pincers at the end of each one of them and a spherical body the size of a tennis ball. Holly takes a deep breath — go slow, go slow — and salutes the shadowy creatures.

			‘In the name of Jesus, I bind and command all the powers and forces of evil to depart right now.’

			Another spasm and the snake-spider loses its footing on the annex of the tent and slithers to the bottom, antennae whirling in fury. The crab thing lowers its legs.

			Deep breaths, let the words flow from you.

			‘For you are a faithful and compassionate God, amen.’

			She closes her eyes. A few more seconds and the creatures will be gone, banished back to their dark place through the power of Jesus.

			Holly closes her eyes; waiting it out.

			As they travelled in the minibus from Arlanda Airport, she knew she just had to ask and they would stop. There was no need to explain. There never has been, to anyone. People are nice to her, especially the rag-tag assortment of misfits and weirdoes that are Gospel Truth UK. They are like a tent unto themselves; a tent of misfits where she would long to hide too, if only she was like them.

			Holly’s not naïve enough to believe that all of her fellow Gospel Truthers simply see only God’s grace shining out of her, like they should. She’s old enough to notice people, especially the men, taking sly glances at her legs, her breasts when they think she’s not looking. She can deal with this though. She’s had to deal with far worse things than looks in her seventeen years upon God’s earth. Just ask mum and dad. At least the Truthers don’t say anything. At least the worst thing that could happen at a Gospel Truth UK outing is having to sit too close to George Pike on a minibus. 

			He’s okay though, George. Harmless, quite sweet. He’s the first one she met outside the community centre on her very first meeting. Better spending a week camping with George Pike than any sort of time at school. The day that torture was over, Holly walked straight home and paid a visit to the special place to say a special thank you to God. 

			The boys throughout her miserable years at school were grotesque.  Lewd and blasphemous. Even more so as they got older.  They cared nothing for the beauty and the life that God gave them, that Jesus gave his life that they could enjoy. Show us your tits! Look at the arse on that! None of them knew about her love for God and none of them needed to either. They wouldn’t understand. 

			Her love is tightly locked in her heart. Her heart is a tightly fastened box. Her love is a weapon. 

			It’s not like the girls were any better. What are you doing? Sondra Charlton had said when Holly thought she was alone once in the toilets. Are you some kind of nutter or summit? 

			She hadn’t even blushed, hadn’t cared what Sondra Charlton with her badly drawn-on eyebrows and her spots thought. All she knew was that her words worked, the words that had been given to her had banished the wet things that had risen from the toilet bowls and come slobbering over the roofs of the cubicles in the girls’ toilet. The power of Jesus had sent the fell tubular things with their masses of eyes and mouths on stalks screaming back into the abyss from whence they came. Sondra Charlton had been privileged to hear those words that had saved the school from the forces of darkness. It was her problem she was too ignorant to understand them.

			Holly had come not to expect thanks from anyone for what she did for the world. Mum and dad would have been dead by now, the school a heaving mass of feeding monsters. Jesus never asked for thanks either. She didn’t need anything from anyone. Never had, never will.

			Holly opens her eyes and the spider-snake and the crab thing are gone. Just like she knew they would be. It’s far too hot inside the tent and the others will be coming back soon.

			They seem fine, the Swedes. A little older, but they are Truthers and will look after her in the forest. From what they’ve been telling her; it’s very different from the set-up back home. The 13–18 ZEST groups (Iver as they’re called over here) go off into the forests a lot: hiking, fishing, climbing. Their prayer meetings are in forest clearings rather than the indoor basketball court at the community centre. Holly thinks of her special place and her affinity with these people swells. She admires Josse for being so candid about what happened to her sister. Holly thinks of the vastness, the size of this forest and imagines being lost here. Did that happen to someone recently? Was it here or was it Russia? She’d been tidying the house up and only caught the end of the report. God works in mysterious ways.

			Tomorrow they will be hiking into the forest. Effe and Lidi have told her all about it; the trees that tower overhead and create a shady canopy and the endless silence save for the rustle of nature. Holly’s special place back home has silence too, but this silence, the Swedish girls tell her in their sing-song voices, the silence of Tiveden is where you will truly experience God.

			Holly pulls up both zips of the tent and clambers out, smile in place to the warm Swedish sun blazing down from the blue skies and the breeze on her face.

			ii.

			The forest is just as Holly imagines it would be. Even more so. 

			They rise early the following morning, eat at the campsite cafe and set off further south in the minibus from the campsite and down a winding, single lane road until the road simply stops, fenced in by the rows of birch and pine. They shoulder rucksacks and begin to walk.

			Holly is chatting with Effe and Lidi. Josse is in the lead with the boys and George behind her. Jarno and Anders are jolly, laughing and joking while George’s smile has the strength of a sodden paper towel. Holly wishes that he could just be happy. Can’t he see the majesty of the forest that surrounds him? This place has rendered her silent for the first hour and a half as the path plunges them between the trees and uphill along a thin path between the lichen, huge hills bearing down on them from every side. It is like they have left all of humanity behind them.

			‘You okay?’ Effe says and Holly nods.

			It’s been an hour and a half of uphill climb. Holly’s breath is coming hard and her legs are already aching but it doesn’t matter, none of it. They are travelling up a steep man-made staircase between a formation of colossal rocks. The trees extend around them in an endless wall of green and brown.

			‘These paths,’ Effe says, panting a little herself, ‘are the only man-made thing inside this forest.’

			Holly believes it; the paths have been carved from the forest floor, by who or what is almost impossible to conceive. Were there people once whose job it was to carve the occasional staircases into the ancient rocks, construct tiny bridges that lead over swamp-like marshland? On higher ground, the paths are lined with fencing where the land falls away in vast green canyons.

			‘It’s so. . . quiet.’

			The silence of the forest is almost as powerful as the look of it. No birds sing and nothing rustles in branches or the coils of bracken. The silence feels holy, this green cathedral’s venerable silence is blessed. Holly can feel God watching here; this is his observatory. If he sees her clearly, it’s now, it’s here, right here.

			They can only go in single file on the stairs, Effe is in front of Holly, Lidi behind. Effe’s hair is tied up in a bandanna and her cheeks are rosy. Like Holly, her legs are bare and she wears boots which are considerably worn. Holly’s are rubbing but that doesn’t matter either. She can feel God in the clean, pine-scented air.

			There is something about this place though, something strange, Holly cannot put her finger on it. She can hear her own breath, horribly loud and wishes she were fitter.

			That’s what it is. . . the silence. It’s so quiet here.

			‘There are not many animals here in Tiveden,’ Lidi pipes up, her voice huge. ‘only Tjäder — I don’t know in English but they are like fat chickens that live in the floor of woods. They don’t make much sounds!’

			‘Wow!’ Holly says. This truly is paradise. Between the trees of this place, nature is untamed; moss and lichen cover everything and the smell of the air is almost overwhelming in its purity. The ground where the path does not run cannot be glimpsed through the coils of bracken, fern and great mossy rocks like the discarded teeth of some ancient creature.

			Holly listens again. No bird calls, no rustlings, only the breeze. God can hear her too. Loud and clear.

			They reach a sort of summit at the top of the stairs but the land is by no means flat. The stairs have disappeared and a wooden fence leads them around the base of a colossal tree, its roots rise from the ground like smooth, ancient tentacles. Around them, the hills and rocks steer upward, great blue hulks in the distance. Holly has never felt such majesty before, not even in her special place down the lane between her street and the next.

			‘Look.’ Lidi, the shorter of the two Swedish girls puffs up beside Holly. She points through the trees. ‘If you are looking carefully, you can see the Lake Vättern.’

			Holly gives a little gasp. Sure enough, just visible over the tips of the trees that fall away below them is the surface of a still forest lake, its surface a giant mirror that reflects the lines of colossal pines that line its edge.

			They keep moving along the edge of the ridge, following the line of the fence. George is taking photos with his phone up ahead and Holly thinks that there’s no way you can capture the majesty of this place with such a small screen. Nevertheless, she pulls her S4 out of her shorts pocket and takes a few of her own pictures. She tries to capture the densest parts of the forest, where the trees’ branches interlock. She’ll print them out when she gets back to England and will add them to the special place, so her memory of this place will never fade, she will remember this forest always.

			The seven of them draw to a halt. The wonder of the forest has not abated from Holly, but George looks weary; he scuttles over and Holly sees sweat on his brow. He smells faintly of lemon.

			‘You want some?’ He holds a yellow spray canister of Jungle Juice. Red welts are already rising on his neck. Holly shakes her head.

			‘When I thought of Sweden, I didn’t think mosquitoes!’ George say., ‘Luckily my. . . ’ He coughs and his cheeks redden. ‘. . . lucky I packed this, eh?’

			It’s at these sorts of moments when Holly wants to tell George just to stop trying. She doesn’t though, only smiles. George has noticed her phone and has pulled out his own.

			‘Err. . . ’ he reddens further, ‘want to do a selfie?’

			He’s standing with his back to the fence, his phone in one hand, his other arm outstretched, awaiting her. Holly walks over, suppressing a wince with a weary professionalism and a shudder as George’s clammy arm winds awkwardly around her shoulder. At least he’s got the camera angle right; high up.

			‘Ready?’

			Just do it, just get on with it. The Swedes are sat on their rucksacks, drinking from water bottles. Just hurry up, George. The picture will go up on Facebook as soon as they get some signal and Holly will have to like it before liking and commenting on the endless comments that will rack up below.

			There’s a click from George’s phone and Holly wriggles from beneath his lingering arm. Better check if George has Instagram and twitter too when we get back, because he’s going to keep a hold of this one. Holly’s mind conjures up an image of her own head, lips pouted, stuffed and mounted on a wooden shield.

			They’ve reached a fork in the path with a sign that points in two directions. Above, the trees tower mesmerically high, their branches casting a perpetual gloom over the forest. One of the paths keeps going up and vanishes between two of the gigantic rocks that perilously balance on the banks of the hill; the other leads steeply down into the trees. The sign has been carved to look like an ancient bit of wood and two place names are carved in ye-olde script. Neither of them mean anything to Holly. The Swedes have been coming here all their lives, it seems. None of them have compasses or maps.

			The boys are pointing to the path that leads down into the trees. Holly hears a word she recognises from the phrasebook Fiska. Fishing. She smiles to herself, pleased. At least these boys want to catch their prey in the traditional way. Boys at home would be complaining that their legs hurt, or that it was boring. Anders and Jarno want to fish; they are truly God’s children. If the boys want to fish, it means that they’ll go downhill toward the lake. She’ll be able to rest then, maybe catch some of the sun.

			‘So.’ The boy called Jarno with the spiky pale hair turns around. Holly sees a shadow of stubble on his chin and cheeks; his eyes are the piercing blue of a wolf. If she wasn’t pure of heart, she might think of him as beautiful. There’s a little pull of something deep inside her. She ignores it.

			‘What do you guys want to do?’ Jarno shrugs and points in both directions, grinning. ‘Climb up a very big hill or chill at the lake in the sun?’

			Holly looks at George, but George is still standing against the fence, starting at his phone. How rude.

			Effe and Lidi point downhill. Holly trots over to join them. It’s coming up to 11am. Time for a toilet break. The edges of reality are beginning to ripple ever so slightly. That’s a sure sign that they are shaping up their next assault from their world into ours. Holly had been wondering if they’d be any different in a different country; they certainly seemed a little stronger here, but how much of that was down to her?

			‘I’m fine to do either,’ Holly says, shrugging. ‘The lake does look lovely, but I imagine the view from up there is amazing. What do you think, George?’ She blunts the point slightly, but not that much. George, however, doesn’t even look up.

			‘Yeah. . . I don’t mind.’

			‘OK, fishing by the lake it is!’ Jarno shouts, clapping the other boy with the long hair — Anders — on the shoulder. The Swedish boys seem to have forgotten about George. Holly sympathises with them; he’s got a good heart, but is hard work.

			‘Brå,’ Josse says and leads the way down the track into the canopy of green. Effe and Lidi pick up their rucksacks. Holly sees them hanging back, looking at her.

			‘One minute,’ she mouths and nods at George who has not moved. He is still stood there, staring at the screen of his phone.

			3.
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			It’s just not possible, George thinks. It can’t be. But it is. It’s right there staring up at him on the screen of his phone. It can’t be real, of course, it’s a trick of the light. A coincidental simulacra caused by the angle of the camera and the filter he’s added to the picture. What sort of odds would that have to be? He doesn’t even want to tap Instagram’s ‘tick’ icon just in case that causes it to disappear. It’ll stay on his phone, right? It has to.

			It is also a photo of him and Holly; he even has his arm around her. She’s smiling. Her perfect white teeth and her straw-blonde hair, a few stands of which have come loose from her ponytail and dangle in front of her ear. How he’d love to push those stands of hair back across her cheek with the tip of his finger.

			No.

			Not now.

			Even he looks good in the photograph. He remembered to take the photo from above, always take the photo from above. But it’s not him or Holly or their proximity that has rendered George Pike silent and still as one of the lichen-covered boulders that rise from the floor of this weird, silent forest. It’s the other face that seems to float just above and to the right of his head. The face that ignores the perspective of the trees behind them, the face that is both in the foreground and the background at the same time, the face that begins as green as the trees, fading impossibly as pale as bone, that stares down at him from an impossible middle distance. He can’t stop looking. The more he stares, the more real the face becomes. Eyes as deep and as dark as dark water, eyes that are not unlike the wild, black eyes of a deer. A mouth and nose, slim and almost beautiful. The face has hair, a tangled mane that begins as an autumn orange before dissolving into a tangle of brown branches.

			‘George?’ He gives a start and lets go of his phone.

			The next moment seems to happen in slow motion. Holly is walking over to him with a look of concern etched across her face; her voice jolts him from his contemplation and his right boot skids on the uneven path. George wobbles, one foot in mid air and clutches at the waist-high fence behind him. The vast slope of the forest looms up and he gives a little dry cry. His phone wriggles from his grasp and falls to the ground and both he and Holly, in an elegant and utterly unconscious synchronicity, bend and reach to catch it. As the edge of the phone pivots on the edge of the drop, the screen turns to face them for a moment and the pale, deer-eyed face that peers from behind them is unmistakable before the phone topples over the edge of the drop and plunges into the green abyss where it is swallowed without a sound.

			‘Oh no!’ Holly puts her hands to her mouth. ‘I’m sorry!’

			George plants both hands on the fence and stares down into the brown maw below them.

			‘George, I’m so sorry, that was my fault. That was my fault!’

			He can’t even speak to console her if he wanted to. He can’t speak because somewhere inside him, George Pike knows fine well that precious and valuable things like phones do not fall from your hands like that; George Pike knows fine well that when he is startled, that his natural reaction is for his hands to close hard around things rather than let go. George Pike knows all too well the sensation of your precious things being plucked from your hands against your will.

			‘George?’ Holly is beside him now. He can smell the strawberry scent of her hair, mixed with a faint musty tang of her skin. Any other time, this would drive him crazy and he would stammer and blush. Not now.

			‘Did you see it?’ He says, turning his face to hers.

			Holly still has her hands over her mouth.

			‘Your poor phone. Did it have anything important on it, I mean. . . are you insured?’

			‘Did you see it?’

			For a moment, he sees something pass through Holly’s eyes; some shadow, something cold and strange and for an instant she looks unhinged, terrifying.

			‘Holly. . . did you. . . ’

			‘See what?’

			She is back to normal. Back to her beautiful, normal self.

			‘I. . . ’ George shakes his head. ‘Nothing.’

			‘I’m sorry about your phone.’ Holly is looking at him with a babyish mouth-turned-down expression.

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ George points over Holly’s shoulder, down the hill. ‘We’re being left behind.’

			ii.

			The lake is much larger than it looks from above. In fact, George thinks it couldn’t look less inviting if it tried. From high up on the hill, you could not see the craggy grey banks of rock that hang like torn edges into its waters. The rocks are steep and the water looks wild and deep. It is, however nearly transparent and teeming with the movement of tiny fish.

			Josse, the two girls and Holly have made a semi-circle out of their rucksacks and are sitting down. They are pulling out fresh rolls, cheese, cans of coke and pastries. George could think of nothing he’d rather do than go and join them but Jarno and Anders have beckoned him over to the very edge of the rocks and are pulling some sort of self-assembly fishing rods from their packs.

			‘Look at this!’ Jarno is pointing into the lake, his face alight with enthusiasm. ‘The best fishing you will ever see, right Anders?’

			‘Brå!’ Anders is on his haunches winding fishing line around some sort of spool.

			George can think of nothing worse than doing this. The sun is still beating down on them but a cool breeze sweeps in from the water. Lake mist lies across its distance despite the sun.

			He looks behind him and sees the girls smiling and laughing in the last patch of sunlight before the forest begins again.

			‘I’d better just. . . ’ George begins but Anders hands him the spool and points to a handle on its edge.

			‘Can you do this please?’

			Without waiting for an answer, he turns away and begins screwing together the rest of the fishing pole, muttering in rapid Swedish. George looks down at the spool and back at Anders. Anders looks confused for a second then makes a winding gesture with his hand. George nods and begins winding. The spool makes a creaking noise.

			I’ll just do this, George thinks, then I’ll make an excuse. Maybe I’ll say I’m vegetarian and fishing is against my principles. Anders and Jarno are straddling the rocks in their battered boots, clipping and winding to assemble the fishing lines. How much more like men than me they seem, George thinks, winding at the spool. It doesn’t seem to be going anywhere or doing anything but he keeps going, looking back every so often at Josse, Holly and the other two who are now taking photos of each other. Friends already. Why does he find it so hard? George thinks of his phone. Holly said he should say something to Josse but he doesn’t want to; it seems so stupid, so babyish to have lost his phone like that. What could Josse do anyway? He’ll tell mum when he gets back to England. His heart sinks at this, slides even further as he realises there’ll be no way to see what Holly’s doing on Facebook either. Someone else will just glide in and pluck her from under his nose. That picture is lost too. That picture of him and Holly, together. He wonders if she’ll take another one and wonders how to ask.

			No way.

			‘Hey, you lot!’ Josse is stood up and waving to them. ‘Come and eat.’

			Thank God, George thinks and he places the fishing spool down on the edge of a rock and picks his way back to the edge of the forest. The girls are standing now. Holly is in-between Effe and Lidi, their hands in hers. Sometimes holding Holly’s hand just for the blessing at the end of a ZEST meeting is the highlight of George’s week. Today the world is against him. He clasps Lidi’s hand in his right and Anders’ in his left and joins in the food blessing.

			‘Blessed are we that have love and honour in our hearts. . . ’

			George watches the others close their eyes and turn their heads to the skies first before he closes his own.

			‘Blessed are we who stand beneath thy endless sky. . . ’

			A sound. A sound in any other forest would be normal. Not here though. The silence in this forest was weird; it’s as if the animals and birds have fled a long time ago. The sound is a crunching and whispering like feet through leaves.

			‘Blessed are we that give thanks for our bread. . . ’

			George opens his eyes again. None of the others must have heard it; they’re still chanting the blessing. George’s mouth moves mechanically, his voice sounding out the words, but his eyes are scanning the bank of trees behind them. Something is there. Something is watching them.

			‘Blessed are we that give thanks for thy light, thy power, thy boundless glory. . . ’

			There it was again, a crunch. George cranes his head forward to stare into the trees. It’s so close. His mind conjures up that face from the photograph, that trick of the light.

			‘Praise him. . . ’

			In the space between Holly and Effe’s head, something moves.

			‘Know him. . . ’

			Something white. Hands. Long, pointed fingers that clasp the trunk of the tree. A face. Deer-black eyes, peering at them.

			‘Love him. . . Amen.’

			The fear that has been building inside George bubbles over and he gives a little cry, letting go of Anders’ and Lidi’s hands. The rest of them open their eyes and stare at him, faces creased with concern.

			‘George. . . what?’

			‘Look!’ Fear is stamping a terrible, frozen tattoo in his stomach.

			He cannot breathe; his arms and fingers tingle and black spots blot his vision. The woods that surround them suddenly seem darker than before; they pulse with a terrible movement. George waves his hand at the trees; the dank shade like a curtain that gulps at the path and rears behind it like some vast bloated thing.

			‘What did you see?’ Josse has broken the blessing circle and is beside him, following his gaze into the woods.

			Her arm is around his shoulders but he does not feel it. He tries to speak but he cannot. All that comes out is a hiccupy sob, his mind playing and playing again the movement of the pale, gibbous creature that recoiled from his shout and slipped silently back behind the trees. His mind will not stop playing out the look in those fathomless eyes, the feral spite and hunger in that face.

			They are all around him now and he is crying, great gulping sobs that take him back to being a little boy in his mother’s arms — her breath that smelled of sleep and the shadows that fled back beneath the bed.

			‘It’s okay, it’s okay.’ Josse’s voice is soothing. Effe and Lidi are knelt before him, their faces twin moons of concern. Even Jarno and Anders are patting him awkwardly on the back.

			George hasn’t noticed Holly. Holly has moved a few feet away from the group in the opposite direction, getting closer to the line of trees. She has checked her phone, and her face is flushed. If George wasn’t crying and shaking with the fear that still thunders through him, he would have noticed that strange, unhinged look in her eyes has come back.

			‘I’m just. . . ’ she says but George does not hear her through the soothing voices of the Swedes.

			‘I need. . . ’

			4.
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			‘. . . the toilet. . . ’ Holly says.

			For the last ten minutes, she has watched a mass of foul, black tentacles rise from the surface of the lake and flop onto the rocks. She has tried to ignore their grotesque, galvanic twitching, searching out the boys. Behind her, she knows there are more things coming from the woods; the branches are being bent back and the trunks of distant trees are snapping as giant, rock-coloured creatures heave their swollen bodies through the undergrowth. She talked to Josse, Effe and Lidi as if nothing is wrong; she has helped them unpack the picnic as if long-legged creatures were not unfolding themselves into reality. A couple of years ago, this would have been impossible, but not now; not now she has her prayers, her words and her God on her side.

			The food blessing has helped, the blessing has stopped them in their tracks a little, but she needs to find a little space and say the words she was given in the special place in the lane between the streets. Only the words will force them back into their pit. Just like it forces the black things back from mum and dad.

			What’s wrong with George? He broke the blessing and Holly thinks he must be having a panic attack or something. But time is critical now and if she doesn’t find some space and say her words. . . well. . . Holly doesn’t want to imagine what might happen. The others have gone over to him and he’s crying; maybe he misses his mum?

			A slippery, bulbous thing is rising from the centre of the lake; its mouths whirring like a crab’s and its eyes are dripping black balls on stalks. Calm down, Holly tells herself, calm down, deep breathing. It’s not been as bad as this for a long time; you’re out of sync and you’re in a strange place, just breathe. George is pointing toward the trees but the thing in the lake is getting to its feet, and its hands at the end of its many-jointed arms are the tentacles from before. Holly begins to say her prayers, backing out of the sun and between the trunks of two towering pine trees.

			‘Mary our mother, we seek your protection and intercession with the sacred heart of Jesus and surround us with your mantle of love. . . ’

			The sun is gone and the woods smell raw, like broken grass.

			‘St. Michael and our guardian angels come defend us in battle against the evil ones that roam the earth. . . ’

			Through the trees, she sees the tentacles jerk back as if scalded.

			‘In the name of Jesus, I bind and command all the powers and forces of evil to depart right now.’

			Holly sees the great bloated thing from the water beginning to sink; its stalk-eyes glare through the branches at her with a terrible fury but she knows it cannot hurt her, or any of the others.

			‘For you are a faithful and compassionate God, amen.’

			She breathes the last words out with a smile as the tentacles and the head slither back below the surface of the lake. The forest is still and silent again. Holly exhales in a long, grateful breath and closes her eyes.

			Like usual, she wonders whether to tell the others what she has done when she gets back, how she has saved them? But Sondra Charlton’s words ring out stark and clear: are you some kind of nutter or summit? If she’s ousted from Gospel Truth UK or SE, she’s got nowhere, she’ll be finished, back to having no one again.

			It’s the reason mum and dad don’t know about the prayers, let alone the special place.

			She’d had no one that day, when the shadowy creatures crawled from the dark places of the house. She remembered screaming as they heaved themselves from beneath cupboards, taps and plugholes: long fingers, trailing legs and shuddering tentacles. Mum and dad were spread across the sofas in opiate oblivion as many-legged things reached for them. It was like a nightmare; instead of plucking burning cigarette ends from their fingers and clearing away broken bottles and needles, she was screaming obscenities at the gambrel monstrosities that lurched from their dark world. That was before she had the words.

			She’d tried to honour her mother and her father just like God asked her too, but it had been too much and she had fled from the house that day, the day she had found the special place between the streets. The place where she’d run. The gap in the wall that led to the sliver of wasteland between her street and the next, the place where the old tree grew.

			That was where God had first come to her, from the storm raging in the black sky.

			She had climbed that wall between the streets, soaked and still screaming, the tears mixed with the rain and a rope in her hands. She had sat astride the tree and was looping the rope around the largest branch when his voice cracked the sky above. Holly had stared up in wonder, the noose already around her neck, her blonde hair blackened by dirt and her stomach hollow and hurting. 

			Look down. 

			And she saw the hole in the tree, the hollow in its trunk. She’d stared down at the rusted crucifix that lay there, so old it had almost become one with the wood. Brown speckled Jesus nodding forlornly from his cross and with her death still looped around her throat, she’d felt a love she’d never felt before. For the first time in Holly Swan’s life, she felt loved. God loved her in that special place behind the wall, on the patch of wasteland between the streets, where no one ever came.

			When Holly opens her eyes, she realises she has gone further into the woods than she meant. Through the trees, she can see the others on the rocks before the lake. They are huddled around George and have not noticed she has gone.

			It’s lucky, thinks Holly, that I can forgive. She’s forgiven mum and dad for worse than this; of course they don’t notice, why would they? George seems really upset. She hopes he’s okay; it can’t have been the phone, surely not. A flush of shame crawls over Holly’s face and she bows her head. I’m sorry, George, she thinks, but I just didn’t want that photo of. . . of us, to be out there and I. . . well, sometimes when I want something, if I think about it hard enough, if I ask God. If I ask God for something, just sometimes, he’ll help me out.

			It’s just a phone. Just a thing. For all that is in the world — the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and the pride in possessions — is not from the Father but is from the world.

			Holly closes her eyes and leans back against the trunk of a tree behind her. Speaking the words and remembering have drained her. It’s so hot here as well; the shade is cool, the silence of the forest comforting. She breathes in the scent of pine.
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			‘Hei.’

			Holly jolts awake. Sleeping? She can’t have been sleeping, surely not. She’s still standing, back against the moss that coats a huge tree but she feels strange. The world is a little softer than before. She stares around at the tangled forest, squints through the thicket to where the sun shines on the lake, the huddle of people on the rocks. But they seems far away, fuzzy, almost silhouettes. How long has she been here? Holly tries to move but her boots feel like they have been filled with ground glass. She winces and rubs her eyes. Her arms aren’t much better. She lets herself fall back again, breathing in the thick forest air.

			‘Hei.’

			Holly staggers a step forward and clings to a branch for balance. It feels soft, the wood crumbling beneath her grasp. The voice is coming from behind her.

			‘Kom hit. . . ’

			‘Wha. . . ’ Holly’s mouth feels sticky, her tongue like a bloated slug, drying out beneath the sun.

			‘Kom hit. . . ’ A female voice, soft and breathy.

			Holly staggers, clinging to the tree, trying to find the source of the voice, her heart thudding hard between her ears. The forest floor rears up at her and she can feel the moss sliding beneath her fingernails, the world waltzing around her.

			‘George?’ She manages. She is not sure of the direction the others are. The stink of the forest hangs heavy and the voice that calls her is the call of a bird, the rustle of the wind through leaves, the rush of water.

			‘Kom följ mig. . . ’

			She doesn’t understand the words. They are forest words, they fill her with a green warmth and she wants to laugh, wants to cry, a sudden lump in her throat.

			‘Kom följ mig. . . ’

			A few feet away, the length of her outstretched arm, where the green ground reaches upward and the lichen cloaks the standing stones: a pale figure. It flickers and floats in and out. Sometimes she is green, brown as branches, sometimes she is rock, her pale skin criss-crossed with black webbing like marble. Her voice tinkles like sunlight on water and she beckons Holly forward, her lips pursed beneath twin black pools that are her eyes.

			‘Kom hit. . . kom till mig. . . ’

			She moves back, up onto higher ground, dancing between the striped shade cast by the trees and her hair is brambles and briars and cascades over slim shoulders. Holly staggers toward her, her feet cracking and crunching on the forest floor; her elbows colliding with rocks, the branches of pines lashing her legs. She feels nothing, is unaware of anything as she heaves herself forward, fixed on the face of the pale woman with her tangled hair and the skin that is white, smooth, then the yellow of autumn and the black fur of a bee. She’s naked and her feet make no sound as she dances backward, upward, in and out between the trees. Her eyes are on Holly and her mouth is pursed in a kiss.

			Hands and knees now, Holly is climbing after her. Her fingers crash against stones and roots a longing inside her pulls her higher, a longing that burns deep inside her, a longing she has only felt before in hints and moments.

			‘Följ mig. . . snälla. . . följ mig. . . ’

			‘I’m coming. . . ’ Holly gasps.

			They have been climbing for seconds, for minutes, for hours over rock and stone, wading through ice cold streams and between boulders that tower in great grey monoliths, blunt spires to the green-cloaked sky.

			Holly’s legs and knees are a mess, the skin torn and weeping, but the pale lady with the eyes like ink stands at the crest of a hill with her arms out, calling her with that forest voice.

			‘Kom följ mig. . . ’

			She stands atop a colossal hill, rows of ancient rocks like the bricks of some stone-age fortress, held with tree roots and draped in white reindeer lichen. Her bare feet clinging to the edge of a ridge that juts out like a lip, the woods woman stares down at Holly. The sight of her naked body that is fur, that is skin, that is leaves and branches and blossoms has awoken something in Holly, like a flower that raised its soft head at the words of her God is now opening delicate petals and gaping up in wonder at the light that fills it, that nurtures it. Holly climbs, grasping at the ancient roots, her hands black with mud, heaving herself higher, scrambling over the stone, slithering and panting, higher and higher to the summit where the woman waits.

			She is nearly there. Closer, closer. Holly feels a warmth surround her heart, a euphoria that peaks as the woman reaches with her pale hand and the long fingers that are claws, that are rock, that are ice close around hers.

			‘Jag ska hjälpa dig. . . ’

			The feel of her hand is warmth, soft as duckling down and smooth with a pulsating, animal heartbeat. Holding on, Holly steps over the lip of the rock; the woman’s arm is pale and slim and perfect and she draws Holly close in an embrace that smells of moss and wet wood and of love. Holly can’t breathe. Her face is inches from the woman’s and she stares into her eyes, those nebulous waters and all around her the silent forest smiles.

			‘Vi är framme. . . ’ The woman lets go of Holly and turns, pointing. ‘Framme.’

			Holly, still dazed, her vision slow and spotted follows the woman’s finger, the arm that is a mass of roots, crawling with black insects. We are here.

			Between the trees, at the summit of the hill rises a final ridge, a stone knoll with a flat peak, big enough for two people to stand. No lichen clings to its sides. The trees surround it and sprout high and thin from its base, their branches clearing a space atop its summit where a single ray of sunlight breaks the canopy and alights the stone surface in a pale lambency. The sight of the place is mesmeric and Holly thinks of her own special place, the hollow tree between the streets, the place where she hears the words of God and leaves her offerings below the rust-spotted Jesus.

			Her special place is futile compared to here.

			‘Vi har nått det heliga ställe. . . ’

			Holly doesn’t understand the words but she doesn’t have to. This is a holy place. Even the air up at the top is different. Thick and cool, it has the stillness of a church and the sunlight that shines down on the rock is suffused with a power, which she realises now, has only been glimpsed.

			This place, this mausoleum crafted by nature is truly where something divine walks.

			The pale woman turns from her and begins to walk toward the rock; there is a ramshackle, wooden staircase that clings to it and leads to that flat peak where the forest parts to let the light in.

			‘Kom. . . ’

			Her eyes fixed on the shaft of sunlight where dust and tiny, winged life dances, unaware of the blood that courses down her swelling knees and legs, Holly Swan follows.

			5.

			George takes a shuddering breath and gets to his feet. He’s got his breathing and his tears under control now. He wipes his eyes and looks up. The others have stepped back a few feet and are looking down at their feet, slightly embarrassed. Josse is still kneeling beside him, her arm around his shoulders, but she’s looking the other way, the way they have come, toward the trees.

			‘I. . . I think I’m okay now. . . ’ George can feel a blush creeping over his face. His voice is small and boyish.

			Has he really been doing this, sobbing like a little kid? Why? Something he saw. Something that scared him. He tries to recall the pale thing behind the tree and realises he can’t. A trick of the light. An animal? No animals live in Tiveden but that can’t be true. How can there be such a massive forest and no animals?

			What about the face on his phone?

			That’s gone as well, along with the phone. He rubs the tears from his cheeks with his sleeve and stands up. Josse’s arm slips off.

			‘Okay?’ She turns back to him and he nods, avoiding her eye. She turns her attention back to the trees.

			George reckons they think he’s a right idiot now, a stupid little kid. He doesn’t blame them, a sudden shame and self-loathing taking grip of his mind. It’s only down to luck that Pete’s not here. That would have capped it off. Pete wouldn’t have been embarrassed to hug. Let it all out, it’s okay you know, boys do cry. George can’t imagine anything more cringe-worthy than that. It doesn’t matter, they’re only here for one more night and they’ll never have to see this lot again.

			So much for his re-birth. At least he gave it a go.

			George takes another deep breath and lets the sunlight fall on his face. He stares out onto the mist atop Lake Vättern, getting himself together. His shame is underpinned with a riptide of melancholy. What had he even been thinking? That he might make some friends here? Someone who he could maybe write to? What a joke that was; the Swedes were older and better than him in every way. He felt small and useless in the wake of Jarno and Anders with their fishing rods and facial hair and neither of the girls had even looked at him. He couldn’t even remember their names. Might as well just chuck himself in the lake and be done with it. Why had he even come here in the first place, to this weird, silent forest? Was he going to finally find God in the Swedish wilderness? Was he going to finally fit in somewhere? He doubts it; even if God did exist, he would have no interest in George Pike.

			Holly Swan, she was why he was here; beautiful, impossible Holly Swan.

			He’s loved her the moment he set eyes on her; that first day she walked, unaccompanied to the door of the community centre (Thank God mum had driven away by then) and asked him if this was Gospel Truth UK. He had very nearly asked if she was being forced to go as well, forced to believe in a big beardy man in the sky in the hope that would help her social skills. But he hadn’t. He had just nodded and listened and agreed with what a great and wonderful world it was when God loves you and yes, how he could think of nothing better than showing his dedication to the almighty by coming here.

			‘What are you running from?’ he’d wanted to say. In fact that was what he always wanted to ask Holly Swan and never had. ‘What is it? What is it that you’re running from?’

			It was the sort of question that someone else would ask her while he plucked up the courage. Some other man and she’d fall into their arms.

			Was she just beautiful and didn’t know it? Impossible. There was something else to Holly Swan, hidden depths that she kept concealed from the rest of them.

			Holly would be far from George Pike and Gospel Truth UK when she gave up her ghosts.

			‘Var är Holly?’

			Josse’s voice, the urgent caw of a crow. She is walking fast, away from George, away from the lake, over the rocks and toward the forest.

			George’s heart gave a little jerk and he turns around.

			‘I toalatten?’

			Anders is grinning but George sees his face fall when he turns it on Josse.

			‘Var är hon?’

			A rushing feeling begins in George’s stomach. The girls are on their feet, pulling on their rucksacks and trotting, not quite running toward the line of trees.

			The place where he saw the figure.

			‘Holly? Holly?’ The girls are calling.

			Jarno and Anders have picked up their rucksacks and they are running. Leaping across the rocks toward the trees.

			‘Holly! Var är du?’

			Why are they running? Why is there an air of panic around the Swedes? Surely, Holly hasn’t gone far, she must have just gone for a wee, behind a tree or something like that? Why is Josse now running, shouting? What is it they know about this place?

			Adrenaline fires through George and he begins to follow them at speed; his ankle teetering on the edge of a rock, millimetres away from a twist. He barely notices.

			‘Holly! Holly!’ He can hear their shouts being swallowed by the trees. He wants to scream, wants to tell them about what he saw, wants them to see that hunched, pale thing with the terrible black eyes.

			‘Holly! You can hear us?’

			Panting, George has caught up with Josse. She has stopped running and instead is striding between the trees, hands cupped around her mouth. The others are not far, spread out in a small semi-circle, calling into the forest.

			‘Stay near to the path.’ Josse says.

			George wonders if he should shout as well. But a terrible, burning guilt has consumed him. All that time he was sobbing by the waters of the lake whilst the others stood around him, comforting him, Holly had slipped away.

			Or was snatched.

			George thinks of that white figure, those long fingers that curled hungrily.

			‘Of course!’ Josse slaps herself on the forehead and turns to George again.

			He is taken aback by the wideness of her eyes, the paleness of her skin. She looks terrified, he thinks. Absolutely terrified. This look on an adult, a Gospel Truth leader unsettles him even further.

			‘George, you must have Holly’s phone number, yes?’

			Josse extends her hand, her breath coming in little puffs through her nostrils.

			George is panting, unable to speak. Josse’s hand clenches and unclenches with impatience.

			‘N. . . well. . . no. . . ’

			‘What?’

			‘My phone. . . I. . . I dropped it. . . over. . . over there. . . ’ George’s voice is tiny and his face is beetroot. He points back the way they have come.

			‘Fan ta dig!’ Josse hisses under her breath, then covers her mouth with her hand. George has no idea what she said, but it didn’t seem nice.

			‘You know her number?’

			‘No. . . ’ His voice is barely a whisper.

			‘Jävlar!’ This time Josse shouts. Her profanity is swallowed by the trees.

			The others look around, their mouths little ‘o’s of surprise.

			‘Piss också, jä-ä-ävlar-r-r-r. . . ’ Josse is muttering to herself. The others are trudging back toward her.

			To George they all look pale.

			Scared.

			Jarno and Anders begin talking in rapid Swedish. Their faces are grim, eyes wide. George looks back and forth, he cannot make out anything they are saying but a word stands out, a word he has not heard since childhood, a word that sends little icy feet over his already pounding heart.

			‘Troll.’

			When he was a little boy, mum had a book of The Three Billy Goats Gruff. It was an old Ladybird Book with exquisite artwork that looked like it had been painted.

			When the troll emerged from under the bridge to greet the goats, his image leered over a full page. Lopsided, ghoulish eyes with wild, grey hair stared over the ridge of a gigantic nose. His feet and fingers were covered in black curling hair with claws on the end as sharp and deadly as the tusks that jutted from his mouth. This creature haunted George’s dreams for years and upon hearing that word from the mouths of the Swedes, he was transported back in time to the living room of his childhood and his mother’s lap and the fear that dwelled between the pages of that book.

			Josse is pointing up the hill, back the way they have come. Her voice is furious. Anders and Jarno are running their fingers through their hair and following her gaze. The two girls are cuddling close together and one of them has begun to cry.

			‘What’s happening?’ George doesn’t quite know where his voice has come from.

			He tries to recall the news report. What was it, when was it? Someone had disappeared in a forest and they couldn’t find them. He prays that it was not here; it couldn’t be here. If it was here why on earth were they visiting?

			The Swedes look around at him, then to each other. Both girls are sobbing now. A simmering, bubbling anger is beginning in George’s stomach. He can feel his hands shaking.

			‘Where is she?’

			Holly, Holly Swan. Holly Swan who loves God and Jesus and will never love him. Holly Swan who’s nothing like the other girls, Holly Swan whose hair smells of strawberries and whose face is like an angel’s.

			‘Where is she?’ George shouts this time. He sees something like agonised fear pass over the faces of the boys. The girls are cuddled up, crying hard. Josse looks at her feet.

			‘I am sorry, my friend.’ Jarno steps forward and puts his hand on George’s shoulder. George swats him away.

			‘What do you mean, “I’m sorry?” Where is she?’

			The silence of the forest roars around them for a few seconds. All George can hear is the slamming of his own heart.

			The boys look at Josse, their faces pinched. Josse pales.

			‘God did not protect her. . . ’

			‘What?’ George wants to shout but he has no more air in his lungs. It comes out as a gasp.

			Josse clamps her lips shut. The others are looking at their feet. The fury inside George rears again.

			‘God?’ He yells. ‘God? You were supposed to protect her. . . ’ He waves his hand around the circle. ‘You were supposed to protect her!’

			None of them will look up, none will meet his eye.

			George can feel his shoulders rising and falling, his breath coming hard. It’s like they have fucking given up! He opens his mouth but closes it again. In the last second there has been a subtle change of atmosphere in the forest. The silence here is no longer holy, no longer serene, but predatory and watchful. George suddenly feels horribly self-conscious.

			‘She has come too close to Trollkyrka. . . ’ Josse points up to the hill. The girls have stopped crying and move closer, taking it in turns to sniff.

			‘Troll-what?’

			‘Ingen kristen kan gå dit. . . ’ The girls speak in fleeting unison, their voices rhythmic like a schoolyard rhyme.

			George looks to Josse.

			‘What’s Trollkyrka? Is that where Holly’s gone?’

			The rest of them won’t answer, won’t even meet his eye. He thinks of the pale thing that stared around the tree, the tusks and the matted hair, the claws that haunted his childhood. This doesn’t feel real, he feels weak and powerless like all of this is a terrible dream.

			‘So. . . ’ George fights for breath, ‘so are we going to go and get her?’ He knows the answer from the expression on the faces of Gospel Truth SE.

			‘We can’t go there.’

			‘What?’ George casts around. His head is throbbing. The others are staring at their shoes, their faces blank and stricken.

			‘What do you mean, we can’t go there?

			‘Trollkyrkans berg tillhör de hedniska Trollen. . . ’ The girls continue with their song.

			‘Stop it! What are they saying?’

			‘It is an old place up there. . . ’ Josse says. She keeps her voice low. The rest of them have unconsciously closed together in a neat little circle.

			‘. . . the church of the trolls. . . ’

			The others flinch at these words.

			‘And it does not. . . belong to us. . . ’

			George takes a step toward the hill but Jarno reaches out his hand.

			‘Don’t. . . ’

			‘Om en kristen går in där så går han sin däd tillmötes. . . ’

			‘The old people say. . . ’ Jarno says, picking his words carefully. ‘If a Christian ventures there. . . he will come to. . . death. . . ’

			There is a terrible, heavy silence that falls over them. The forest seems vast, huge, wild and untamed. The girls are sobbing again and George thinks he is about to pass out.

			‘You mean. . . ’ George looks back and forth to the others, his mouth hanging open. ‘You mean we’re just going to. . . to leave her?’

			This isn’t real, this is a terrible dream, a dream where adults leave their children in the woods to be gobbled up by trolls. By pale things with long fingers that stare from the endless silence of the trees.

			‘They’ll send out the rangers. . . ’ Jarno says, staring at the floor and kicking at a stone with the tip of his boot. ‘The police, but they’ll never find her. . . ’

			It’s as if this has happened before. This realisation cloaks George like being plunged into icy waters.

			They’ll never find her.

			What did Josse say happened to her sister?

			Her own sister. . .

			Then why did we come? Why did we come here if it was dangerous, why? But with an even more chilling realisation, he thinks he knows the answer.

			‘I think it is time for a prayer. . . ’ Josse whispers.

			George feels their hands closing around his own. The others are muttering the words of the blessing, the closing prayer from the ZEST meetings but he finds his mouth cannot move.

			‘Father.’ They say it in English. Whether for his benefit or not. He doesn’t care. ‘I thank you for being the god of every blessing, the fount of every joy and the source of everything good. . . ’

			George thinks of Holly, of her hair that smells of strawberries and the fact that, okay, so she probably doesn’t like him like that, Holly doesn’t like anyone like-that, but she’s not horrible to him, she puts up with him following her about, taking her photo and commenting on her Facebook.

			‘Thank You, Father, that Your blessings abound to me in Christ, they are mine freely because of the great price He paid. I thank You that because I am in Him, You have showered upon me every blessing that heaven could possibly give. . . ’

			If it wasn’t for Holly, he would probably have never kept going to Gospel Truth. He would have sacked it off, just like everything else in his life: the piano lessons, the chess club, the after school swimming sessions, everything his mum had pushed him into to try and get him to be a proper person, just like everyone else.

			‘I receive Your blessings for this day as I walk with You — I ask for Your hand to cover me, Your power to keep me, Your face to shine upon me, Your love to fill me, Your strength to sustain me, and Your sufficiency to be my portion in every need I face. . . ’

			He doesn’t even believe in God. He’s tried. If there is a God, he’ll know just how much he’s tried. Christ, he even listened to that Luke Yeoman album. But he’s kept up the pretence, not for mum, not for him but he’s kept going for Holly, because she believes in God in such a selfless, beautiful way and it obviously means so much to her.  Even if Pete and the rest of them are the oddballs and the losers, at least he fits in there and if he says the blessing and helps with the jumble sales and doesn’t laugh when Pete does one of his raps, it doesn’t matter if he believes or not.

			‘Father, bless me and make me a blessing. . . ’

			And this lot are just going to give up on her? Just like that?

			‘Praise him. . . ’

			Just because of some belief? Some fucking insurance payment to whatever lurks between the trees of this place, so you can hike and fish and sing your pious little songs, safe in the knowledge that the older things in this forest have been appeased?

			‘Know him. . . ’

			Well if that’s the case, George thinks. You can shove your God up your arse.

			‘I’ll go,’ George says before the final words of the blessing are spoken. He pulls free of their hands and pushes Anders and Jarno out of his way.

			‘I’m not scared of the trolls.’

			Before they can stop him, he plunges into the trees.

			6.

			Holly is walking but can no longer feel her feet. All that matters is the hewn grey of the rock that rises triumphantly from the soil of this ancient place, the altar that thrusts itself between the trees and soaks up that single ray of sun.

			All around her the forest rejoices in a vivid, green silence. This cathedral of bracken and branches; God’s work is mysterious, sometimes inscrutable. She thinks back to the place between the streets, the wasteland and the hollow tree. Was that a sign? Was that God’s way of telling her to come here, to rejoice in his creation?

			The pale woman stands, facing Holly, one hand on the staircase. The wood is black, ancient like the ribcage of some fossil that clings to the rock. Holly gets closer.

			I’m coming home at last, she thinks.

			These stairs are the passage upward to redemption, to acceptance, her final destination in a world she has never been able to fathom. This world that has tested her to the very brink. She stares into the woman’s opaque eyes, drinks in their blackness. Her hair tumbles around her shoulders and over her chest — living branches that glow green with shoots, that hum with life, where white and pink flowers open and close then curl and die. Full circle.

			An angel, Holly thinks to herself. She is an angel. The woman is smiling with those moist red lips and Holly feels again that urge that pulls at her from somewhere deep inside. She feels no guilt, feels no shame for the fact that this forest creature with her pale skin, changing skin and her doe’s eyes is beauty.

			‘Kom till mig. . . ’ she says and her voice is the rush of the wind through reeds. ‘Kom till mig. . . ’

			I’m coming, Holly thinks, I am coming to you; I will come to this place and I will stay, far from mum and dad, their bottles and their needles, from the ugliness of the world, from the people that ogle me like strung up flesh, that call me a nutter, that don’t understand the work I do to keep them safe.

			She is close now. The woman puts one foot on the staircase and begins to turn around. Up at the top of the rock is ascension, beautiful oblivion.

			At the top of the rock in the space where that pale sunlight falls is home.

			‘Holly!’

			The woman hisses and Holly sees her genuflect, her pale hand on the black banister of the staircase curling into a claw.

			‘Holly!’

			Something has broken the sanctity of this place, some intruder.

			Holly turns around slowly, her movement strained, a very real emptiness and pain in her heart as she looks away from the pale woman and back down to the forest floor.

			‘Holly! Come back!’

			It’s George. Poor stumbling, fumbling George Pike far below the hill of boulders. He’s standing in the small space between two trees, waving. His hair is plastered to his forehead and his face is red.

			‘Holly!’ He calls. ‘Don’t!’

			The pale woman is wincing at George’s words; she is bent over the bottom of the staircase and Holy can hear her snarling like some wild animal.

			‘Holly! You don’t have to do this!’

			The woman has gone black like burned wood, her hair a mass of spiders’ legs and her mouth opens in a snarl, showing curved yellow tusks. Those eyes of hers burn like coals. A sudden familiar feeling passes through Holly, a fear. As if she has noticed this, the woman suddenly goes white again, her hair becomes a sea of wild daisies and she turns to Holly.

			‘Kom till mig. . . ’ her hand is outstretched and she begins to climb the stairs.

			Her jaw juts out, her lips unable to cover the mass of jutting teeth. That fear again drives through her like a spike, but Holly moves forward, reaching. This is a test, she thinks, a test from God. I’m not scared. She is up on the first step of the staircase. One foot on the next. The woman’s hand is inches from hers.

			‘Holly! No!’ George is screaming; his voice holds a resonance it never had before. It is heavy in her head and she stumbles on the stairs, hearing the ancient wood groan.

			The woman goes black once more; she is a mass of crawling insects, the skin beneath them moist and puckered like a slug’s. She clasps the rails and screams down at George, those tusks slicing through her lips and her eyes bulging from her head.

			‘Trollkyrkans berg tillhör de hedniska Trollen!’ Black saliva flies from her mouth.

			Holly gasps and takes a step back. George is unmoved. He stares up at Holly as if the woman is not even there.

			‘Trollkyrkans berg tillhör de hedniska TROLLEN!’

			A groaning sound comes from the rocks below her feet, as if the ancient, ice-age boulders are suddenly beginning to move. The wooden steps make a cracking noise and Holly jerks forward as the lower step moves below her boot. She clings to the handrail for dear life, the forest swinging horribly around her.

			‘Holly! Be careful!’

			George is running now. Holly can hear him scrabbling at the rock; the rock below her that is moving, that is opening to let something out.

			Trollen.

			‘Kom hit.’ The woman turns back to Holly. She is still black as smog, her top lip hanging in ribbons and her teeth jutting from her mouth. Blood and saliva drip from her chin and her smile is something from a nightmare.

			‘Kom hit!’ It is an order this time and she reaches with her twisted root of a hand to grab Holly.

			‘No!’ Holly pulls back at the last second as the woman nearly falls. She lets out a great screech and the stairs give another crunching groaning sound.

			There is a moment where time slows down and Holly is convinced the woman will fall, but her long, terrible fingers reach the handrail just in time and she clings to it; a black folded thing against the burned, ancient wood.

			There is a scraping, rumbling sound that fills the hill beneath their feet; something huge stirs below the boulders.

			The rumbling shakes the stairs. The woman slips again and for a moment Holly sees her bare back. Holly sees an empty hollow where the woman’s back should be. Holly sees the empty hollow of a long-dead tree — a burned, lifeless place — a tree that no longer grows, a tree like the one in the special place where her death hangs in sodden ancient loop from its branches. A sweet reek of rot comes spiralling down from where the woman clings like some terrible bat.

			Holly realises what God has been trying to tell her.

			God has been preparing her for death all along.

			But she will not do it here; not at this church of trolls.

			The boulders shift again and Holly smells something foul; she smells the stench of something rotted, something that hasn’t seen light for hundreds of years. She looks down and a something is forcing its way through a gap between the rocks: a gigantic arm. An arm the size of a tree trunk, covered in lichen. Soil pours from beneath the boulders, revealing three fat fingers with curved, ridged claws like the horns of a goat.

			The woman is making a terrible giggling, burbling noise and there is a muffled roar from between Holly’s feet. She looks up and the woman’s hair is gone; she clings to the staircase, her back hanging open.

			‘Kom till MIG!’ she shrieks, her tongue muffled by teeth.

			George is scrambling up the rocks, panting, heaving himself over ridges, unperturbed by the scrabbling and roaring beneath the hill.

			‘Watch out!’ Holly sees burning yellow eyes in the shadows between the boulders, hears a huge, rattling breath and that hand reaches for George, opens its foul hand to seize him.

			George stands in the face of it as if it’s not there. His eyes are on her and her alone. The black wood-woman screams a great cry and scrambles to the top of the stairs. Her arms, now blackened branches with spider fingers come slithering back down to seize Holly.

			‘Holly, please!’

			With a final look at the hollow, rotted and empty thing above her, above the place where the sun lights to the rock, where life begins and ends and nature rolls over in its eternal slumber — the place where heaven lies — Holly turns to face George.

			The huge thing has both hands loose from under the rocks, its claws inches from George’s face but he stands still, arms outstretched to Holly. Beyond him, the forest falls away.

			Holly says goodbye to eternity and leaps.

			She hears the scream of the hollow-backed woods woman rend the air and the roar of the hulking thing beneath the rocks. She sees George Pike’s open-mouthed face rushing up at her and hears him cry out.

			Then they are falling, falling, the trees reaching for them and the scent of pine in the air. She feels his arms tight around her and the rush of the air.

			The sunlight disappears and the forest floor ascends.

			Epilogue.

			He waits in the car park. He doesn’t mind. It’s a quiet place; there are little manicured lawns where a stone birdbath sits and multicoloured flowers sprout, unchecked, from chipped pots.

			It’s peaceful here. The building is old; stone pillars hold up the porch above the automatic door. Hedges obscure most of the windows and a perimeter wall encloses the building from view. If you didn’t know it was here, you’d drive right past. He’s only been inside once. The waiting room is plush, air conditioned and smells of lemon air freshener. The old and the new. It works, he thinks, somehow it just works.

			‘They’re two, they’re four they’re six, they’re eight!’ Joey starts singing from his chair in the backseat. ‘Shunting trucks and hauling freight!’

			George smiles and joins in, his baritone and Joey’s two year old lisp in perfect harmony. George remembers when Ringo Starr used to narrate Thomas the Tank Engine; the days when the engine’s faces weren’t CGI. They’re still steam trains on the island of Sodor, he thinks. They still shunt trucks and haul freight; the old with the new, something else that just works.

			The automatic door beneath the pillared porch hums open and George watches a woman step out; the sun has poked its head from between the clouds and lights up the little garden. The woman turns her face to it and it lights up her features, turning her hair golden. She stops for a second and watches a pair of sparrows flapping frenziedly in the water before disappearing into the hedge.

			Please, George thinks, let it have been okay. Please.

			‘Hi Joey!’ Holly opens the passenger seat door and Joey gives a little squeal.

			She lifts him from his chair and whirls him around in the air.

			‘Let’s have a look at the birdies.’ she says. George gets out of the car and follows them back into the garden.

			‘So. . .?’ George sits on a bench and watches Joey staring, enraptured up at the bird bath where a female blackbird has alighted.

			‘Last session,’ Holly says. George can see tears in her eyes. He never thought this day would come.

			‘Really?’

			‘Really.’

			He gets up and embraces her, buries his face in her shoulder and holds her tight. He can feel her crying.

			‘Can I have a cuddle?’ Joey is tugging at his trouser leg and they both laugh.

			‘Of course you can!’ George picks up his son and the three of them hold each other tight.

			It’s been a long road; a road that began long before Holly Swan fell from the rocks in that forest in Sweden all those years ago. A road that has not been easy for her but has been made easier with the unwavering support of her best friend.

			George Pike has been there for her throughout; she knows he’s always loved her and in a way, she loves him. She wonders sometimes if they would have worked out? She’s glad they’ve never tried.

			Holly Swan has had other things to do. She has fought her demons in a way she never thought was possible, not with her words but with understanding. She has come to terms with her childhood, her voices and the things she sees. She’s done this with the support of her friend. Her friend who kept holding on when no one else would.

			Sometimes, George Pike remembers that day. Sometimes he wakes from dreams where Holly is teetering on the tip of those old wooden stairs, her eyes wide. He dreams that she falls and he cannot catch her, that she shatters against the rocks, the silent forest watching on, and that he is held transfixed by something he can’t quite see, something that his unconscious mind won’t let him see. Something that lurks amidst the branches and the shadows of that far away place all that time ago.

			They break apart, and Holly picks up Joey by his arms and whirls him around. The birds take flight and Joey’s screams of delight are carried away in the breeze.

			‘I love you Auntie Holly!’ He yells.

			I love you too, George thinks. I always have done and I always will.

			It has been a long road for both of them, Holly coming to terms with her demons and he coming to terms with her. He’d always thought she was perfect: Holly Swan, created in the form of an angel. Holly Swan with her perfect face, her hair and trust in God. In reality though, she was just as much of an outsider as he was, doing everything she could to try and find somewhere to fit in. Both of us square pegs in this round hole that is the world.

			George wants to go back inside the building, through that automatic door, the plush waiting room and thank Dr. Rhodes for what he has done for his friend. He wants to shake his hand, hell, he’ll give him a hug. But he’ll save that for another time.

			‘What do you want to do on Sunday?’ George doesn’t say it to Holly, he says it to Joey, who screws up his little face in such a comical expression of thought that they both begin giggling and Joey joins in.

			‘I want to go to the beach, dada!’ he says.

			Sunday. They call it ‘family day’ now. The days George has access to Joey, he spends with Holly too. Breakfast together in a cafe and a trip in the car, past the streets and houses, past the churches that toll their bells, the sound that no longer spells defeat, but echoes in the distance as they speed away to the beaches, the meadows and sometimes the forests to hear the birds, to fly kites, to laugh, to love in the beauty of the world.
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			The Bronze Gods — Jeremy Szal

			Even from up here, Sebastian Eber could smell the poison mist, sour in his nose. He hugged his chest, trying to ward off the gust of wind that streaked from down below. They must have been bringing the gases higher up. What if they eventually reached his level? The Steel Legion assured them that it wouldn’t happen, but Sebastian wasn’t buying it. When could you trust anything they said?

			He gripped the rails tighter, the icy metal sinking through his gloves. That was another problem: it was freezing down here. The higher levels had a proper heating system, or at least one that worked. The heaters down here had broken down months ago, and no matter how many requests he filed, the mechanics never replied.

			He heard footsteps approaching and turned around to see Zachary Barker, dressed in a smartly clipped uniform with studded buttons and the embroidered insignia of The Steel Legion, a winged griffin with a carbine clutched in its talons. 

			‘You dressed already?’ Sebastian asked. He didn’t envy Zachary, all bundled up in that outfit. Even if it was warmer. He wasn’t ready to become one of them just yet; even though they did supply you with a high-grade house. He wasn’t quite prepared to stoop to that level.

			Zachary shrugged, clearly uncomfortable in the military get-up. ‘Got to depart soon. Thought I’d come around before then.’

			‘I don’t know how you do it.’ Sebastian turned back to the railing.

			‘It’s only for a few weeks. Long enough to clear some of the mist away.’

			‘Might be longer. You know what they’re like.’

			Zachary shivered despite the uniform. ‘Man, its cold.’

			‘The heater’s broken,’ Sebastian replied flatly. ‘The bastards forgot about us.’

			‘Don’t be ungrateful,’ Zachary muttered. ‘We could have been living down there.’ He pointed to the Land Below, the endless stretch of terrain shrouded in poisonous mist. ‘I’ll never forget that day,’ he said as his electric blue eyes seemed to dim. ‘All those people. . . ’

			Sebastian’s hand tightened on the railing. He remembered what it was like when the mist first came. The lucky ones had died, the rest went insane. The antidotes did more harm than good. The Steel Legion had managed to erect the Lunascraper Tower in a matter of weeks, creating a network of bronze and steel in the sky. Sebastian never fooled himself; the only reason he and Zachary had managed to get on was because of how close they lived to the base of the Lunascraper. The latecomers had to bribe their way on with cash.

			Years later, the Lunascraper was still being expanded. But not fast enough. It was still overcrowded and the population wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down.

			He made his way back inside, fed up with the wintry wind. The clunky record player was spinning a mellow tune, bronze speakers crackling. He’d found the thing on the scrap heap, likely thrown out by some rich family from up above. It was a miracle it still worked.

			‘I can’t believe you’re still living in this dump,’ Zachary murmured, prodding the rusty springs welded to the frame to prop the window open. ‘You need to get something better.’

			‘Don’t have the coin for it.’

			Zachary planted himself down on the overstuffed couch. ‘You could always volunteer.’

			Sebastian snorted. ‘It’s not exactly much of a volunteer program, is it?’

			‘It’s a means to an end.’

			‘If they tell me I have to go, I’ll go. But I’m not running to them and begging.’

			‘You always were a stubborn bastard.’ Zachary seemed to be deep in thought. ‘When I get back from below, what do you think about moving in with me?’

			Sebastian blinked. ‘Seriously?’

			Zachary shrugged, metal buckles jingling. ‘Why not? The place is big enough for two. And the sooner you move out of this place the better. It’s falling apart.’

			The wind howled outside, dislodging the springs and slamming the window shut, the stained glass starring into a spider’s web. Zachary bit his lip, but Sebastian suspected he was trying to stifle a laugh. He was right; the place was crumbling around him. With the mist rising it was only a matter of time before this level became too hazardous to live on. He was sick of the cold, sick of the pollution, sick of nothing working.

			‘I’d love to,’ he said. ‘I really can’t take this anymore.’

			Zachary brightened up. ‘Excellent. I shouldn’t be longer than two weeks. Then I’ll get the keys to the place.’ An urgent horn blasted from outside, the sound rippling through the air. Zachary sighed. ‘That’s me.’ He turned to Sebastian. ‘See you in two weeks, I guess.’

			‘Do try and not get yourself killed.’

			Zachary was about to depart when he pivoted back. ‘Almost forgot. Look after this for me?’ A small metal object dropped into Sebastian’s palm. It was a loaded dice, designed to land a six every roll. He’d had it on him that night they’d first met at the gambling den. Sebastian had spotted it almost immediately and traded his silence for a good meal and drink at Zachary’s expense. It had been smooth sailing from there.

			‘I’ll do my best.’ Sebastian slid it into his pocket. 

			Zachary gave him a nod. The door flapped open and shut with a clang.

			And then he was gone.

			Just two more weeks, Sebastian thought. Just two more weeks. . .

			Everyone on the arrivals deck was restless, pacing up and down, some in tattered rags, some in elaborate suits and gowns. A loud hiss of steam and the clunking of cogs rang out, everyone rushing to the edge of the dock to see what it was. But it was just a freight train, delivering goods to and from different levels.

			It had been this way for weeks now.

			Sebastian sat on the rickety bench, hard wood digging into his back. He didn’t bother to get up when the engine sounded, it wasn’t worth raising his hopes. But he didn’t want to give up, either. That was why he came here every day at sundown, waiting with all these people for the Battalion to arrive and rejoin their loved ones.

			But something was wrong. He could smell it in the air. It wasn’t unusual for the Battalion to return with less than half the volunteers they set out with. But to not return at all, even after nearly a month? 

			Definitely not right.

			An icy gale sliced across the deck, ruffling clothes and scattering rubbish. Sebastian hoisted himself off the bench, exiting the dock. It was clear they wouldn’t be returning today. It wasn’t worth trotting off to the head office to get the same non-response. No one would tell him anything. 

			Sebastian crossed the bridge, a blimp roaring somewhere above him and trailing thick ropes of brown smoke into the sky. The markets were open tonight, but they were only selling junk, people trying to scrape a few extra coins together for the coming winter. At this rate he’d definitely need to sell some of his old possessions to keep the fridge stocked. Maybe another visit to the scrapheap was due. There was always stuff he could see off at the markets.

			This is what I’ve come to, he thought, the realization hitting him like a punch in the gut. Trading junk to keep my stomach full.

			He exited the main square, starting the descent down the corkscrew stairs that led to his place. He wanted to tell himself that things would soon perk up, but it was a lie. Something was wrong. They should have come back by now. They–

			Voices wafted out of his flat. He froze on the step and then inched forward. The door was smashed inwards, splintered timbers hanging on their hinges. He descended the stairs, treading carefully. There was a curse inside, followed by something shattering. It couldn’t have been thieves; he didn’t have anything worth stealing. He slithered up to the window, bending low to keep out of sight and stole a glance inside.

			Three men, rummaging through his possessions. He didn’t even need to see their insignias; their dark brown leather jackets and high-class rifles told him who they were.

			Inquisitors of the Steel Legion.

			He flattened himself against the wall, his gut twisting and his head spinning. Bad didn’t even begin to cover this. 

			Zachary had to be involved in this. No question.

			‘Find anything?’ The voice came from the one in a bulging jacket with heavy black studs. A steel mask covered his face, interwoven with intricate cogs. The leader, no doubt. The others shook their heads. ‘We’re not leaving until you find something.’

			‘We could wait for him to come back,’ one of them muttered.

			‘If he’s smart he’ll be long gone. We’ll find him.’

			Sebastian’s chest tightened. What had Zachary done? The Inquisitors only ever turned up when there was serious trouble to be found. They weren’t packing those rifles just for intimidation.  

			I’ve got to get out of here.

			He was about to scoot away when one of the Inquisitors strolled out to the railing, blocking the path. He set his rifle on the ground and cursed as he struggled to light his pipe. If he turned around now Sebastian would be dead in his sights.

			He didn’t think; he just moved. He slammed into up the Inquisitor. Hooked his feet out from under him. Pivoted him around, hefted him up with his shoulder harness and propelled him over the failing. He didn’t even scream. He had that look of wild bewilderment as he plummeted down and vanished into the mists.

			Sebastian’s breath burned in his lungs as he scooped up the heavy rifle. A shout burst from inside the house and on instinct he rolled to the side just as a series of muffled pats erupted, punching holes in the wood. They were shooting at him! Heart in mouth and his head swimming he scuttled to the wall, stony fingers fumbling with the rifle. They tore outside in pursuit, boots like hammers on the wood. Sebastian targeted the nearest soldier, swung the rifle like a club. The butt smashed into the soldier’s unprotected head, caving in his skull with a wet bloody crunch

			The leader pivoted, steel hissing as he unsheathed his knife and lunged. The serrated edge swiped along Sebastian’s shoulder, biting into his flesh. He ignored the pain and charged headlong at the Inquisitor, sending the two of them crashing to the ground. The blade spun across the floorboards. Inquisitor’s fists slammed into his face and gut, punching the breath out of his. He fought off the blows, fumbling for the blade. His fingers brushed against the cool metal. He snatched it up, rammed into the Inquisitor’s throat with a sharp gasp.

			Sickly warm splattered down on his face like rain. The Inquisitor’s eyes bulged as he feebly tugged at the blade. Sebastian rolled off him, wheezing and clutching his stomach, fresh bile rising in his throat. His movements died down, a lake of crimson pooling under his body.

			Sebastian climbed to his feet and observed the carnage. His head swam and he fought back the urge to throw up. What had he done that people were willing to hunt him down and kill him for? 

			Whatever it was, they’d never stop. Once they started something, they didn’t ever give up. Every instinct was telling him to run, to hide, to get the hell out of here. But he found himself rooted to the spot. His whole life had been spent trying to get by, slipping under the radar and hoping he wouldn’t draw unwanted attention. It wasn’t living, it was just surviving.

			No longer.

			Whatever had happened to Zachary, whatever they’d done to the volunteers, he was going to find out. People deserved to know. The Inquisitors didn’t get to trample over everyone like this and get away with it. Not this time. He should have done something years ago.

			He wiped the sheen of blood off the rifle’s stock. It was time to take back control.

			Fear spread across people’s faces as he approached, making sure to keep a healthy distance and pretending to ignore him. Sebastian smiled behind the Inquisitor mask. It was working. He shifted uncomfortably in the thick jacket, chafing around his neck. He fought back the urge to scratch. But it was working. Hopefully the rest of The Steel Legion would be so easily fooled. If they caught him like this it’d be a mercy if they only killed him.

			The lead Inquisitor had quite the inventory; switchblades, keys, a 9mm Luger, and more money than Sebastian had ever seen in his lifetime. Was this what Inquisitors carried around as spare change? He didn’t even want to know how much they got paid per season.

			A trio of drunks skittered out of the way as he walked along, blood-shot eyes swelling in terror. Tension hung heavy in the air, so thick you could almost chew it. He made his way over to the service elevator, the one used by members of The Steel Legion for swift access to all levels. Anyone else found using it was given a prompt execution.

			Sweat slid down his cheeks and fogged up the one-way visor. An officer in a tightly pressed uniform stood in a compartment barely big enough for him to stand up in. He took one glance at the armoured figure before him and couldn’t have opened the gate fast enough. Sebastian resisted the impulse to nod, looking dead ahead and striding over to the elevator, the security rails parting as he approached. He grinned behind his mask. It worked. 

			For something that was used by The Steel Legion, the elevator was in a pretty rough shape. Rust and chemicals had chewed away at what was probably once polished bronze, leaving behind a hideous tinge. At least it was large. Sebastian guessed that at least six Inquisitors would be able to fit in here comfortably.

			A series of clunky levers were fixed onto the side, numbers etched into the knobs. He guessed it stood for each floor of the Lunascraper. In any other circumstance, he’d have gone straight to the top floors; places where he’d never been permitted to access before. Perhaps he would, once all this was over. And maybe Sebastian would come with him.

			But a tightness in the base of his stomach told him that it wasn’t going to be over. Whatever had happened, he wasn’t going to get out of this one. 

			But he’d be damned if he died without finding out the truth first.

			Light spluttered through the metal cage, the occasional glint striking Sebastian’s eye. He resisted the impulse to peel off his Inquisitor’s mask and wipe the sheen of sweat on his forehead. How much longer could he keep this up? They’d discover him eventually. He’d get the death penalty at the very best.

			But not before he found Zachary.

			They were approaching the mists now. He could smell it, sense it, breathe it, even with the elevator tube that supposedly protected the occupants from the deathly gas outside. Sebastian gazed through the thin layer of glass that separated him from the poisonous mists swirling outside. How did the Inquisitors do it, knowing there was such a thin barrier between life and death?

			The cage ground to a halt with the screech of tortured metal. The lights above him sputtered, gears wheezing like an old man’s dying cough. The doors dilated open.

			Sebastian was half-expecting a mob of Inquisitors to be waiting for him, pointing rifles at his chest.

			What he wasn’t expecting was for the halls to be completely deserted.

			He was in some sort of lobby, a long teak desk dotted with spatters of ink, stationary spilled on the floor. Steel pipes were sparsely aligned on the wall, intertwined with a cocoon of tight mesh. One of them had burst, trickling out water and soaking into the thick burgundy carpet. Glass crackled beneath his boots as he stepped forward, hugging the rifle to his chest and his own heartbeat roaring in his ears.

			What happened here?

			There was thumping in the distance. Like someone pounding on a metal drum, calling out. He followed the voice down the halls, barely taking the time to register the lavish wall-to-ceiling paintings.

			The pounding was getting louder, the voice more distressed and savage. It seemed to be coming from a steel door at the far end of the room, a red light pulsing on the side. ‘I want it!’ the person seemed to be screeching, over and over again. ‘I want it now!’ There didn’t seem to be any lock on the door; it was just a solid slab of steel.

			‘Hold on!’ Sebastian was almost at the point of shooting at the door when he noticed a small switch. He pulled it down, the light on the side of the door switching to a warm green.

			Gears clanked and wheezed, steam hissing as the door unlocked, opening by a fraction. Before he could move it swung open and he was bulldozed to the ground. A mix of saliva and blood flooded his mouth, black dots dancing before his eyes. Something was on top of him, screeching and yelling and chanting, iron blows raining down. It seemed to be a human, face plastered with hideous scabs. Sebastian raised his arms to shield himself, struggling to throw it off him.

			He thinks I’m an Inquisitor. Sebastian wrenched the mask off, hurling it away. ‘I’m not one of them!’ he shouted, but the attack didn’t stop, thudding into his chest and stomach, knocking the air out of his lungs.  

			‘I want! I want it now!’ it screeched, clubbing stony fists into his gut. There was no plan of attack, no rhythmic bouts. Just a blurred frenzy of blood and teeth and sweat and hair.

			Sebastian reached out, gloved fingers grasping the rifle. The butt smashed into his assailant’s head and he went down like a clubbed snaked. Sebastian scrambled to his feet, readying the rifle.

			‘Don’t!’ Sebastian yelled as the thing in the corner untangled its limbs and reared its head, eyes darting back and forth. ‘I’m not one of them!’ he screamed, trying to knock some sense into whatever was attacking him. It was getting ready to leap back at him, eyes filled with malice. ‘I’m not–’

			Crack. The rifle coughed, jerking in his hands as a bullet spat out. Burrowing straight into his assailant’s skull with a sickly crunch. The thing was whipped backwards; flopping to the ground. Blood already welling across the water in thick strokes.

			Ears filled with white noise, Sebastian squatted down and inspected his attacker with numb hands. He tried not to look at the entry wound as he turned over its head. The skin seemed to be tougher. Almost leathery. He took in the bald head with the rapidly thinning hair, the bleeding fingernails, the twisted face. Definitely human. At least it had been at some stage. Not anymore. 

			He gripped his rifle tighter, grateful that he’d thought to bring it with him. He’d taken the compulsory training service in case they were ever called upon years and years ago. He thought that it had all gone away. Apparently not.

			But whatever this was, it didn’t matter. Zachary was the priority right now.

			He scooped up picked up his Inquisitor’s mask, shaking free red droplets as he continued down the hall. He heard it before he saw it: the low and rhythmic clunking of gears and furious hiss of steam, followed by angry calls and distressed shouts. He hurried down the hallway, finding himself on a low metallic bridge, stretching over a large room with clunky machines, glass tubes and several projectors, splattering images on a screen. Webbing clung to the vaulted ceiling. The tables were cluttered with utensils, spilled liquid and crushed glistening glass. 

			And in the middle of the chaos stood what seemed to be the only human being in this godforsaken place. A woman, dressed in a grey lab coat that had probably been white when she put in on. 

			She turned around. Shock spread over her face. He stiffened, then remembered the Inquisitor mask. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you went to the Vault with everyone else for protection.’ Sebastian noticed the front of her coat was also spattered in a familiar crimson substance. ‘It doesn’t matter. The Legion will be there soon to save them. You need to help me here.’

			Sebastian clunked down the stairs. The woman was wringing her hands, chewing at her lip. He tightened his grip on the rifle and tried to sound indifferent, like the way Inquisitors always spoke. ‘What is it?’

			‘They got through the quarantine,’ she spluttered. Thumps echoed from somewhere far away, followed by howling. ‘They killed some of the staff. One of them has a gun!’ As if to confirm it, a blasting shot rang out, vibrating through the walls. ‘They’ve reset all my controls from the other panel room. Go in there and boot it up!’

			‘How did this all happen?’ demanded Sebastian.

			‘One of the recruits,’ the woman said. ‘They forgot to up the knockout dosage and the little bastard got out of Containment.’ She straightened her prim glasses indignantly. ‘They tried to attack me, you know!’

			‘Recruits?’ A coldness crept through him. ‘What recruits?’

			‘It doesn’t matter!’ the woman hissed. ‘Get in there and do what you’re supposed to do!’

			He hoped it wouldn’t come to this. He hefted up his rifle and pointed it at her chest. She turned a ghostly pale. ‘What recruits?’

			‘Don’t!’ All austerity had drained from her face like water through sand. ‘I haven’t done anything, I wasn’t part of –’

			Sebastian prodded her sternum with the deathly cold muzzle. ‘I’m not asking you again.’

			‘Please, I –’

			The projector screen behind him flickered, the images focusing. What was this? The picture quality might have been hazy, but Sebastian would have recognized that face anywhere.

			Zachary.

			He was locked in some sort of cell, hammering on the door, kicking, screaming, cursing. After a minute he seemed to give up, retreating to the corner of the room and cradling his head in his hands.

			Was this some a live feed? He felt a spark of hope, for only for it to be extinguished like a flame in the winter wind when the projection cut to the next section. Zachary was being held down, struggling as blank-faced scientists injected liquid into his arm. Gun-toting Inquisitors watched as one scientist wheeled over a nasty looking cinderblock-shaped machine with a twin pair of gas tanks. A tube and a mouthpiece were attached. The tanks were filled with a familiar substance. Not liquid, but what looked like compressed air, a foul grey in colour.

			The realisation hit him like a sledgehammer. Mist, he thought. It’s mist.

			Sebastian watched, unblinking as they strapped the mouthpiece to Zachary’s head and forced him to breathe in. He fought it as long as he could, but they were pinching his nose and he had no choice. He struggled and spasmed. Retched and gurgled in his chair before his eyes rolled to the back of his head and went limp. The video ended and jumped to what appeared to be another recruit, undergoing the same treatment.

			‘You were experimenting on them.’ He was strangely calmly, every cell in his body rigid and coiled. Ready to be released. ‘You were–’

			‘Do you want to keep living in this godforsaken tower?’ The woman demanded, gesturing at the screen. ‘We were close. We were so close to finding out how to fix this, how to cure it! The last lot –’

			‘What?’ His finger was almost throttling the trigger now, just begging to finish the job. ‘How many?’

			She swallowed. ‘Not all. We’d send some out in squads, made them think there were others in different areas. Those ones we let return.’

			A pit of turmoil had opened underneath him. He could feel the slippery hands grasping at him, trying to pull him under. He could almost taste the evil. ‘Why?’ was all he could say.

			‘Do you even remember what grass looked like? The feel of earthy soil beneath your feet? The smell of the sea?’

			‘I remember,’ growled Sebastian. ‘What does it matter? Nothing is worth this.’ He watched the crazed results of the experiments waddle around the hallways. The voice in his head was yelling at him, screaming, demanding that he shoot this bitch where she stood. But instead he was anchored to the floor.

			‘It’s our duty,’ she insisted, pushing the glasses up to the bridge of her nose. ‘Our responsibility to clear the mess we created.’

			Something inside him cracked. ‘What did you say?’ Silence. His finger moved closer to the trigger. ‘Speak. Now.’

			‘It was an accident.’ The words fountained out of her mouth. ‘An experiment gone wrong, you see. We were trying to harness fossil fuels . . . convert it to energy for humans!’

			‘And you screwed up.’ His voice was just a whisper. ‘The Lunascraper got erected pretty damn quickly.’

			‘T-there was always the risk. We took precautions. Had we not, all humanity would have been doomed. Don’t you understand?’

			Sebastian shook his head and gazed around at the wreck of a lab. Pointed to the horrors on screen. ‘And now you’re trying to ease your consciences, are you?’ He gave her a violent jab with the rifle’s muzzle. She stumbled but regained her balance against the desk. ‘You killed my friend. He was all I had.’ He turned back to the screen. ‘I should –’

			Something scrapped against the metal table. He swerved out of the way just before a shard of broken glass came scything towards him. Not fast enough. The glass slashed through his jacket and slicing his flesh. White hot pain spiked through him as he dodged the next swipe. The third slash was clumsy; she overreached and stumbled forward blindly. Now. 

			Too close to use the rifle. He slammed a fist into her face and felt her nose crack. She twisted and collapsed to the ground, scrambled for another shard of glass. Sebastian pumped two rounds in her back and another in her head for good measure. 

			She lay still.

			He didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, weapon in hand, blood dripping from his arm as he breathed in and out, in and out. 

			The world spun around him. Everything made sense now. The lower-level volunteers, called on to venture into the mists. Almost none of them ever returning. All this time, experiments for the Steel Legion to learn more about the mists, to repair the damage they’d created.

			This can’t go on. Not anymore.

			The blinding pain in his arm hooked him back. He tugged away the torn fabric to inspect at the wound. It was worse than he originally thought; already starting to fester, tiny fragments of glass stuck in his flesh. He grabbed a roll of bondage and made an attempt to bind the wound up. But it didn’t matter. He’d been dead the moment the Inquisitors came looking for him.

			But there was something he could do. He staggered over to the control panel, squinting at the projection. A logo in the corner indicated that this footage was a live feed. Figures sliced past, screeching, clawing at each other. One of them was waving a gun around, cursing as he tried to fire the empty weapon.

			No way he could leave them like this. What if Zachary was still in there somewhere? Suffering? He’d never forgive himself if he didn’t do something. He had to fix this. 

			She’d said there was another control room at the other end. A map fastened to the wall indicated its location. All he had to do was get there.

			A sharp stab of pain shivered up his arm as he moved. The wound was getting worse by the minute. He didn’t have much time.

			Rotating strobes of red and yellow flashed as he ran, boots skidding on the tiled floor. It stunk like hell in here. He turned a corner and saw three dead bodies, all piled up in a heap, with a recruit dancing around them, waving a crowbar in the air. Almost without thought, Sebastian took aim and fired. One squeeze and the recruit’s head whipped back in a brutal red blur. The crowbar ringing as it hit the ground.

			He turned the next corner and immediately ground to a halt, heart wedged in his mouth. 

			On top of the stairs, missing three fingers and caked in grime and blood, was Zachary.

			Sebastian’s entire body threatened to seize up, rooting him to the spot. He didn’t want to face this. He couldn’t. But he kept moving anyway. One foot after another. 

			Zachary’s face had deteriorated. The flesh was starting to sag and peel from bones. His once electric blue eyes were now a hideous yellow. What was once his finely pressed uniform hung from his body in tattered rags, bright red and a dusty grey. He opened his gaping pit of a mouth, revealing teeth blackened like ash. That pained him more than anything. Zachary had always maintained perfect care of his teeth, keeping them a pristine white.

			But this wasn’t Zachary anymore. He’d been scraped clean, leaving a shell of a man behind. A shadow of his former self.

			He couldn’t let him live like this.

			There was only one thing to do. 

			But his finger was paralysed on the trigger, stony and unable to move. He squeezed his eyes shut. Tried to breathe in, tried to focus, but it was useless. His throat was filled with concrete, pain shooting behind his eyes.

			There was a low grumble. Sebastian frowned. Zachary seemed to be hard at work, straining his jawbones. Was he trying to say something? Sebastian leaned in, closer, closer, until he heard the words. Clearer than anything in the world.

			Do it.

			Sebastian steeped back, biting away tears as he pressed the gun to what was once his friend’s head and pulled the trigger.

			The rifle’s roar in the confined space almost blew his ears out. But he didn’t care. He stepped into the control room and melted into a wooden chair, not even bothering to smear away the blood and fleshy chunks from his jacket. Despair loomed over him, the weight of it crushing down. 

			A small knob with the words toxic cleansing gleamed out at him like a candle in a pitch-black room. He was about to twist it when something caught his interest. There were identical knobs for other locations, too. One of which was the entire lab floor, including the safe zones. There was even one marked Vault. What had the scientist said about it? It was where everyone had gone, anxiously waiting for the Top Floor Legion members to come along and save them.

			They wouldn’t find anyone to save.

			A twinge of grim satisfaction, Sebastian twisted the knob under each heading, releasing toxic gas into each and every section of the floor. Everyone who worked on this evil project, anyone who knew how to operate it, would fall. 

			Now it was his turn.

			He was about to twist the final knob when he felt something hard in his side. He dug around in his pocket and pulled out the loaded dice Zachary had given him the day of his departure. His heart slid up to his throat as he dropped it on the control panel and watched it clatter to a six. Just as it always did. 

			They’d gambled and lost. But for once, so did The Steel Legion. It was the best anyone could ask for.

			Ears blurry with tears he grabbed the final knob and wrenched it to the side. An orange light in the corner jerked to life.

			It’s done.

			Sebastian smelled the sour reek of poison before he saw it ooze from the vents in thick ribbons. The red surface of the dice gleamed at him in the watery light, the six stencilled dots like eyes boring into him. He heard the screams and retching in the distance, succumbing to death one by one. 

			He inhaled deeply and let it take him.
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			Small Fish — Matthew Cropley

			Everything was lovely. A young man dressed in colourful silks strolled through the market square, stopping every now and then to sniff a perfume, or sample spiced meats. Merchants called out their prices in booming voices from colourful stalls. The young man listened to the happy hum of people chatting, eating and laughing in the ruddy light of the sun as it set behind the mountains surrounding the city of Caravor. Tall wooden houses glowed warmly and candles were lit in clean windows. The smell of fresh earth and new leaves drifted from well-tended trees. The young man smiled softly, his head filled with happy thoughts of bright futures ahead. He wandered down the streets of Caravor, weaving through the crowds effortlessly, making his way slowly away from the bustle. Humming, he strolled into a dark, deserted alleyway like a butterfly into a mineshaft.

			That’s where I came in.

			I grinned. The rich prick was making this too easy, I almost felt bad about it. Almost. I moved in behind him, keeping as quiet as I could.

			He kept walking into the shadows, eyes front, not a care in the world. My stomach grumbled dangerously loud, but he didn’t turn around. A hot goat pie would be first on my list of what to buy with his gold. I let a dagger fall from my sleeve into my hand, and crept close enough to Rich Prick to smell the reek of his perfume. My stomach tightened. Even now, after all these years, I still got a little nervous.

			I placed my dagger, gently, to his throat and grabbed him with my other arm. He tried to turn around and fight me off, but I held fast, pressing my dagger harder into his neck.

			‘I’d be still if I were you. Wouldn’t want to make my hand slip, would you?’ I whispered into his ear, trying to sound menacing. He froze, much to my pleasure. The alley was deserted but if he started screaming, someone would probably still hear and I’d be in a world of trouble.

			‘What do you want?’ He stammered, trying to sound brave.

			‘What do you think?’

			‘I don’t have any money on me!’ He whispered.

			He was lying, I’d been watching him flash his gold around the city all day, and I wasn’t about to take one of my hands off him to check, giving him the opportunity to wriggle free. I didn’t say anything; I just pressed my dagger in to the smooth pink skin of his neck. A thin line of red appeared at the edge of the blade.

			‘My coat pocket,’ he gulped.

			‘Get it.’ Everything was going exactly as planned for once. He reached slowly into his coat.

			Someone stepped into the entrance of the alley. Two people. I shifted so I had my arm over Rich Prick’s shoulder like we were a pair of drunken friends. The dagger was covered by my palm, still pressed into his neck.

			‘Play along or else,’ I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. I didn’t wait for a response.

			‘Hey friends!’ I grinned, slurring my words slightly. ‘I. . .’

			The big one had a sword and the smaller one a curved dagger. Shit. These were no random passers-by.

			‘Drop him,’ the big one said. He had a wild beard that made him look like a crazy person, and crazy people aren’t to be screwed with.

			I let go of Rich Prick. He stumbled, clutching at the nick on his neck as if it was fatal. He looked between me and the two thugs – a rabbit choosing between a hunter and a pair of bears. The smaller man with the dagger twirled it, hard eyes weighing me up. I kept still. I didn’t want to get stabbed over this, but damn it I had spent all day following this bastard and I wasn’t going to give up that easily.

			‘Over here.’ The small man beckoned the Rich Prick, who gulped, looking around and even up at the sky as if help would appear at any moment.

			Suddenly he ran my way, trying desperately to get past me. I grabbed him round the neck and his shoulder smashed into my cheek, snapping my head back. I shook the blow off and gave him a punch to the gut. He folded like parchment. The two thugs rushed at me, only a few paces away. I fished around in Rich Prick’s coat, desperate not to leave empty handed. 

			The big thug raised his sword, ready to hack me to pieces. 

			Feeling a pocket in the coat, I drove my fingers in, ripping a heavy jangling coinpurse free just as the sword swung at my face. I flattened to the ground, squirming backwards as the small one leapt at me with his dagger. 

			Rolling aside as the curved blade ripped into my overcloak, I tore a section of the tattered garment free and tossed a dagger at the big thug as he raised his sword for another swing. It caught him in the arm, sticking in his meaty flesh. He swore and his swing faltered. I had been aiming for his heart, but at least I’d slowed him down for a moment. 

			Leaping up, I backed down the alley as the small thug came at me slowly, measuring me, preparing to strike. I watched his eyes, waiting for the moment when they would widen and he would make his move.

			‘Stop!’ Someone snarled from behind me. Fuck it all. I kept my dagger pointed at the small thug and snuck a glance backwards. A woman with spiky hair was levelling a crossbow at me. A one-eyed man with a mace stood at her shoulder.

			‘Ah,’ I dropped my dagger. A crossbow wasn’t something I could fight. It said a lot that she had one, the things were damn expensive. Who were these people?

			‘That’s right.’ She walked forward with a wicked grin. ‘Grab the merchant’s son.’ She motioned with her chin at Rich Prick, who was now desperately crawling away. The big thug put a foot on his back and smashed him to the dirt. He let out a pathetic whimper.

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to step on anyone’s toes,’ I said, hands in the air. ‘I didn’t realise that this was claimed turf.’

			The small thug pushed me up against the wall, dagger pressed to my throat. I like to think that I barely flinched. He ripped Rich Prick’s coinpurse out of my hand and shoved it into his coat.

			‘Every idiot knows that the whole Valley of Green, let alone Caravor, is Norvak’s turf,’ the small thug hissed into my face. 

			Norvak. Fuck. I’d heard of Norvak since I was just a child. 

			The gang I’d run with back in Shyen had been taken down by Norvak’s crew a few years after I’d left. From what I’d heard since, he’d been busy muscling smaller gangs into his growing enterprise. I knew that he operated in Caravor, but had thought that if I kept my head down I wouldn’t come across any trouble.

			The spiky haired woman sidled up to me with a vicious smirk. ‘You’re a small fish, boy, you should have been more careful.’ I hated being called ‘boy’. By my guess I must have been around seventeen or eighteen, old enough to be called a man.

			‘Surely we can work this out.’ I attempted to sound nonchalant, hoping that they wouldn’t be able to hear the edge of fear in my voice. ‘I’m new to the Valley of Green. I’m very sorry that I didn’t check in with this Norvak. I’m sure that we can all come to a happy arrangement.’

			Her mean eyes sized me up. ‘Tie him up and take him with us.’

			I had no intentions of becoming one of Norvak’s cronies. I was never going to let myself become part of a gang again. Never. 

			The small thug pulled a length of rope from his belt, keeping his knife at my throat. The big bearded one was tying up Rich Prick. Crossbow lady and her one-eyed friend were on the other side, ready to gut me if I misbehaved.

			It was time to call in the cavalry.

			I scanned the rooftops above us, but there was no sign of him. He must have been keeping out of sight, which was good. For once, our caution was actually going to pay off.

			‘No need to tie me up,’ I said, smiling, ‘Come on. . . NOW!’ I yelled, pushing the dagger from my throat and throwing myself to the ground, covering my head with my hands. I waited for it to happen.

			‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Crossbow Lady laughed.

			Shit. Fuck. Shit. Come on Chif, don’t fail me now.

			‘Get up.’ The small thug heaved me unceremoniously to my feet, pinning me against the wall again. He kneed me in the gut, forcing the wind out of my lungs painfully before pressing his curved dagger into my throat harder than before. It cut into my skin and I winced.

			Chif you son of a whore, where are you?

			I looked desperately to the rooftop. There was a thin stretch of darkening sky visible between the tightly packed rooftops, and nothing else.

			‘What are you looking for?’ Crossbow Lady snarled. ‘There’s nothing up there but our archer, ready to put an arrow if you try anything again.’

			A limp form fell from above, landing in a wretched heap on the mud between Crossbow Lady and me. An unconscious man with a broken bow.

			All of the thugs gawped. Even Rich Prick stared, wide-eyed, at the fallen archer, who was groaning and trying to get up.

			I grabbed the dagger pressed to my throat and head-butted the small thug as he was distracted. My forehead cracked with blunt pain but he stumbled back dazed.

			‘NOW!’ I screamed, throwing myself to the ground again.

			An invisible force hurled the thugs to the wall, smashing them against the hard wood. I felt it rustle my hair as I grinned, prone.

			Better late than never, Chif.

			The thugs crumpled to the ground and I leapt up, sprinting out of the alley, leaping over the wide-eyed Rich Prick. I paused, turned back, and ripped Rich Prick’s coinpurse from the small thug’s pocket. He groaned, clutching at his arm, which was hanging at an odd angle. I kicked him in the face, hearing the satisfying crunch of his nose.

			‘Come on Rik! We need to get out of here!’ Chif’s voice came from above. I looked up and saw his stubbly face grinning from the roof.

			The rest of the thugs were recovering. Crossbow Lady shook her head to clear it, seemingly unharmed. She reached for her crossbow. I turned and sprinted out of the alley into the wider street beyond.

			Thwaaang. I ducked as a crossbow bolt sailed over my head, far too close for comfort. A hand grabbed me and pulled me aside.

			‘We gotta move,’ Chif said, yanking me after him down the street. He was breathing hard, and his red tunic was covered in sweat. Chif was a mage, a rare and hated breed in the Nine Valleys. He was my only friend, and his abilities were invaluable in a jam.

			‘You took your sweet time,’ I panted.

			‘You said this would be easy.’

			‘Surely anything is easy for a man of your unsurpassed talents. For example, you could have actually taken them out rather than giving them a little knock.’

			Chif just rolled his eyes, but I was serious. They would go back and tell Norvak about us, and that was going to cause problems. If they were all dead, life would be much easier.

			I smirked, trying to maintain light-heartedness, then looked back and saw Crossbow Lady, the big bearded thug, and the one-eyed man, emerging from the alley. They recovered quickly. My smirk disappeared, and Chif and I turned a corner, finding ourselves in the busy market square. Merchants called out their bargains, and shoppers sought out one final deal before closing time.

			‘Meet at the weird tree,’ I said, and Chif nodded. A strange, twisted tree grew far enough from our rooms at the inn that any pursuers wouldn’t discover where we were staying. We separated, becoming part of the swollen crowd. I battled through scores of sour, sweaty bodies and jostled up to a clothing stall, pushing a fat man out of the way. A sharp-eyed lady looked me over with distaste. With the scar over my left eye, my threadbare overcloak, and a crop of small bruises and cuts, I no doubt looked like someone without much money.

			‘Excuse me, but that girl just stole a dress,’ I said pointing towards a young girl walking in the opposite direction.

			‘What?’ The lady snapped, stalking off to the girl.

			I grabbed a bright yellow tunic and a jaunty hat with a feather in it from the stall and hurried off through the crowd. Ripping off my overcloak I squeezed into the tunic, cramming the hat onto my head. I probably looked ridiculous but at least I stood a chance of not being recognised by the thugs. Chif was nowhere in sight across the sea of heads, but that was a good thing. If I couldn’t see him then I doubted anyone else had spotted him either. As long as I wasn’t being followed, I could make it to the weird tree and meet up with Chif, then we could go on out merry way and spend Rich Prick’s gold.

			Someone grabbed me roughly around the shoulder, crushing me so tightly that I swear I heard a rib creak under the strain. A crazy-looking bearded face stared down at me. Something sharp poked into my gut. The curved dagger I had stolen was ripped from my hand. The smell of sour milk filled my nostrils.

			‘Stay quiet,’ the big thug growled, pulling me through the crowd.

			Shit. Fuck. Shit.

			What was I meant to do? I was surrounded by people, and yet if I said or did anything I’d get a knife through my guts. An old man looked at me, no doubt concerned by the ashen expression on my face. I smiled weakly at him, and he turned away, continuing his business. Was the big thug taking me somewhere quiet to kill me? Or was he just taking me to Norvak so that I’d be forced to work for him for the rest of my life? Maybe I was going to be skinned alive, just to prove some crazy point. That didn’t sound fun.

			My gut clenched and turned over. My mouth was going dry, and I needed a piss real bad. We pushed out of the crowd, rushing down a series of streets until the hubbub of the market was far behind us. It was deserted except for an old lady and a little boy walking by. I snuck a glance up at the big thug; his eyes were fixed straight ahead. His sword was sheathed at his side. His knife poked into my chest. I was crushed tightly to him with no chance of moving before he gutted me. I wished I’d brought more weapons, I had ropeknives that I’d become quite good with, but I hadn’t expected a simple hold-up to turn into this disaster.

			Fuck it; I wasn’t waiting to see what Norvak had in store for me. I wasn’t just going to go, docile, to my doom, even if fighting back meant I died right there and then. Never let them hurt you, no matter what the cost. I learned that a long time ago.

			When you accept the possibility of your death, really accept the fact that you might be bleeding out in the gutter in seconds, you stop caring. The knot in my stomach dissipated and time seemed to slow down.

			The big thug’s head was right next to my face. His fetid beard brushed against me with each step. His soft, pink ear was centimetres from my mouth.

			I latched onto it with my teeth, biting down with everything I had. The warm flesh tore, spurting salty blood into my mouth. I didn’t stop, just kept biting until my teeth met in the middle with a click.

			He seemed to react incredibly slowly. First came the roar of pain and surprise, and then he ripped me away, needing to get me away from him at all costs. He forgot the dagger in my gut in his agony, but the sharp blade still carved a burning gash across my middle as he threw me away like a doll.

			I was flung against the ground, and my head slammed against hard-packed dirt. Blinding pain. After a second it cleared, leaving a terrible ache. The cut across my middle hurt badly, and I pressed a hand to it. Warm blood trickled between my fingers. The yellow tunic I had stolen was cut and stained with blood. Bizarrely, I felt disappointed that I couldn’t sell it later. As if there would be a later.

			The big thug whirled on me, screaming his rage. Blood ran down from where his hand pressed against his head, streaming into his beard and down his coat. His eyes were wide, the eyes of an animal. There would be no capture now, no taking me to Norvak. Good.

			I leapt to my feet, almost tripping. I shoved the pain away, and stared him straight in the eye. I spat out the ragged ruin of his ear. It landed at his feet with a small, wet squish. He looked down at it, disbelief turning to horror and then rage. Fixing his mad eyes on me, he moved to charge and I smiled bloodily. Never let them see your weakness.

			He pounded towards me, dagger no longer forgotten. He poured all of his strength into his charge, coming at me like a sledgehammer.

			I dove out of the way at the last possible moment, rolling on the ground and coming up with a bounce. I didn’t have any weapons, but I was going to finish this. It was unlikely I’d get away from him in my state.

			‘What the fuck!?’ Crossbow Lady was sprinting down the street, scrambling to bring her weapon up to point at me. The one-eyed thug wasn’t far behind her. The big thug had recovered from his charge and was whirling on me. Damn.

			Running it is.

			I turned and sprinted away, ducking and weaving in an effort to dodge the crossbow bolt that was surely coming. The passing old lady and little boy that had been watching with open mouths turned and ran.

			Thwaaang. A crossbow bolt thudded into the wooden wall of a house just to my left as I turned a corner.

			I crashed into someone, almost falling over in a tangle of limbs.

			‘What happened?’ Chif gasped, breathlessly extricating himself from me. He’d sensed I was in trouble. He was able to, if he focused enough, feel the general position and emotional state of a person he had recently touched. It creeped me out a bit, but I was glad he did it; it had saved my life more than once.

			‘Run!’ I yelled as the big thug rounded the corner. Chif reacted immediately, hands splaying out at the ugly bastard, who went flying back across the street.

			‘Shit, was he missing an ear?’ Chif looked at my bloody mouth. I must have been quite a sight. I just smirked, trying not to throw up from the disgusting taste of the big thug’s blood.

			We ran, sprinting down another side alley. The sun had almost set and the streets were dark. Maybe there was somewhere to hide. Chif was sweating more heavily and had dark rings under his eyes. Using his power really took it out of him, and all the running made it even worse. Once we’d been cornered by mercenaries that had been hired by a merchant we’d robbed. We’d barely gotten out of it alive, and Chif had fainted, taking days to wake up. I’d thought he was going to die. Pushing him wasn’t a good idea.

			The warm glow of a fire came from a grubby window to our right. I stopped in front of the house’s door. If we could get through to a back exit we might lose our pursuers. Chif kept running for a second before realising I’d stopped, then turned back and joined me. Shouts echoed from just around the corner behind us: they were close.

			‘Through here,’ I said, and Chif wiggled his fingers at the door, ready to blow it open. I put a hand on his, lowering them. ‘Let me, you look like shit.’

			‘I’m fine.’ Chif grinned haggardly, but I pushed him aside and kicked at the door with everything I had. The cut across my stomach stabbed pain through my belly, but the cheap wood splintered inwards.

			A family eating dinner around a table looked up at us in shock.

			‘Evening,’ I nodded, gritting my teeth against the pain in my belly. Chif and I stumbled in, slamming the broken door as shut as it would go. The shouts were closer now.

			Chif looked sheepish. ‘Sorry about the door.’

			I gripped the table for balance, stumbling and leaving a bloody handprint. ‘I’d hide if I were you,’ I growled at the family. 

			The father, an older man with a balding head, stood up angrily. Good on him, but it was a stupid thing to do. I gave him my best snarl, thankful for the effect of my bloody jaws.

			‘Try it, fucker,’ I said, and he backed off, ushering his family upstairs. 

			The shouting outside had nearly reached us. Chif frowned at my treatment of the family. Even now, after all we’d done together, after all he’d seen me do, he still thought we were the good guys. He was a better man than I.

			We clambered through the house, finding a back door which we rushed through and slammed shut. I heard the thugs run into the house.

			Thunk. A crossbow bolt punched through the wood of the door, an inch from Chif’s head, metal tip orange in the lamp glow of the garden square we found ourselves in. Chif stared at the crossbow bolt and I grabbed him, pressing onwards into the neatly trimmed collection of trees and bushes.

			‘We can’t go back to our place until we lose them,’ Chif hissed.

			‘Just keep moving,’ I said. I didn’t know what to do.

			The gardens were sickeningly well-tended, tall pines and neat little shrubs dotting the grassy expanse. Nowhere to hide. We sprinted through the chill air, our desperate breath misting.

			I snuck a quick glance backwards. Fuck. They were close, chasing after us across the garden. Crossbow Lady’s face was contorted in an animalistic snarl, and the one-eyed man’s one eye looked pretty mad.

			‘They’re coming,’ I wheezed to Chif. He looked back and swore under his breath.

			Damn, the cut across my stomach burned. I was holding a hand to it in an effort to stop the bleeding, but blood just ran between my fingers. I didn’t think it was too deep a cut, but the blood loss alone was dangerous. I was slowing. I could feel my strength leeching away, one crimson drop at a time.

			‘Shit.’ Chif finally noticed the cut. ‘Just hold on, we can lose them,’ he said, grabbing my arm and helping me forward.

			Thwaaang. 

			I dove to the grass, taking Chif with me. We hit the ground hard. A spasm of agony knifed through my gut. My head pounded. Lying against the soft, springy grass, I was tempted to just give up and stay there.

			I shook that feeling off. I wasn’t giving up yet.

			‘Are you okay?’ I asked Chif, rolling away from the tangle of our limbs.

			‘Nope,’ came the muffled reply. Chif was clutching at a crossbow bolt that had sunk deep into his thigh. Wide eyes looked up at me from a white face.

			‘Fuck,’ I said.

			Crossbow Lady and the one-eyed man were gaining on us. Crossbow Lady’s snarl had turned into a victorious grin.

			‘Come on, buddy.’ I hauled Chif to his feet. His breath caught in his throat. I had some idea of the agony he was going through, and it wasn’t pleasant.

			‘. . . plan?’ Chif managed to get out as we hobbled along pathetically. My mind was whirring, weighing up every possible outcome of this scenario. None of them ended well. We didn’t have many options. We’d almost run out of garden, and the ramshackle collection of buildings that marked its edge was only a few steps away. The thugs were almost upon us.

			‘We get into the cover of the buildings, you blind them with a flash of light, and we lose them before they recover, yeah?’ I said. It was a long shot, losing them in our sorry state, but it was our best hope. Fighting them would probably be the death of us.

			Chif grunted his approval. We stumbled from the garden onto a muddy street, timber buildings hemming us in. Windows were lit up with the orange glow of candles, and dark alleyways branched off at regular intervals. Chif and I stopped and turned to face our pursuers.

			‘Get ready,’ I whispered.

			Crossbow Lady and the one-eyed man slowed down, closing the last few feet between us at a leisurely pace, catching their breath. They could smell blood, but they approached cautiously. They’d seen Chif at work. Everyone feared a mage, even one with a crossbow bolt in his leg.

			The one-eyed man approached us, mace at the ready. Chif and I backed up slowly, waiting for our moment.

			Crossbow Lady bent to load a bolt, eyes never leaving us.

			Chif’s fingers wiggled softly at his sides.

			The unmistakeable sound of clanking armour came from behind me.

			What now?

			The thugs both frowned, stepping back and lowering their weapons. Chif and I whirled around. Six heavily armoured city guardsmen approached from a side street. They must have been on patrol. Their spears bristled and a grizzled man glowered from beneath a dented helm.

			‘What’s going on?’ He growled.

			I sensed an opportunity. I slumped, letting a sob escape my lips, only half feigned. Chif caught on, falling to the ground and clutching at his leg, teeth gritted.

			‘Help us,’ I sniffled. ‘These people are trying to kill us!’ I held up my empty hands, showing that I had no weapons. Chif was unarmed too. For once, our utter incompetence with traditional weapons was working in our favour.

			The guard captain looked us over, and then narrowed his eyes at the thugs. ‘Take them.’ He motioned to his men.

			Crossbow Lady bristled, backing towards the impassive one-eyed man. The guards surrounded them.

			‘Drop your weapons.’ The guard captain frowned.

			Crossbow Lady smiled, locking eyes with Chif and me for a moment each, before turning her feral gaze on the guard captain.

			‘This is Norvak’s business,’ she said.

			The guard captain’s face fell.

			Fuck.

			‘These men stole from us and threatened our lives. The shorter one is a mage. We were only doing our duty as citizens of the Nine Valleys.’

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

			At the word ‘mage’ the guardsmen’s eyes widened. They glowered suspiciously at Chif, and looked to their captain. What worried me most was how the guard had reacted to mention of Norvak. Just how far did that bastard’s influence reach? Chif’s face was paler than ever, and I doubted mine was a more reassuring shade.

			The guard captain cleared his throat. ‘Take the mage and his accomplice in.’

			Crossbow Lady softly shook her head.

			The guard captain’s frown deepened. ‘No, leaving a mage alive is too dangerous. Kill them.’

			Well. There was no helping it. We were going to have to stand and fight. We were going to have to die.

			I looked at Chif. His pale face was hardening, readying for one final burst of power. We gave each other a small nod. If we were going out, we were sure as shit not going to make it easy for the bastards.

			Never just let them hurt you, no matter what.

			A guard raised his spear at Chif. A point of metal hurtled down at me.

			I dropped to the ground, the spear point thudding into the dirt beside me.

			BOOM. Heat blossomed all around, singeing my ear as I lay pressed to the road. A wave of red fire blasted out from Chif, sending the guards and thugs flying back. The sickeningly appetising smell of burning meat wafted into my nose.

			I sprung to my feet, taking stock of things. A couple of the guards were screaming, beating at surcoats that had caught alight. One pressed at his scalp, madly trying to quench the flames that had replaced his hair, but only succeeded roasting his palms in the process. The one-eyed thug was knelt over Crossbow Lady, tenderly checking her for wounds. It’s funny how you can forget that your enemies are real people, with relationships to each other.

			I grabbed Chif from where he lay, breathing heavily.

			‘You still with us?’ I said, dragging him up. We only had a few seconds to get away before our enemies recovered. I grabbed a fallen spear to use as a crutch.

			‘Yep,’ he spluttered before degenerating into a couching fit. His eyes had huge dark rings under them. No more magic today.

			‘Good work, but we’ve gotta move.’

			Chif nodded and put an arm over my shoulder. We hobbled to the nearest side-alley, moving agonisingly slowly with our injuries and exhaustion. I leaned heavily on the spear. I’d be near useless with a spear in open combat but, damn, were they useful to lean on.

			Shouts echoed behind us. A couple of windows were open and onlookers gawped. The guard captain and three of his men were relatively unhurt and were following Crossbow Lady and the one-eyed thug towards us. Chif and I ducked into the side alley, shambling along as fast as our aching bodies would carry us. Everything hurt. Badly. The cut in my stomach was more agonising with every breath. Any second now Crossbow Lady would step into the alleyway and put a bolt in my gut.

			That gave me an idea. The alley was narrow and long, hemmed in by the doorless wooden walls of houses. There was no chance that anyone would be able to flank us before we could scramble free, their only option was to chase us directly. All I had to do was dissuade that.

			‘Wait,’ I hissed to Chif. ‘Idea.’

			‘Thank the Sun,’ he wheezed. I let go of him and hobbled back to the alley’s entrance, and then flattened myself against it. I readied my spear in one hand. The thing was long and unwieldy but I was sure it would serve my purpose.

			Crossbow Lady pounded into the alley, weapon at the ready. As she did, I grabbed her under the arms and pressed the spear’s point into her neck. She froze. She’d felt the touch of cold iron before, she knew what it meant.

			‘Don’t you dare,’ she snarled. I shuffled back with her to where Chif was standing. He ripped the crossbow out of her hands.

			‘Nice,’ He coughed.

			The one-eyed thug stomped into the alley, flanked by the guard captain and his three unwounded men. His eye widened when he saw me with Crossbow Lady at spearpoint.

			‘Don’t you fucking dare!’ he growled, mace at the ready. Perfect. He obviously cared about her, which was just what I needed as leverage. He stepped forward.

			I gently twisted the spear into Crossbow Lady’s neck and she hissed. The one-eyed thug stopped.

			‘If you hurt her, Norvak will never stop hunting you,’ he said with a voice like a cold, dead fish.

			He scared me, this one-eyed man, because I believed him. If I killed Crossbow Lady, Chif and I would be hunted down endlessly. And yet, if I didn’t use her as a hostage we’d be killed immediately.

			‘I won’t hurt her as long as you don’t follow us,’ I said, backing up. Chif raised the crossbow and followed me. Crossbow Lady was still in my arms, but I could feel every muscle tense at each movement I made.

			The guard captain went to move forward, ‘We can’t let this bastard just get away,’ he growled.

			The one-eyed thug put a hand on his chest. ‘We’ll deal with this ourselves.’

			The guard captain sullenly backed off with his men, but the one-eyed thug stayed exactly where he was, watching with cold fury.

			Chif and I made it to the end of the alleyway, and stepped out into the lamp-lit street beyond.

			‘What are we meant to do now?’ Chif said.

			‘Let me go, you fucking idiots.’ Crossbow Lady squirmed, but I pressed the spear more firmly into her neck and she froze.

			I felt like vomiting. Every part of my body hurt, especially the gash in my stomach.

			‘We have to leave Caravor,’ I said. ‘Norvak won’t stop looking for us.’

			‘And go where?’

			‘I don’t know yet. We can talk about this when we’re somewhere a little safer. I doubt the one-eyed prick will wait for long even if he is smitten with this murderous bitch.’

			Crossbow Lady hissed.

			Chif frowned. ‘What do we do with her?’

			I knew what we had to do, and Chif did too, deep down. If we took her with us she’d take the first opportunity to kill us, or give us away. We’d move twice as fast without having to drag her. I could feel her stillness, her anticipation of my answer. She was ready to fight, kick and struggle if I gave the wrong one. Why take that chance?

			I jabbed the spear up into her throat and it sunk into the soft flesh of her neck. She scrambled against me, arms straining against my grip. Ripping herself out of my arms, she drove an elbow into the cut on my stomach. It hurt badly and I stumbled back, letting go. She ripped the spear out of her throat and a torrent of blood came pouring out. Her hands pressed against the ragged hole, but it didn’t do any good. She shuddered and collapsed on the ground, filling the air with the salty metallic tang of blood.

			Chif’s jaw dropped. ‘What the fuck?’

			He was unrealistic. What other option did he think we had? ‘Better her than us.’

			‘She was our prisoner.’

			‘And now she’s dead, and we need to move.’

			‘We can’t just go around killing people. That was brutal.’ His frown deepened.

			I looked him dead in the eye. He was lying to himself. He knew what we were, what we did.

			‘We do whatever it takes to survive. You burnt those guards. I bet they’re still writhing in pain now, dying a slow death.’

			He clenched his teeth. Chif and I rarely argued like this. He’d never killed someone in cold blood before. We’d killed in the heat of battle and he was naïve and immature to think there was a difference. You did what you had to do to survive, no matter what that meant. I was sick of his inability to see that. I was exhausted, cut, bruised, and the old scar over my eye itched.

			Chif looked down at the blood pooling at our feet, mixing with the dust of the street. Crossbow Lady was twisted, glassy eyes staring at Chif’s boot.

			‘Burning those guards was different,’ he said, but I don’t think he really believed it.

			‘Grow up.’ I started off down the road, ears straining for shouts, approaching feet or the clank of steel.

			Chif didn’t move. I didn’t look back. If he couldn’t face the reality of what it took to survive then we were done. I didn’t care. Fuck him.

			I heard him sigh and then limp towards me, catching up.

			‘We do what we have to do.’ He set his jaw.

			Relief flooded me. I didn’t know if I could make it alone. Chif had saved me so many times. He’d brought me back when I’d been on the brink, all those years ago. He was my brother.

			‘Sorry for being a dick.’ I smiled and clapped him on the shoulder.

			‘Let’s get somewhere safe and figure out what we’re gonna do.’

			‘We always do.’ I grinned.

			‘We always do.’ He smiled back.

			I ripped two strips off my stolen yellow tunic. Chif tied one around the crossbow bolt still stuck in his leg and I pressed the other to the gash in my stomach. We’d be okay once we laid low for a few days and found a healer before leaving the city. After that we’d get as far away from Caravor and the Valley of Green as possible, and hope it would be enough.

			We limped onwards, hissing with pain at each step. It was well and truly dark now, the street lit only by the orange glow of lamps. Our breath frosted as we struggled onwards, weaving through side-streets and back alleys, putting as much distance between us and the one-eyed thug. 

			Once he found Crossbow Lady’s corpse, all hell would break lose. Norvak’s web of control extended further than I would have imagined for any crime lord. The guard captain wouldn’t let this go either. Chif was, as far as we knew, the only mage to have escaped the Tainted Tower. The authorities would stop at nothing to capture or kill him. How had a simple robbery gone so wrong?

			I felt the reassuring lump of Rich Prick’s coinpurse in my pocket.

			At least there was that.
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			One Christmas, when I was only about eight or nine, a relative gave me a book as a present. They probably didn’t think much of it at the time, and I don’t even remember who it was, but the book, which was Pawn of Prophecy by David Eddings, sent me hurtling down a path of epic fantasy that I don’t think I ever emerged from. Like a lot of readers and writers these days, after a while I began to imagine what these books might be like if the protagonists weren’t the shining heroes they always seemed to be, and how their stories might change if they chose the wrong path at least some of the time.

			That’s what I tried to explore with ‘Small Fish’, which began as a single page describing a handsome, heroic character only to switch to the perspective of the amoral cutpurse who was tailing him. I’ve always loved ‘bad’ characters who somehow manage to be likeable, and that’s what I hope that I have achieved with ‘Small Fish’. Rik is a murderous bastard, there’s no doubt about that, but I hope that you found yourself siding with him regardless. There’s a lot of bad, as well as good, in all of us, and exploring that in a magical setting can be interesting, and fun, to read and write.

			 ‘Small Fish’ is my first short fiction publication, and having my work appear alongside such talented and accomplished writers is an incredible honour and more than a little intimidating. As a new writer, simply having anyone express an interest in reading my work feels like a miracle, and I hope that I’ve provided a half-hour of fun, fast-paced entertainment that can stand up next to the other works within Dimension6.

			The story is perhaps a reflection of how it feels to try to break into the publishing industry. There’s already a gang controlling the turf, and you’ve got to figure out a way to pull your own jobs. Hopefully there’s less ear-biting and murder for writers, but at times it can feel almost as tough. It’s hard to be a small fish in a big pond. The story is also about friendship and how truly caring about another person, even in a platonic way, is something special that, I believe, can offset a lot of character flaws.

			As a twenty-year-old just out of university, it’s not unusual to feel a bit lost in the big wide world, and I think that my writing also reflects this. The great part about fantasy is that ‘lost’ is just another word for ‘adventure’, and the freedom of characters in magical, pre-industrial worlds feels like a breath of fresh air when compared to the real world in which people are pressured to do awful things like find ‘real’ jobs. I studied filmmaking at Flinders University, and have made a whole bunch of films and worked as a freelance filmmaker, but books have always remained my first and most passionate love. I’ve found that the stories I want to tell always contain one too many fireballs or monsters to be easily represented on screen without significant financial investment, so writing is the way to go. There’s also something magical about a story that plays out in your own head rather than on an exterior screen. However, I think that my film background has informed my writing style in a big way.

			I have a novel-length work featuring Rik and Chif with which I’m currently seeking publication while working on the first draft of a new fantasy novel. There are a lot of authors writing ‘grimdark’ fantasy, with plenty of grit, darkness, and moral ambiguity, and it’s something that I’ve grown to obsess over in recent years. ‘Small Fish’, and the related novel, are attempts to subvert fantasy tropes in a similar vein to these authors.

			I’m a first reader and reviewer for the fantastic (I’m not biased, shut up) Grimdark Magazine, which provides articles and reviews, as well as short grimdark fantasy and sci-fi fiction by both new and established authors. You can find my reviews on their blog and in their latest issues.

			You can contact me at matthewjcropley@gmail.com.
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			Going Viral — Thoraiya Dyer

			She was still awake at four in the morning, her brain abrading the dilemma like a cud-chewing buffalo, when it came to her that she could use the rabies virus to knock out the neural circuit that was giving Oyong’s brother the flashbacks.

			Nila tangled herself in the mosquito net she’d forgotten she was sleeping under in an attempt to leap out of bed. Her outstretched hand knuckled woven bamboo instead of brushing the cold gel of a personal intelli-wall; she’d left her power-sucking portable a thousand kilometres away in her apartment in Banda Aceh on receiving the news that her Uncle Badar, in a decade-long coma, had died at last.

			‘The Banda Aceh strain,’ she muttered, scrabbling for the edges of the net. Rabies could not be used for neuronal tracing in humans because it destroyed brain cells as it jumped across synapses, mapping out the connections, but Nila could monitor activation during the flashbacks, tag the terminations where thought became action, and then introduce the virus there. Entering, replicating, shedding; it would travel, anterograde, to the places where his worst memories were stored, and once it was finished wiping out those memories, Nila would stop it in its tracks with the new antiviral that Oyong himself had developed.

			The idea felt like it was opening up the top of her head. Nila momentarily couldn’t understand why she couldn’t see in the dark and why her stupid mosquito net wasn’t parting before her.

			Mah! There. She was out. She wrapped a robe around her bare shoulders, ducked out the door, slipped her bare feet into muddy boots, dashed down the path to the Big House and crashed into a crabbed shape that cursed her as they both fell on their bottoms into muck.

			Nila controlled the instinct to put her hands down, teeth still rattling. The paddy was flooded and God knew what was in it. She got to her feet, holding her clean hands high, reassuring herself that the water hadn’t soaked through her clothes. She had time to get them off before it wicked through. Before the microorganisms lurking in the dirt had a chance to –

			‘Ghosts! Blood-drinkers!’ Nila’s mother’s voice came out hoarse and strained; she must have been winded by Nila’s fists, which had been clasped in front of her against the cold. The Minang highlands were temperate, even though they practically straddled the equator. Crickets in the grass fell silent in widening circles.

			‘Oh, Respected Mother,’ Nila said, sensing that the older woman was holding out her dirty hands for help but unable to bring herself to clasp them, ‘it’s not ghosts or blood-drinkers. It shames me that I haven’t sent money to wire up the small houses. If they were wired, I wouldn’t have to go to the Big House to take notes or send messages in the middle of the night.’

			‘Don’t feel ashamed. The fault lies with me. This old woman has a selfish desire to keep her daughter close, yet is more accustomed to meeting ghosts than meeting her own children. If she allowed wiring in the small houses, she’d never see you or your brothers. And it isn’t the middle of the night. It’s morning. Time for the Fajr Salat. Your Uncle Badar should be honoured, this day of all days.’

			Nila saw the rolled-up prayer mat. Knocked loose by their collision, it lay on the swept pavers, unsullied. She picked it up. The creeping feeling that the dirty water would soon come in contact with her skin forced her to abandon formality.

			‘I smell wajik, Respected Mother. Do you have Uncle Badar’s funeral cakes hidden in your mat? Would you honour him by killing yourself with his funeral cakes? You must listen to what your doctors say!’

			In that moment, the dawn call to prayer from the village mosque silenced the rest of the crickets.

			‘I listen to God,’ Nila’s mother said, smiling and seizing the prayer mat. Small, rhomboidal leaf packages flew out the ends but she ignored them. ‘He says it’s time to pray.’

			Shapes of men emerged from some of the small houses and headed towards the mosque. Nila looked up at the Big House where the women and children prayed. At least, they had once. Now there was only Nila’s Respected Mother to bend her old back beneath the high rafters. In daylight, the House hummed, powered by solar, geothermal and an advanced passive exchange system which kept live the enormous, communal intelli-wall inside. It also powered the enormous refrigerator in the adjacent rice barn where Nila’s diabetic Respected Mother crept in the dark to sneak palm sugar and coconut milk desserts. Parallel to the distant volcano that dominated the view, the roof’s curving horns made a triumphant silhouette against the bruise-blue blush of pre-dawn.

			‘Wait here for me, I beg you,’ Nila said at last. She had not come to the village to brainstorm her way through research roadblocks but to pacify a bereaved woman. The death of the pangulu, or clan leader, was not even the most pressing issue. In the mind of Nila’s Respected Mother, her brother Badar had been called home by God. But Nila, by abandoning the adat that had governed their lineage for centuries, danced with the Devil.

			Nila changed her clothes, never touching the mud directly with her hands. She fetched her mat and performed the ablutions at the deep well beside the Big House. She prayed with her Respected Mother for Uncle Badar’s soul.

			She could send her thoughts on the rabies virus to Oyong later on.

			Rismal said the funeral prayer over the body.

			Exquisite black silk, embellished with gold and silver, decorated the chamber, yet plain white cloth covered a corpse that had wasted in a hospital bed for so long that Rismal barely recognised his uncle’s face.

			We have two souls, Rismal, Badar had said once, helping Rismal with homework sent through the intelli-wall from Padang, their closest city. The standardised tests required answers that the highland villagers didn’t always agree with. You write one for your answer, but know that there are two. One true soul, which is called to heaven by almighty God, yes, but also the spirit of life that takes shape in us, in animals, in the mountain of fire and in the forest.

			Both souls had now abandoned Uncle Badar. Rismal tried to feel exultant that the true soul of the man who had been like a father to him was in paradise, but all he felt was the cold certainty that his relatives would come to him during the funeral feast, serve him the peak of the yellow rice-cone and congratulate him on arriving to fill Uncle Badar’s long-unoccupied place teaching religion and martial arts to the village youth. Ducks go home in the afternoon was the adage applicable to Minang men. Adventure forth. Become wise in the world. Return to the home village to share what you’ve learned. Gaining is worse than losing; that was another saying.

			Rismal raised his eyes to his mother and sister. No help there. They stood like ornamental statues in yards of glittering, traditional fabrics, the folded horns of their ceremonial headdresses mimicking the horns of the Big House.

			Rismal’s Respected Mother did not cry. He knew she’d cried when he, Rismal, was born. Not because of the pain, but because her first child wasn’t a daughter. He still resented her for that.

			She couldn’t make him stay. Her eyes met his and he saw the slight shading of fear. Rismal had gone into the world, as his parents had hoped, but the villagers told stories about him in whispers.

			In the war, he killed hundreds of Papuans with his bare hands. It was revenge for the death of his father, whom he never knew.

			If he never knew his father, who taught him silek?

			Child, his Uncle Badar taught him to fight like a tiger. That was before he left the country. Now, he’s the bodyguard of Golden Petal, the Javanese Princess, but you won’t see him anywhere near her in the intelli-wall reports.

			He won’t let the reporters film him?

			Child, he has magical powers granted only to the deepest, most dedicated adherents of silek. They try to film him but he doesn’t appear. His spirit cannot be captured. That young man is a great guru like his father.

			Rismal could, in fact, be captured by video recordings. Nila still had the file. Needing a chaperone, she’d dragged him to a theme park in Padang once. There, they put their heads through cut-outs in a wooden board painted to make them look like a pair of Arabs on a flying carpet.

			‘Give me magical powers, Uncle Badar,’ Rismal murmured. ‘Help me disappear into thin air before everything comes undone. This full sack has nothing in it.’

			The other men stayed back from him as they prayed. He’d barely spoken to them since his arrival. They were afraid of him, too.

			Rismal should be celebrating, they murmured, yet he stays quiet. He refuses to sing the songs or perform the dances.

			Still water sweeps away. The quiet person often conceals great ability.

			Nila wasn’t afraid. She was the only one in the village who knew the truth. Her surprise visit to his home in Jogjakarta, where she’d been asked to guest lecture at a prominent university, had been unpleasant but hardly fatal. She’d never betray him.

			Still, she didn’t have the power to extricate him from his familial duties, any more than she could successfully extricate herself. All the lands of this ancient, royal Minang lineage, from the Big House to the meanest rice paddy, would pass to Nila when their Respected Mother died. And yet Nila had not married. Not even gone through the first, customary, arranged marriage to an older man, which the village girls called the Mother’s Payback Marriage – because it was the duty they owed to the matriarch, and they figured they could always get divorced later and marry a man that they truly loved.

			Nila had refused it. She hadn’t produced a daughter of her own, a female heir in the direct line.

			It was almost time for the procession. Rismal would help carry Uncle Badar’s body to the graveyard beside the mosque and then return for the feast. The cone of yellow rice would be produced. Even now, it lurked under the white cloth placed there by the high-born cousin who had prepared it. Rismal imagined he could smell it; the imaginary smell turned his stomach.

			At the signal from the Syekh, Rismal shouldered the bier. He tried to find his balance. Something was wrong. Somebody else was spilling their end. No, they were lifting it too high. Rismal shouted in anger as Uncle Badar’s corpse head-butted him. Others screamed.

			Earthquake.

			Embracing the cold flesh beneath the shroud, Rismal staggered towards the closest doorway.

			‘God protect us!’ the Syekh shouted as the roof cracked and palm fibre fell on Rismal’s arms like rain. He clawed the cloth away from his face in time to see plummeting solar panels brought to a sudden halt by the wires that held them to the roof beams. Shapes squirmed under the decorative cloths and the dimness and falling fibre made the air seem solid as a sponge.

			‘Rismal!’ Nila shrieked.

			‘Stay down, Yurnila!’ That was their Respected Mother.

			And then Rismal saw the jagged teeth of the broken beam coming to rest only inches from impaling his heart. He raised a hand to touch it, never imagining that he could move it; it weighed tons. Gold leaf embellished a verse from the adat that had decorated the cornices. He’d never seen it so close.

			‘I can’t move,’ he tried to call out, coughing, feeling his legs trapped beneath the deformed shape of Uncle Badar’s wrapped body, but only the last word was loud enough to be heard, and in that moment another tremor shifted the beam. To onlookers, it must have appeared that he commanded the beam to move and it obeyed.

			Astonished, he stood up and surveyed the scene. Everyone, it seemed, had escaped serious injury. They stared at him, the whites of their eyes showing, open-mouthed.

			‘Desist from working your spells!’ the Syekh hissed. ‘You have done this!’

			It was Rismal’s way out, and he leaped at it.

			‘You’re right,’ he told the Syekh calmly. ‘I should never have come here. My spirit is too strong.’

			‘Rismal!’ Nila said again, this time furious, but in the midst of all the confusion and destruction, she could hardly chase after him; this was her inheritance, after all.

			‘Forgive me, learned Syekh, but it seems to me the lad could be blameless,’ one of Rismal’s relatives started to say. ‘Our mother’s brother is like the roof of the Big House, is that not what our law teaches us? And here we have a fallen roof, but the pillar still stands. It is the spirits, paying homage to Badar.’

			‘It is a warning, to send this young man back to Java where he belongs!’

			Rismal did not stay to listen to the argument. He kissed Uncle Badar’s feet through the shroud.

			‘Goodbye, Respected Teacher, Beloved Uncle,’ he said.

			And he walked away from the wrecked village, down the tree-toppled hill.

			When the week of mourning was over – God be praised, there were no deaths from the earthquake – Nila tried to leave the village, too.

			She asked three neighbours to drive her to the ziprail terminal at Padang, that great port city of the Minang people where many of the village women commuted to work.

			But the neighbours’ cars were mysteriously low on charge. Four becaks with flat tyres, two broken bicycles and a cancelled solarbus service later, Nila went to find her Respected Mother.

			‘You can’t keep me here,’ she said. ‘I’ll walk down the mountain to Padang, like Ris did.’

			Nila’s Respected Mother didn’t blink. Nila had always hated hiking and the mere sight of an unpaved road and accompanying potential for pathogens was often enough to halt her in her tracks. The anxiety grew worse with every year she worked in virology.

			‘Daughter,’ Marapi said pleasantly, patting the cushion beside her. ‘The rice grows together with the weeds. This seat is very comfortable. Please try it and tell me what you think.’

			Nila’s Respected Mother was named after the volcano, Marapi, the fire mountain that legend said had been the size of an egg when Nila’s forebears had first landed on it. Unlike the mountain, the woman had impeccable manners and rarely erupted in public, but like the mountain there was always more happening beneath the surface than even the experts could detect.

			Nila sat down and said nothing for a long while, thinking gloomily of the morning ziprail launching without her. A frictionless maglev, it travelled practically at the speed of thought, carried no contaminants and was unaffected by earthquakes thanks to the shield of strategically placed boreholes along the track which acted to divert the seismic waves so that they cancelled each another out.

			She had intended to install such a shield around the perimeter of the Big House, but there were always other, more important things to do, and the laboratory where she spent most of her waking hours was so far away.

			‘You don’t have to conspire with the whole village against me, Respected Mother. Just say so, if you need me to stay.’

			‘The mother’s brother is like the roof of the Big House,’ Marapi quoted, still smiling. ‘The mother is like the central pillar. Take away the roof and there is still the house. Take away the pillar and the house collapses.’

			They might have been chatting idly about the repairs to the Big House in the wake of the earthquake, but Nila felt the metaphor keenly for the criticism that it was. She hated the village way of oblique speaking. Marapi no doubt thought she had been in Banda Aceh too long. Not that she could be provoked into letting anything so crass pass her lips.

			‘It is my deepest hope and constant prayer that your health remains excellent, Respected Mother.’

			‘Yurnila, all pillars need replacing, eventually.’

			‘We have talked about this.’ They talked every night, through the intelli-wall, but it was almost always an exchange of the same polite phrases. Nila’s Respected Mother could not understand her work, and Nila did not care to hear about rice-sowing or goat-breeding. The subject of the village’s eligible men was forbidden. Marapi knew that if she raised it, Nila’s wall would mysteriously malfunction for a month or more. But now she was trapped.

			‘Your lands are extensive,’ she said. ‘Respected Mother, your forests are rich. You have not felled them, burned them nor turned them to paper as our forebears did with the forests of Europe, as you do now with those of poor, beaten Papua. You can find pillars all around. As many as you need. I have to go back to Banda Aceh. When the wing is broken, use the beak as a crutch.’

			There. She could spout as many foolish sayings as her mother could.

			Marapi’s smile deepened.

			‘When walking in twos, some people want to be in the middle.’

			Nila resisted the urge to scream, What is it? Do you have a new man in mind to tempt me, is that it? Some new plan that I haven’t already discarded a hundred times before? My life is mine! She took a deep breath.

			‘New thoughts have come to you since Uncle Badar’s death, Respected Mother. I see that. Share them with me plainly, I beg you.’

			‘My failings are more numerous than the stars. I will try to speak openly. Badar’s spirit spoke to me before he died, daughter. He said that after his funeral, the next time you returned to the Big House would be for the occasion of your Respected Mother’s funeral, and that will be too late.’

			‘Of course I will come back before your funeral!’

			‘Badar was an honest man in life. In death also, Yurnila. I have given up trying to choose a suitable man for you. I beg you, promise me you will wed before the year is out. Anyone, I don’t care, so long as he does not share your birth clan. I beg you to bring your firstborn daughter here, to me. I will raise her, if I must. But I will place my head beneath your foot if only you will bring me a royal child. A little princess to carry on the noble line, for me to cradle in the ceremonial bowl and bathe in the sacred water. A little pillar to take my place in the palace of the First Queen, to make my house strong again.’

			Nila smoothed her sarong over her knees.

			‘Bring my firstborn daughter,’ she said at last in her mildest voice. ‘Put her in the bowl. Like bringing a ceremonial cake.’

			‘Do you make cakes, Yurnila? You make new kinds of viruses. You make my heart break.’

			And you want to steal my baby! You want to steal my baby like you stole Uncle Badar’s funeral cakes! Did his spirit really speak to you? Did you bump into his ghost in the night when you were sneaking out to the rice barn?

			There wasn’t enough air in the room. Nila’s nostrils flared. Still, she kept her eyes lowered, her mouth shut.

			‘Forgive me,’ Marapi whispered. ‘You ask me to share my thoughts plainly. The best of fate is to be inflicted with injustice by others; the worst of fate is to be the one who inflicts injustice.’

			You would condemn me to the worst of fates, Respected Mother, Nila thought. You would have me inflict gross injustice on a helpless child. Why should any daughter of mine enjoy the life of a village matriarch?

			The solution opened up her head as giddily as the rabies strain solution had done.

			‘A princess,’ she echoed. ‘A royal child. Yes. I swear it, Respected Mother. I promise my firstborn daughter to you in sight of God. There is no God but God and Mohammed is his Prophet.’

			‘Oh, Yurnila.’ Marapi began weeping with happiness. ‘You are my salvation. You are my path to heaven.’

			‘I am nothing, Respected Mother. Stop that. I’m not putting my foot on your head. Please, stand up.’

			Marapi dried her eyes.

			‘And now, forgive me, you had better hurry, Yurnila. You’ll miss the ziptrain. Your Uncle Badar’s spirit will be satisfied, now.’

			The landscape was a blur out the window of the miraculously reinstated solarbus.

			Mist met volcanic ash. Luminous green and rich brown was speckled red by rice-sowers’ hitched skirts. As the vehicle navigated hairpin turn after hairpin turn, with barely a creak of the cable that secured the undercarriage to the guiderail embedded in the road, the bus picked up other passengers that Nila barely heard or saw.

			The Prophet, Peace Be Upon Him, had a saying, Uncle Badar had told her when she finished school. Seek knowledge, even if it is in China. And that is what you do, my clever girl. You seek knowledge. Go to Banda Aceh if that is where you will find it.

			This was before Badar had suffered the first of many strokes that would leave him speechless for decades.

			That is not a true Hadith, Nila’s first landlord in Banda Aceh had shouted scornfully, eavesdropping while she used the common intelli-wall there. There is no true source of knowledge but the Quran. That so-called saying is a fabrication and a forgery. Do not let me hear you attributing it to the Prophet again.

			Nila had politely acquiesced, retreating to her room where she immediately wrote out a dozen requests for the university to provide alternate accommodation. Hiding evidence of her tearful outrage, she decided she didn’t care if the Prophet had said it or not. Her Uncle Badar had said it, and that was enough for her.

			A princess. A royal child.

			She couldn’t think of that now. There were other problems to overcome. The floor of the Big House. When she bent her head over its ancient teak boards, she couldn’t help but notice they were sunken and splintered. She would send money to have it repaired. Respected Mother’s gold mines were as empty now as the great halls of her inheritance.

			Rabies, Nila thought determinedly as her mind tried to turn back to what she had promised Marapi. The Banda Aceh strain. I’ll send another message to Oyong. I don’t know why he hasn’t answered.

			‘Where are you?’ Nila’s voice demanded when Rismal unlocked his apartment.

			‘I’m at home,’ he said, waving permission for the intelli-wall to return his image to her. It showed her pinched face, headscarf loose around her neck, but no beads of sweat. Banda Aceh, second largest city of the Republic of Sumatera, sweltered under similar July temperatures to Jogjakarta, capital city of the United Constitutional Sultanates of Java, yet Nila’s place was fitted with far superior air conditioning. She could afford it.

			‘You abandoned me,’ she said.

			‘I caused an earthquake by my unholy presence,’ Rismal smirked. ‘Anyway, what’s your problem? You’re back at work, aren’t you? Your hair has that steam-mop look from showering in and out of the lab.’

			‘My problem? My problem is huge. And you’ll make it your problem, too, or I’ll tell everyone what you really are. And I’ll give you a clue, the answer is not a magician. I’ll tell them about Uncle Badar’s first turn, the one we concealed from everyone in the village, and how he could barely stand, let alone teach you silek.’

			‘Nila –’

			‘I’ll tell them how you set off to find a new martial arts teacher with a chicken for the sacrifice but the thought of chopping its head off made you cry and you let it go in the forest.’

			‘I was only –’

			‘I’ll tell them the army didn’t accept you because you weren’t patriotic enough and you spent the second Papuan war delivering pork dumplings in a panda suit. I’ll tell them you’re not really a Javanese Princess’ bodyguard.’

			‘Stop! I’m listening! Tell me what you need.’

			She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her hands shook and she clasped them in front of her as if that was the only way she could keep them still.

			‘I sold my firstborn, like a foolish peasant in a tale, Ris.’

			‘What?’

			‘Our Respected Mother, who refused to marry again and only managed one daughter herself, made me promise to give her a princess. And I don’t want any firstborns, I never have. Or firstborn’s fathers for that matter, taking time away from my work. The world needs me. I’m good, my team is good, and we are being adequately funded, do you know how rare that combination is?’

			‘I never said you weren’t good.’

			‘And if there’s to be no father, well, my firstborn will have to be a clone, won’t she? Only, not a clone of me, because if she is, she’ll probably hate the village just as much as I do. Maybe I’d be better off adopting, but I promised her a princess, didn’t I?’

			‘Nila!’ Her image hadn’t changed, but to Rismal she seemed abruptly an impostor who had stolen his staid sister’s face and voice. ‘Are you asking me to steal a baby and pretend it’s yours? Because I won’t do that.’

			She swallowed.

			‘I’m asking you to steal me some DNA, Ris. If I have to bake that baby in my own oven, I want the DNA of someone with no objection to her destined role. Someone who revels in it, in fact. Someone you have access to.’

			Suddenly he understood.

			‘Golden Petal? You want her genome? You’re going to give a clone of Golden Petal to our Respected Mother and just hope that she won’t notice? A Javanese Princess in a Minang palace? What about our royal lineage, Nila?’

			‘There is no royal lineage! I’ve only got half our Respected Mother’s genes. She thinks her noble blood goes back to Alexander the Great? That’s two thousand, three hundred years. A hundred and twenty generations at least. What level of dilution is that? I’ve probably got just as much genetic material in common with a cockroach!’

			‘Look. I can’t do it. They wear gloves. Their servants wipe down surfaces. Since Java signed the convention on not copyrighting human genes, they’re all careful. You’d have to do it, too, if you didn’t live in Banda Aceh.’

			‘Where I’m despised for descending from the Sultans of Padang, who treacherously called on Malaysian allies to help them win the war against the Padri fundamentalists.’ She smiled bitterly. ‘Wouldn’t it make them happy to know my line was coming to an end?’

			‘Actually, it’s because –’

			She couldn’t let him finish the sentence. She couldn’t let him seem to know more than her about anything.

			‘Yes, yes.’ She waved her hand impatiently. ‘Because cloning’s been legal in Java for three decades, but only legal in Sumatera for three years. Hardly anyone even knows it’s available. God, we still use fingerprints for identification, here, it’s ridiculous.’

			‘I might have children, or the others might,’ Rismal said, even as he thought: Our children won’t be able to inherit land. We are lowly sons. There was a moment in which he might have said he was ready to have his own children, a moment to volunteer his daughter for Nila’s plot, a daughter who would be of their Respected Mother’s true blood.

			But he was not ready. There were no women in his life. This was not the way for him to pay her back. The moment passed.

			‘Will you help me or not?’ Nila demanded. ‘You said Golden Petal treats you like dirt. You said she bends and pretends to be praying but she’s really subvocalising lists of dignitaries’ family members to her digimemory so she can remember to ask after their health and impress them with her attentiveness.’

			‘She pretty much fits our Respected Mother’s idea of the perfect child.’ Rismal agreed. He bowed his head. Before now, Nila had never asked him for anything. She’d given him money when he needed it. When he was first refused entry into the armed forces. ‘If I can find a way, I’ll get it for you.’

			‘Thank you,’ she said.

			‘Don’t die of any diseases today.’ It was their ritual farewell.

			‘Don’t get hit by a ziptrain.’

			Nila smiled as her image faded.

			Nila had been showering in. While working in the Biosafety Level 3 facility, anyway. Rismal had guessed correctly about that. Nila actually enjoyed the ritual, regimented nature of it. It gave her time to think.

			But now that her rabies modification made the virus more easily transferred between humans, she’d been forced to move the project into the BSL 4 facility in the same compound, and showering in became less important than showering out and correctly disposing of waste. Health monitors were stuck to her skin inside the positive pressure suit. Without the distraction of repetition, she hesitated outside the second airlock entry to the room, feeling a brief wave of nausea, as if she were already pregnant.

			My poor, useless brother. I shouldn’t have asked him. He won’t be able to get it.

			Stop thinking about that. Oyong will be back from his field trip today.

			Nila would speak to Oyong in closed-circuit when he arrived. He hadn’t responded to her detailed method for the experiment to discover whether rabies could erase memories associated with post-traumatic stress disorder, initially in transgenic mice. So, in the absence of corrections or instructions, she’d gone ahead. Oyong had always given her a great deal of leeway, supervisor or no, just as he’d been given a free hand by his friends in the military who funded the lab.

			I can’t have a baby and give it away.

			She shook her head, but she couldn’t get rid of the tiny voice of her conscience. Her mouth had said the words but her heart was warning her she couldn’t do it.

			If I do this thing, my baby will need me. Or. . . will it be Golden Petal’s mother that she needs?

			Respected Mother wants my daughter, needs her, like she wants a full rice hut, like she needs an unbendable prayer regime. She’s always been frightened when it comes to the future. Children are for the future, to her. Not for loving more than life. And I should know. I remember being a child in that house.

			Learning the names of her ancestors and their victories on top of memorising the Quran, because digimemory wasn’t good enough. Being reprimanded for treating servants like friends. Having her arms and legs slapped because she did not use them with dignity and decorum. Just about the only thing she had done to her Respected Mother’s satisfaction was stay clean and out of the rice paddies, and that was because of that time they’d sacrificed the water buffalo calf. Liver flukes and roundworms had spilled over Nila’s bare feet.

			It won’t be my baby. Ridiculous to think of it as mine. I’ll just be letting it borrow my body for a while.

			That thought, on the heels of the liver fluke thought, really did make her feel sick.

			‘Nila, your heart rate is up,’ Oyong’s voice said unexpectedly inside her suit. ‘How are you?’

			‘I’m annoyed with you,’ she said, smiling where he couldn’t see, casting her worries about the future baby aside and opening the final door. ‘Would it be so hard to tell me I’m a genius? That you’ve promised your brother he’ll be the first to benefit from this amazing new treatment? And where’s the supervisor that’s supposed to be on that microphone, anyway?’

			Then she heard a sound she didn’t recognise. Some sort of malfunction. It froze her, because a suit malfunction could be deadly – don’t die of any diseases today – but a light flickered on inside her helmet which showed it was the communications system that had become disconnected from both the recorder and the back-up recorder.

			‘I’d better get another suit,’ she said. It was her instinct to back out of the room, but the lab had a strict one-way flow. Briskly, she walked across it to the exit door, ignoring cold cubicles, culture handling cabinets, carbon dioxide incubators, robotic centrifuges, microscopes and sequencers.

			‘Wait,’ Oyong said sharply. ‘Don’t get another suit.’

			Another light came on. Not only was their conversation no longer being recorded, but it was now no longer accessible to the monitors at the main office building.

			‘Are you doing this?’ Nila accused him. ‘What’s wrong, Oyong?’

			She knew him as a gentle soul. His name meant okra, a kind of tasteless, inoffensive vegetable, and without his family connections to the armed forces, he could never have forged his way competitively to the top of a crowded field like pharmaceuticals.

			‘I deleted your messages,’ he said. ‘Not just from my field tent but your house as well. I would have told you to stop the experiment, but I didn’t want to leave any traces and I couldn’t tell you face to face until my field trip was over. When we’ve finished talking, I want you to leave the lab. I’m going to corrupt all the related data, cut the main and backup power and starve the cell lines. Overheating is going to kill your transgenic mice. I’m sorry.’

			‘What? Why? Oyong, I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on!’

			She folded her arms defiantly and stared up at the cameras. As if she would sacrifice herself for an experiment. Creeping doubt made her wonder if Oyong had been infected with something in the field. He had been testing TargetR, the world’s first successful treatment for diseases caused by the Flaviviridae group, at a remote village suffering from an outbreak of Japanese encephalitis.

			Perhaps his brain had been affected. Perhaps he would kill her with a power cut, too, if she didn’t do what he said. Air moved reassuringly through her suit. Her shoulders hunched a little but she didn’t move her feet. She wished she could see his face.

			‘Well?’

			‘You shouldn’t have changed it, Nila. Now I have to kill it. You shouldn’t have gone ahead without me. TargetR is not supposed to work against the rabies virus.’

			He was right about the drug. TargetR protected cells by binding to the receptors where a Flavivirus-associated protein would usually bind. Rabies was not a Flavivirus. The rabies attachment protein would usually bind to a different receptor to gain entry.

			‘Yes. But I don’t see why you’re upset. If I didn’t change this rabies strain to bind to the Flavivirus receptor, how could I proceed with the experiment?’

			‘I don’t want you to proceed! Can’t you see what the military will do with the ability to erase people’s memories, Nila? Even if it’s only Papuan War memories? Can’t you see how tempted they’d be by the thought of an enslaved, menial minority that can’t remember the details of its enslavement?’

			‘Someone else will think of it,’ Nila said with her best attempt at calm, knowing the medical attachments were feeding him data about her rising blood pressure anyway. ‘Unless you withdraw TargetR from the market – and you won’t, not when it can save millions of people – someone else will think to try this. It might as well be us.’

			‘Let them think of it. Nobody else has my notes on the coding for the protein. You couldn’t have done it without my notes.’

			Calmness be damned.

			‘And I wouldn’t have done it, if I wasn’t thinking about your brother!’

			Silence.

			‘My brother,’ Oyong said.

			More silence.

			‘My brother,’ he said again, panting. ‘I love my brother. I have to believe Wiwit would understand. You’ve ruined everything for both of us, Nila. We could have continued working here, if only you’d waited to hear from me. God’s Will, I suppose. If a Javanese man with three streaks of white hair on the right side of his head comes to your house, don’t tell him that you succeeded. Understand? Tell him you failed.’

			‘Oyong –’

			‘You need to leave the lab. Right now.’

			The towers of Jogjakarta glittered in the dark.

			Rismal pedalled like a demon. Rendang and rice were secure in his heatproof pouch. Despite the pouch, bicycle delivery boys were famed for being the only ones who could get fast food to the residential blocks still hot.

			Around him, on roads still steaming from the last downpour, private cars and long carriers were all clicked into the grid, similar to the solarbuses of Sumatera. The air-conditioned capsules moved by themselves in an orderly but excruciatingly sluggish fashion, and always with the jolt of lag when the city computer had to calculate the optimum order for a particularly in-demand intersection.

			The kris-shaped skyscrapers, storm-proof eyries in the swaying, unbreakable Top End style, were kept endlessly bright by geothermal roots sunk much deeper than the buildings were high. Tallest of all was Lion Tower. The wings of the Sultans’ heavenly mandate folded over its gleaming, glassy shoulders. It wore a lotus-shaped crown that was the playground of Javanese royalty and the starting point of the national falcon races, called the Pearl Purse, patronised by the Sultan of Jogja.

			Rismal was not heading for a residential block tonight. He had discovered, almost too late, that the princesses would be attending a reception for European diplomats at Lion Tower – but that their royal father would not.

			It was his chance. The old Sultan kept the girls segregated in public whenever he was present, but Golden Petal’s weakness was raptors and in the absence of both father and cameras, she’d been known to mingle with men in the excitement of a high-stakes release.

			Chaining his bicycle out of sight before jogging brazenly into the pendopo, Rismal confronted a silk-swathed security guard who looked at him woodenly through a slot in the ornate double-doors.

			‘A thousand pardons, honoured guard, I have a food delivery,’ he said, out of breath.

			‘I beg your pardon, fine citizen, but do you mean for the Princess?’

			‘For her esteemed bodyguard, Anas. Something special to keep up his strength and vigilance.’

			‘Your concern is commendable. But surely he will eat when he is off duty?’

			‘Pride goeth before a fall, honoured guard. I know the esteemed bodyguard quite well. If not pressed on him, he will not eat, and he has been on duty for two days without sleeping. Should anything happen to the Princess through my negligence, I should surely fail to reach heaven.’

			The wooden gaze did not flicker.

			‘I will see if the royal cousin will come down to enter her code,’ the guard said.

			Rismal waited anxiously. In a culture where genetic material was freely taken, replicated and traded, any and all genetic traits were useless for identification purposes. Digimemory helped important persons to store authorisation passwords of a million digits or more; Rismal had no digimemory, nor would he ever. Neither did Anas.

			Golden Petal’s youngest cousin, Jasmine Fragrance, the lowest ranking of the royal party, must be called to let him in.

			Fifteen minutes later, she came, but she was not happy.

			‘What is this?’ she demanded in Malay, avoiding the minimal niceties required by even the lowest form of Javanese. ‘Who are you? I’ve seen you before. You bring drugs to that buffalo of a bodyguard my cousin keeps around.’

			Flabbergasted, he struggled to decide how to reply to her, but before he could come up with anything, she had entered her password, the beautiful entry gates were silently swinging back and she was stalking away. Rismal stared at her bottom in a tight pink batik kebaya, barely covered by her short, emboidered jacket, as she retreated in mincing steps back to an elevator flanked by more guards.

			The guards steered him to a different elevator when he thoughtlessly tried to follow, blank expressions unchanging as he objected too late.

			‘I don’t bring drugs!’

			‘We know,’ one of them said, and Rismal recalled that they had noses superior to drug-detecting dogs, able to identify even a hint of stale illegal powders on clothing washed a hundred times. They took away his delivery boy’s overalls and put him in the ill-fitting brown livery of a waiter.

			When he reached the royal lounge, a slight tightening of Anas’ wide, thick lips betrayed his fury.

			‘Insolence,’ he said quietly in the level of Javanese spoken between equals. ‘What madness made you think you could come here? When this is over, I’ll break both your legs.’

			The room was circular, with sweeping views over the city. There was no wind at the moment, but basins shimmering with essential oils and ready to be flushed at the merest brush of a panel stood waiting for motion sickness sufferers to make use of them. The height could be terrible and dizzying, but Rismal was more dizzied by the people that he saw, sprawled on velvet divans or moving on crimson carpets out of circles of rosy light, laughing and shining like amnesiac angels who had forgotten the messages they’d descended to deliver.

			‘I beg you to eat,’ Rismal answered just as quietly, feeling like a vomit stain in the brown cotton sarong which had seemed so fine a moment ago. ‘After months of searching, I found it for you, the recipe from my home village, to strengthen your body and spirit.’

			‘Both arms as well,’ Anas promised. ‘I cannot eat that. Who will watch the Princess? You?’

			But Golden Petal seemed quite safe, chatting animatedly with a tall, broad-shouldered young man who wore a gold circlet in his yellow hair and carried no ornamental weapons at his waist.

			‘Who is that?’

			Anas grunted with his mouth full of rendang.

			‘A Swedish Prince. Fourth in line to yet another impotent throne. He races horses. That is how I will choose to interpret the pelvic motions he was making a few minutes ago. If he touches Golden Petal, I’ll kill him.’

			But the Swedish Prince only stroked his corn-coloured beard with a pale leather glove; Anas quickly shovelled the rest of the rendang into his mouth with the fingers of his right hand before pressing the empty container into Rismal’s midriff.

			‘Now, get out of here.’

			A moment later, he seized one of the perfumed basins and half-collapsed over it.

			‘Anas, you ate too quickly,’ Rismal lied as the bodyguard emptied his stomach into the basin.

			Emetidine, once extracted from ipecac root, was not illegal in Java and so not something the guards were altered to recognise; Nila had told him it was good for killing amoebas, usually given by injection to avoid vomiting, and easily hidden in anything with enough red chillies in.

			‘We’ll take him,’ a couple of wooden-faced guards said, and several guests paused to point and laugh at the distressed bodyguard being dragged away.

			Rismal clutched his forearms with both hands, as if he could feel the bones already broken. He would have to flee Java before Anas recovered if he was to escape unscathed, and that would give him a day at most. Resisting the urge to go after the guards, he started to follow another waiter to the kitchen to dispose of the dirty dish.

			The Swedish Prince caught his eye and made a subtle hand signal indicating he wished for another drink, the same as the one he’d just had. Rismal inclined his head and went instead to the bar.

			‘I don’t know you,’ the Batak mixologist remarked, hesitating with a can full of coconut cream over a cocktail already erupting black and purple over translucent cubes of dry ice. ‘You must be new.’

			‘Whatever the Swedish Prince is drinking,’ Rismal hissed, ‘I need another one.’

			He knew nothing about alcohol; had never so much as been to a place where it was served.

			‘Take it,’ the mixologist sighed a moment later, pushing forward a hot, red, spicy-smelling concoction with dried fruit and nuts floating around in it. ‘Disgusting!’

			Rismal moved to take the drink to the Prince, but as he returned the way he had come, he discovered that Golden Petal’s youngest cousin, the one who had let him into the building, Jasmine Fragrance, had taken a seat between him and the standing older couple.

			She didn’t even have to look at him. She didn’t have to say a word. Rismal could not get past her without bowing his head down lower than hers, and because of how she was lounging, he would have to crawl. She was getting revenge on him for making her go down to the bottom level.

			‘Jasmine!’ Golden Petal scolded, but her eyes sparkled and she covered her mouth with her hand as Rismal slithered on his belly past the divan, desperately holding the hot drink as high as he could while it slowly scalded his hand through the porcelain.

			‘Strange customs you have,’ the Prince told Golden Petal, taking the cup from Rismal without taking his sky-blue eyes away from Golden Petal’s bosom.

			‘Strange customs you have,’ she returned. ‘A hot drink in this steamy weather?’

			‘But you must try it.’

			‘There is claret in that drink. It is haram.’

			‘It is heated. The alcohol is boiled away. Just a tiny sip. I promise you it is delicious.’

			Golden Petal took a tiny sip. Gave a small squeal. Shook her head. Lowered the cup.

			Rismal could barely believe God was blessing his quest. The Almighty smiled on an endeavour that should have been frowned on; He wanted Nila to succeed. The cup, with Golden Petal’s skin cells smeared along with her lipstick over the rim, was going to come directly to him.

			His hand made an involuntary movement towards it.

			‘Even your manservant can tell that you didn’t like it,’ the Prince said wryly. ‘But he seems so eager to take it.’

			‘Oh, taking it is what they’re trained to do,’ Golden Petal answered carelessly. ‘We can’t leave any traces of ourselves behind. They eat our leftover food. They drink our leftover drinks.’

			‘Do they, indeed? Go on, then, waiter. Drink it up.’

			Rismal took the cup, dry-mouthed. From the first mouthful, which stung his nose and throat like the cleaning fluid used to wipe down kitchen benches, he knew that the alcohol has not been boiled off.

			His head spun. He gagged, but he kept the drink down.

			‘Fetch me another,’ the Prince said, laughing like a horse, and Rismal didn’t care what he laughed like, he had the cup; he had the cup; where was his heatproof pouch?

			He would put the cup in the pouch. Soon. In a minute. He had to get another drink for the Prince.

			Laughter seemed to bounce off every surface in the room. Grey specks danced in front of his eyes. They were laughing because he had spilled the hot drink on his hand while crawling past Jasmine Fragrance. No, they were laughing because the Prince had taken yet another small sip of a fresh drink and then forced Rismal to drink the rest.

			There were four empty cups on the table. No, five.

			‘Your Highness!’ Golden Petal scolded in the same completely ineffectual way she had scolded Jasmine Fragrance. ‘You must stop. You must let him go!’

			‘I want to see how many he can hold!’

			The heatproof pouch. He had to get the original cup into the heatproof pouch without anybody seeing. The problem was, all eyes were on him.

			‘Come on then,’ the mixologist was saying ruefully through the haze. ‘I’ll help you get cleaned up. You’d better go home.’ The Prince had vanished, gone to get himself another drink as a consequence of Rismal’s incapacity. On the divan, behind which Rismal sprawled, the two princesses were whispering.

			‘Of course I’m not going with him,’ Jasmine Fragrance said to Golden Petal, pinching her cousin until she gasped. ‘He has a foreskin – how disgusting! It’s you he wants, anyway.’

			And when the Prince approached again, his corn-coloured hair had turned into a cone of yellow rice, and the elders from the village were trying to make Rismal eat it. Hands on his arms. Hands on his face. He struggled. They were trying to make him become the new pangulu.

			I don’t want to. I don’t want to!

			Rismal woke with his mouth full of parched Arabian sand-desert hell and a gamelan of pain playing in his head.

			The doorbell was chiming. Blearily, he staggered to his feet and fumbled for the door-opener switch. The light that entered through the crack was like a scythe between the eyes.

			‘Apologies for having disturbed you, friend,’ said a dapper man in a silver-embroidered black peci cap who stood smiling on the step. ‘I wonder if we could speak privately inside?’

			Rismal didn’t trust himself to speak. Could this be the man who had helped him into the elevator? No, the mixologist had been taller; broader. He stood back and waved for the man to enter, wondering in a panic a moment later whether he still had the stolen glass and the pouch, but then his fingers found a postal ticket stub in his pocket and he uncomfortably assumed he had already posted a package he didn’t remember wrapping. The man moved into the room with a dancer’s grace.

			Then he flashed an identification badge.

			‘Mister Rismal, I understand you are the brother of a government-employed Sumateran virologist by name of Yurnila Marapi?’

			‘Yes,’ Rismal said, distracted. His bladder was full to bursting, he couldn’t be sure he hadn’t already leaked on his clothes. He wanted to rush to the bathroom but was trapped by the pleasant-faced man’s gentle attention. There were three parallel lines of white in his black hair, nicely matched by the black and silver cap, and the man’s stillness and poise suddenly took on a new meaning; he was no dancer.

			Rismal’s attention crystallised. The badge. It belonged to the office of a senior minister. Rismal had seen on the reports that the minister was currently in Sumatera with the Javanese fleet. They were doing joint naval exercises with their closest ally; the ally that the minister supplied with Papuan labour so that Sumaterans need not risk their lives in dangerous mining and forestry jobs.

			But why would the defence minister employ a man such as this?

			It was the final test of my mastery of the art, Uncle Badar had said with the left side of his mouth. I had to kill a tiger with my bare hands. My father, your grandfather, sent me alone into the jungle.

			Were you frightened? Little Rismal had gasped.

			Not at all! I knew I should not kill one who was like my own brother, for no good reason but pride. In my travels, I had traded with the Orang Rimba, who spurn agriculture since it disrespects the forest. My father suspected they had corrupted me and he was right.

			So. . . what did you do, Uncle Badar?

			I lived, wild, in the forest for six months. That is how long it took for the old, toothless tiger to starve. My mother thought I had gone to heaven. I brought the dead tiger’s skin and bones out of the trees and buried them with respect in the place my father showed me.

			But. . . The first Papuan War. You had to kill men.

			Uncle Badar had raised his open palms towards heaven. His left side was stronger. His left hand went higher. Rismal and Yurnila had been told that the Syekh must not see their Uncle Badar eating with his left hand, or he would be forever shamed. They must not invite anyone to the house until their mother’s brother was healed.

			God forgive me, I did. And these were men not so different to the Orang Rimba. All they wanted was for us to stop cutting the forest.

			Rismal was brought sharply back to the present. Was he in danger? Should he run? He couldn’t run. He could barely keep from peeing himself.

			‘Yurnila recently communicated with you via the intelli-wall in this house,’ said the man who had three tiger-claw scars on the side of his head. ‘She later paid to have the records of the communication removed. Can you tell me why?’

			‘It’s because of our Respected Mother,’ Rismal said, inventing wildly. ‘Yurnila always feels bad when she is criticising the one who gave us life.’

			‘Did she speak about her work at all?’

			‘She said that she didn’t have time to get married because her work was important. She’s the best in the world at it, or something. The world needs her, she said.’

			The man nodded.

			‘Thank you, friend. It’s just that there’s been an accident at Yurnila’s laboratory.’

			Rismal steeled himself. Don’t die of any diseases today. Had his sister been dead during this entire conversation? Had one of her hideous mutant diseases escaped?

			‘Is she well?’

			The man smiled, making him wait. Rismal’s heart pounded.

			‘She is well. I’ll leave you now. You seem to have packed your valuables. Will you be leaving Jogjakarta today?’

			‘Yes.’ Rismal controlled the urge to leap for the intelli-wall, to activate it for its digital clock display. What time was it? Oh, God, what if Anas arrived while this fellow was still here? Anas hadn’t killed a tiger, but he had broken his share of bones.

			‘May you enjoy a swift and pleasant journey. Peace be upon you.’

			Yes. Peace! Peace be on me!

			‘And on you,’ Rismal replied, forcing a smile that released the breath of a thousand rotting toothless tigers, soaked in spices and garnished with almonds and raisins.

			Nila put her fingertips to the postman’s pad.

			‘It’s all yours,’ the boy said, and walked away whistling.

			Nila held the clumsily wrapped express package from Java in both hands. This was it. No problem. She would take it to her friend, Doctor Jusuf. She would explain that she had been born with myopia, classified as an inherited defect, and that the defect qualified her for one free gene-swap and implantation procedure. Jusuf would look at the cup. He would know that she had taken somebody’s genome without their consent.

			She would remind him, if necessary, that her Respected Mother had given the money for him to study medicine in China. That what she was doing was for the future happiness of her Respected Mother and nobody else.

			Jusuf would not need reminding. No Minang man ever did. Silently, he would accept it, would sample the cells on the cup, would give her the injections for ovarian hyperstimulation and schedule her for oocyte harvest followed by embryo transfer. He would not need convincing. Only Nila still needed convincing.

			She dressed as a man, secured her helmet and rode on her motorbike out of Banda Aceh, on the coastal road out past Malahayati port. There, helicopters and planes buzzed around enormous Javanese aircraft carriers and smaller, greenish-grey Sumateran patrol ships. Nila couldn’t hear them because of the wind in her ears and the roar of the antique engine whose emissions she paid for in auto-deductions from her pay.

			She stopped at the ruins of the fort where famous female Admiral Malahayati had successfully repelled the would-be conquering Malaccans and Javanese. The place reminded her that those with their minds set on an endeavour must be inexorable.

			Yet she wasn’t sure which goal she should be inexorably pushing towards, now.

			Alleviating Wiwit’s illness? Oyong had ruined all chance of that.

			Alleviating the anxiety of her Respected Mother? It felt too much like resigning herself to what had always been her biological destiny.

			It’s not my destiny.

			She had the package with her. She could walk past wind-twisted trees, down the steep slope of the sandy, rubbish-strewn beach and throw it into the sea.

			Yet she was on forced paid leave while the government laboratory was being investigated and repaired. It could be months or years before they called her back. She would have time to dream up new experiments. Perhaps she would forget about altering central nerves and work on peripheral nerves. Phantom limb pains. Many soldiers suffered from those, too. Oyong couldn’t object. There was no sinister application for that, surely? She would still be helping war veterans. There was no better time for her to get pregnant and make plans. No better time. It was as if God had arranged it.

			Nila stood on the rise overlooking the ocean, smelling the sea, petrol fumes and the clove cigarette stench that still permeated her leather jacket three decades after being given it by Uncle Badar. Rising from the city were the melodies of mosques in overlapping circles, masking the aircraft noise from the harbour.

			Her stomach growled and she went down to the beach for something to eat. A small restaurant served basic dishes beneath bamboo-scaffolded shelters. There was room for her at a table where a girl with good posture wearing a government-grey jilbab chatted idly with a much older man in a blue singlet with deep-set eyes and a thick, bristling moustache.

			Nila sat slightly over one metre from the closest of them; moisture droplets from the average exhalation evaporated or fell away within a metre at one meter per second. Sneezes, at fifty metres per second, required a distance of six metres, while coughs, at ten metres per second, required a safe minimum of three metres. So many infectious diseases were airborne.

			‘Peace be upon you,’ she said, and they welcomed her and wished her peace in return, passing the menu. ‘What is best, here?’

			‘The juice is good,’ the young woman said, just as the man said,

			‘The Ulee Karang!’

			‘Well, whatever you like.’ The young woman shrugged, ‘I won’t be back here again, anyway.’

			‘You don’t live nearby?’ Nila asked.

			‘No, I’m an assistant seismologist. Just here to pick up some equipment we had in the secret tunnels under the ruined fort. The tunnels are very deep. Perfect for seismographs, but the unit has been malfunctioning, and when my supervisor asked for a replacement unit, they said they won’t be using the tunnels any more because of a bureaucratic argument over who should be paying for the upkeep, Heritage or Science departments!’

			‘I work for the government, too,’ Nila said, grimacing. ‘I know how it goes. God willing, they will settle their dispute before long.’

			‘God willing.’

			‘A poor excuse,’ the man muttered. ‘They’re testing weapons out there, you think they want you low-level public servants watching and recording the seismic signatures?’

			They were interrupted by a young Confucian woman in shorts, a sleeveless shirt and gleaming black hair who erupted from the kitchen and delivered a steaming plate of noodles to the man. She bowed her head briskly to Nila and the seismologist’s assistant, but her smile was strained.

			‘I am at your mercy, Uncle,’ she told the man, which seemed like an unusual thing to say to someone who couldn’t be her uncle and who didn’t seem to have her at his mercy.

			‘Here she is.’ His grin revealed yellow-stained teeth from drinking too much hot, strong Acehnese coffee. ‘Here is my Jinjin. Usually, she comes to the fish market to buy my biggest shrimp, but the boats can’t go out while the naval exercises are on, so here I am.’

			‘With compensation money in your pocket, I hope! Well? What do you think?’

			While the man took a leisurely taste of the dish, Nila turned her scientist’s eye inward, observing her jittery instinct to strike the plate away from the man; she hadn’t seen the kitchen; didn’t know if the restaurant was safe; anything could be crawling around in the food. It passed like a wave crashing and receding. And her hands hadn’t even moved. Progress.

			‘My tongue is dancing,’ he replied with relish, ‘but I’m not sweating as I eat. A true mie Aceh should make me cry.’

			‘You’re making me cry, Uncle. Are you sure you’re not just pretending I haven’t mastered the dish because you don’t want me to leave Banda Aceh and go to Padang?’

			‘Why will you go to Padang when you’ve mastered the dish?’ Nila asked.

			Jinjin straightened proudly and tossed her hair back.

			‘My aim in life is to master the seventy great shrimp recipes of the East. Mie Aceh, the shrimp version, is one of them. I have already mastered the grilled king prawns of this region and my path takes me to Padang next, for the final recipe. And to find a Minang husband, of course.’

			Nila raised her hand quickly to cover a laugh of astonishment. ‘To find a Minang husband?’

			‘Oh, yes. I owe my parents a son-in-law to live with them. Just because I was born female and an only child, there is no need for them to suffer. In my culture, the woman usually comes to live with the man’s family, so I will choose a husband from a Minang culture where they don’t value men as highly. Then he can come to live with me in China.’

			‘I’m not so sure about that,’ said the seismologist’s assistant. ‘I had a boyfriend from Padang. He wanted me to quit my job and move there to be close to him. I refused.’

			‘I will look for a different kind,’ Jinjin said, giving a raucous, snorting laugh, her mouth fearlessly wide open for all to see.

			‘You show admirable loyalty to your parents,’ Nila said, keenly aware of the cups on the table. It was as if she could feel the weight of the package from Java in her hands.

			Take away the roof and there is still the house. Take away the pillar and the house collapses.

			What she really means is, she gave me life, and she thinks I owe her a life in return.

			‘The Teachings say filial piety is one of the four virtues.’ Jinjin roared with mirth again, head thrown back. ‘My mother says that only when I am a mother myself will I know what she gave up for me.’

			Three weeks after the successful implantation, Nila was visited by a stranger.

			It wasn’t a Javanese man with three streaks of white hair on the side of his head. Instead, it was Oyong’s brother, Wiwit.

			Nila’s landlady, who would almost certainly rather be napping in the heat of the afternoon, came into the apartment with the ostensible excuse of needing to borrow a block of palm sugar. Nila knew a chaperone when she saw one, and wryly made iced avocado juice for three instead of two.

			Wiwit was certainly more handsome in the flesh than his image on an intelli-wall had led her to expect. An architect before and after the war, he dressed in a crisp, black Western suit designed more to disguise his artificial leg than announce his political proclivities. Oyong had told her that Wiwit’s associates closed the door to his soundproof office whenever his weeping grew loud enough to disturb the clients. Yet he did not look like a man who often wept.

			They perched on stools in the kitchen. Nila suspected he would have difficulty rising from the floor-cushions in the sitting room.

			‘It is an honour to meet you, Brother,’ she said.

			‘The juice is delicious, Sister,’ he replied, though he had barely taken a sip.

			‘To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?’

			‘Brother Oyong is missing.’

			He said it bluntly, so that his meaning could not be mistaken. Nila drank her juice to give herself time to think. Oyong was being investigated by an internal tribunal, she knew that. The power failure had been suspicious. When they brought her in for questioning, she had neither admitted Oyong’s guilt, nor lied to them about the failure of her experiment as he had demanded.

			She’d simply said that in the course of her usual routine, her suit had failed, followed by the entire laboratory, and that she was taking extra medication due to her near-brush with the dangerous organisms they kept at the facility.

			‘He is not here,’ she said.

			Wiwit’s smile could have belonged to a film star, but that wasn’t why she had wanted so desperately to cure him. She didn’t know him at all. It was all war veterans that she wanted to help.

			Her spine spasmed as she realised: Mah! It was Uncle Badar I wanted to help.

			‘I can see that,’ Wiwit said, making a reassuring gesture, and Nila realised her landlady’s back had also stiffened, not with epiphany but indignation at the thought that Nila might be hiding a man in her apartment.

			‘I haven’t seen him, either,’ she said, ‘nor heard from him. Not for months. Not since the investigation began. He was suspended with pay.’

			‘You were not.’

			‘I voluntarily went on leave before they could suspend me.’ She was being disingenuous. It was clear that no blame had attached itself to her. The same could not be said for Oyong, and for good reason.

			‘Your team continues your interrupted experiment in your absence, at the secondary facility on the other side of the city.’

			She stared at him. Impossible.

			‘You must be mistaken, Brother. They would not do that without involving me. They could not do it without certain unpublished papers. Mine. And Oyong’s notes. Well, perhaps they have mine, I made them on the wall at the lab, but Oyong keeps his in his head –’

			‘Which is exactly why they need him.’

			It was ridiculous. Nila wanted to ask what Wiwit was taking for his own mental illness, his paranoia, his mistrust of the military, but she remembered the weeping and the soundproof room and swallowed her arrogance and scorn.

			‘Could he be at your parents’ house?’ she asked gently.

			His eyes dropped to the floor. She hadn’t mentioned the unmentionable and although he couldn’t know that Oyong had told her, still, he was ashamed.

			‘Not there,’ he said. ‘Never there.’

			And with those words, Nila was struck by the potential future horror of her daughter’s disavowal of her. She touched her flat stomach. In her mind’s eye, she saw the embryo exploding outward into a real human child. Then, a young woman, identical to Golden Petal, and the perfect mouth shaped itself into a curl of resentment, and the perfect lips said: My mother gave me away! Why should I go to see her?

			Not there. Never there!

			What was she doing? She should have the pregnancy terminated. No, she was doing the right thing, and what did Nila owe this child, besides life? Life was a great enough gift, she surely did not owe the child freedom as well.

			‘Don’t you think you could forgive them?’ Nila gasped. ‘They gave you life, didn’t they?’

			The gift of life is of incalculable worth. Jinjin has the right of it. It’s impossible to repay such a debt. The very least I owe my Respected Mother is the raising of a royal granddaughter.

			Wiwit set his almost-full glass back on the kitchen counter.

			‘They gave us nothing,’ he said deliberately, looking her in the eye. ‘They gave themselves pleasure and they gave themselves the righteous joy that comes of obeying a God who instructed them to multiply.’

			‘God also said to honour our parents,’ Nila said. ‘Don’t we gain righteous joy from that?’

			‘That’s what our parents tell us God said. But they would tell us that, wouldn’t they?’

			He eased himself off the stool, ready to leave. Nila tried her best to school her distress.

			‘I hope you find Oyong soon, Brother.’

			‘So do I.’

			Rismal woke in the upturned, barnacled boat set on bricks in a banana plantation where he had slept since his flight from Jogjakarta.

			Today was the day. His food and money had run out. He would have to think of a superior plan to this one.

			As usual, when it came to thinking, he would no doubt be better off getting in touch with his perfect sister, who so far had no idea what his little adventure with Javanese royalty had cost him.

			Glumly, he looked for water to use for his prayer ablutions, but the plastic bottles surrounding his nest of rags were all but empty, so he did the dry ablutions and a belated morning prayer before packing up his meagre valuables and peeking out of the boat.

			No sign of farmers.

			Rismal thought about a new name for himself as he jogged down the hill toward the west coast road. He very much doubted that either the bodyguard, Anas, or the man from the Javanese defence ministry with the tiger-claw scars, name unknown, would find him here, across the sea in another country, but it was better to be safe. They would assume he’d return to the highlands. Maybe they’d even send someone to the Big House where he was born.

			The Big House where his Respected Mother had cried, because he’d been a boy.

			Stop thinking about that!

			The amusing thing was, if he’d stayed to be raised to pangulu, he’d have a new name by now. New names were bestowed for important life events. Well, fleeing from two completely different men who might torture and kill him in the blink of an eye was a fairly important life event. He needed a name that was ordinary. Boring, even.

			Something like. . . what was the name of that guy Nila works with? Cucumber? Melon? Pepper?

			Okra.

			‘My name is Oyong,’ he said, testing the name, a little out of breath from the descent. Waiting at the verge for a break in traffic, he dashed across the highway towards an emergency mechanical failure bay which was currently occupied by an old man with a hand-cart full of loquats.

			The bay contained a fresh water filling station, but also a booth with a public intelli-wall. Lurking in the bamboo til the farmer had left, Rismal knelt near the place where the prior occupant had contacted the wall. He breathed hot air over the greasy fingerprints the old man had left behind. It was a trick he and Nila had developed as children in order to use their Respected Mother’s credit for watching blasphemous Chinese kung fu serials, and it worked best on older walls, like this one.

			She answered with audio only.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Nila, it’s me,’ he hissed, careful not to touch the wall, and abruptly her magnified face was there, blinking with astonishment.

			‘You’re dirty,’ she said. ‘You haven’t shaved. You left your apartment in Jogja and nobody’s been able to get in contact with you. You’re on the west coast road?’

			‘People are after me.’

			‘What people?’

			‘Because of the cup!’

			‘Oh!’ She blushed, but Rismal realised she’d already had heightened colour, and surely she’d never had cleavage like that before? Not that he had looked. Oh, God blind his eyes. He was blushing himself.

			‘It worked, then?’ he said. ‘You’re pregnant? It wasn’t for nothing?’

			‘It worked!’ She beamed at him. Then her face crumpled. ‘Oh, Rismal, I’m sorry. Can’t you come here –’

			‘No. Not there. Not home, either. I need somewhere to hide where nobody will think to look for me.’

			‘For how long?’

			‘Probably until after your baby is born.’

			She bit her lip.

			‘I have an idea.’ Her finger sketched a map on the screen. ‘Can you meet me tonight, at this restaurant on the beach below the old fort?’

			‘I think so, yes. Oh, and Nila? Apparently you do a thing where you pay to have records of conversations erased?’

			She stared at him.

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘I’ll tell you later. For now, I’m just saying, you should probably do that with this one.’

			Rismal slapped at mosquitoes.

			Nila, of course, reeked of repellent. Even as a child she’d screeched her refusal to allow insects to probe her skin like insane doctors bent on spreading death. The bugs were attracted by lamps that sent warm light licking over the sand towards the sea like the lava of an angry Mt Marapi.

			He couldn’t understand why Nila had wanted to meet here, so close to the grave of Malahayati; a grave filled by the actions of his and Nila’s Minang ancestors.

			‘So,’ he said, raising his palms in a gesture to thank God for the blessing of new life. ‘Congratulations.’

			‘Thank you.’ Nila’s eyes sparkled.

			‘It’s good you didn’t wreck my life for nothing.’

			‘Did I wreck your life?’

			He grimaced.

			‘No. What was I doing in Jogja, anyway? Waiting for a sign from God?’

			‘Well, you gave our Respected Mother the impression you were defending the world from agents of evil. She doesn’t care that you’ve gone off her radar, she assumes you’re embroiled in some vital matter of Javanese national security. Me, on the other hand, I’m an eater of pigs if I don’t talk to her every single night.’

			‘Does she know you’re expecting?’

			‘No!’

			‘Good. I’ve got the Princess’ real bodyguard after me, not to mention some Javanese intelligence officer who wants to know how loyal you are to the Sumateran government. What are you working on?’ He shook his head. ‘Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Don’t tell anyone you’re expecting until you’ve got her mewling in your arms. The law says she’s got no soul until she takes her first breath. If anyone suspects what we’ve done, they can make you abort her. She’s only safe after she’s born healthy.’

			‘Hush, Rismal.’ Nila lowered her eyes and bit her lip. ‘Someone could hear you.’

			‘Who? There’s nobody here.’ He waved his arm at the all-but-empty restaurant. There were only two other customers, a couple of old fishermen. ‘Why is it so quiet, anyway?’

			‘You’d know if you hadn’t been sleeping in a banana plantation. One of the local Syekhs has died. They’ve taken all entertainment off the intelli-walls and set a curfew for the period of mourning.’

			‘Crazy old Aceh,’ Rismal sighed, remembering mock-sea-battles he’d waged with Nila in the fetid waters of the rice paddies. Their reed-boats had re-enacted the Battle of Padang, Aceh’s greatest loss in history and a precursor to the unification of Sumatera under the Minang Sultanates. Admiral Malahayati’s seeming invincible Acehnese fleet, the one which had guarded Minang merchants over three centuries of plundering Europe for its grape wine, hardwoods, coal and glass sands, had been defeated in the river mouth of Padang by Malacca-supplied coastal defences comprising the same Chinese-designed cannons that had won Central America for the Han.

			‘Crazy old Aceh,’ Nila agreed, sipping her sweet tea. Rismal had already emptied three glasses, but it hadn’t helped. His mouth was still burning.

			‘I can’t eat any more of this.’

			‘You’ll get used to it.’ One corner of her mouth twitched. ‘The joke is that Aceh is an acronym for Arabia, China, Europe and Hindia. That’s where all the spices come from. It’s world food.’

			‘I think it stands for auto-combusting edible hazards. It’s demon food.’

			The waitress chose that moment to appear. No, wait. It wasn’t the dull-eyed woman who had served them before. This one was a young Confucian with her smooth limbs exposed and an air of suppressed laughter.

			‘Everything how you like it?’ she asked in Malay. ‘What’s your name, handsome?’

			‘Oyong,’ Rismal said, grinning, but Nila barked inexplicably,

			‘No! That’s not his name! That’s just what I call him to make fun of him sometimes. He’s my brother, the vegetable-head. His real name is Inyiak. Tiger, in our language.’

			‘In Minang language?’ The girl’s chin lifted and she eyed him with fresh appreciation. ‘You must be very fierce. Do you know martial arts?’

			‘No,’ Rismal said. A strange calm had descended on him. Where had trying to live up to everyone’s expectations ever gotten him? Nowhere. It was time to let all that go. ‘Not at all. Goat-class. I appear fit because I walk a lot, and ride bicycles. My Uncle Badar was a great warrior. He’s dead now. He wanted me to learn but I felt sorry for the chicken I was supposed to take for sacrifice and I let it go in the forest.’

			‘Wow. You must feel very secure in your manhood to admit something like that. All the men around here are so macho. But you don’t like killing things. Is that why you haven’t eaten your chicken? Should I take this away?’

			‘I’m Muslim, not Buddhist!’

			‘For sure. Coconut water?’

			‘Yes. Thank you.’

			‘Do you know much about Padang cuisine, by any chance?’

			‘I’ve worked in a Padang kitchen.’ More honesty. Only Nila knew about his succession of low-paid jobs. None of his employers, Anas included, had known he was technically a prince in his own country. ‘A Chinese one, too. The chickens were delivered already dead, so there was no pain or suffering involved.’

			‘Oh, and are you looking for a job now?’

			‘I might be, actually.’ Incredibly, the calm was still on him. The rapid-fire of their conversation felt like being a spectator at a badminton match: Effortless and engaging.

			‘If you are, I’ll speak to the owner. But clean up a little better before you come to see her, won’t you? There’s a banana leaf in your hair.’

			He made no move to comb with his fingers for it.

			‘Who should I ask for?’

			‘Jinjin, Queen of Shrimp!’ And she laughed like he had never seen a woman laugh before, walking away, leaving him alone with his amused-looking sister.

			‘You stink and you haven’t shaved,’ Nila said. ‘Come on, Inyiak. Time to take you to your new lair.’

			The motorbike’s single beam illuminated a narrow track through the overgrowth.

			Nila followed one of two parallel trenches made by truck tyres that had ploughed dangerously through stakes of bamboo cut off at ground level yet stubbornly regrowing. To the left and right, longer stems clacked and swished in the night wind and the motorbike sounded too loud, especially considering the fact of the curfew; like a tiger rasping greedily for a mate in an empty world.

			Malahayati had made the fort by bending the very stones to her will, the old stories said. Nila didn’t believe in ghosts, but she thought she could feel the hair on the back of her neck rising as they approached the hill.

			Submit, the Prophet had said to the people in the seventh century, and the people dutifully and rightfully submitted their wills to God.

			Submit, Arabia said later to the people of Sumatera, and it was when Padang said, No! and Aceh said, Yes! that Malahayati sailed around the coast to pound Padang into submission, expecting the indolent city built on Minang pepper and gold to be weak and unprepared. Instead, a pact between their peoples that had endured for an age was broken and remade and this time the Minang people held the upper hand.

			Banda Aceh, city of losers? Ris had exclaimed when she’d told him she was taking a job there.

			Yet serious centres of learning had been founded in Banda Aceh that could hardly be unfounded, and religion rarely clashed with science there, even in the early days. No practical scholar was prepared to pay good money for segregated laboratories that would give competing schools an edge. Whole Hadiths about the innate evils of women vanished, seemingly overnight. Interpretations were smoothed over. Universities were not the only beneficiaries. The armed forces were, too.

			Nila couldn’t help but imagine herself and the famous woman Admiral meeting face to face. A single slash of the scimitar now prized by the city museum would end her instantly. And Ris would be no help.

			Goat-class, he had mocked himself.

			Nila braked as the twisting trail revealed a dead end of solid earth.

			The door into the side of the hill, steel bars and chains over an older door of iron-studded oak, was locked thrice. There was a long tumbler requiring a physical key, a weatherproof device with an electronic one, and a padlocked, weighted bar. Nila had brought a set of picklocks, an electronic skeleton key and a miniature laser cutter. The bar squealed as Rismal lifted it.

			‘What if the seismologists come back?’ Ris’s low voice echoed down a cold, concrete tunnel. Nila’s flashlight illuminated intermittent, empty electric light fittings. It smelled of clean sand and old smoke.

			‘They won’t. Trust in God. You have to stay here until my daughter is born? God will make sure nobody else comes here until my daughter is born.’

			‘If you’re so sure about that, why are we whispering?’

			‘Shut up and go inside.’

			The tunnel led to a square, low-ceilinged, concrete room with dusty twin skylights bored through to the distant hilltop and slabs for workbenches with electrical sockets and switches sunk into their surfaces. Nila found a pair of cold, chrome taps over a dusty basin. She turned them but nothing came out.

			‘Water and power are off,’ she said. There were less-dusty squares on the benches where she supposed the seismologists had set their equipment down.

			‘It’s like a tomb,’ Rismal said gloomily.

			‘Let’s keep going. See what else is here.’

			‘Like the skeletons of dead soldiers?’

			‘Like a water source. Can’t you hear that dripping sound?’

			Deeper into the hill, the concrete came to an end, turning to earthen floor and timber-propped excavations in soil and rock. Nila shone her light on the walls but didn’t touch anything; didn’t know if it was safe. Clods underfoot could have been shaken loose by quakes or by munitions hitting the old fort. Stones tumbled from the roof could have come down as recently as during the tremor that had accompanied Father’s funeral, or as far in the past as during Malahayati’s time.

			‘Here,’ Ris called from a side-tunnel, and she joined him at the source of the watery echoes. It was a natural pocket of limestone and a trickle of clear water pattered onto a gleaming, dark grey shelf before disappearing into a crack in the floor.

			‘Good,’ Nila said. ‘You won’t go thirsty. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go in and out during daylight.’

			‘No? My water purifier is solar powered.’

			‘You won’t need that.’ She went back to the main room to fetch the GUSS – geothermal unit, self-sourcing – that she’d hoped she’d be able to use. The cone-shaped catcher on top of it, she positioned under the flow of the water. With the press of a panel, the unit secured itself in the stone with four long, threaded screws, and began its ultrasonic analysis of what lay beneath the main body of the unit.

			‘Will that be noisy?’ Rismal asked uneasily.

			‘No. And you’ll have the bonus of boiled water for washing and drinking. Let’s go and set up your kitchen. By the time the unit has drilled down deep enough, we’ll be ready to run a cord from here to the main concrete room.’

			‘Drilling down deep? Isn’t that dangerous? Are you trying to kill me with an earthquake? These tunnels are scary enough as it is.’

			‘There must be a hundred thousand of these units operating in Banda Aceh,’ she said reassuringly. ‘The diameter of the pipe is so small, it doesn’t disturb the fault line at all. Just sends a tiny flow of water down to where it’s a lot warmer. Steam powers the little generator. It’s barely enough for the light and the refrigerator. And you get hot water coming out, here.’

			‘So, not enough power to run an intelli-wall, then?’

			‘I hope you didn’t bring an intelli-wall. Your fingerprints on any part of the grid will alert them to where you are.’

			‘I’m not stupid. It was a joke! I don’t have one!’

			‘Fine. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that you’re stupid.’ She retreated from the watery overflow around the GUSS, back towards the concrete room. It did seem safer than the older parts of the pitch-black labyrinth. ‘If there’s an earthquake, it won’t be because of the unit. It’ll be because of your unholy presence.’

			‘So funny,’ he said, allowing her to lead him. ‘Look, I’m sorry too. It’s just going to be a long six months, that’s all.’

			‘It was the best I could think of. If my staying here in your place would help, I’d do it, but it’s best I keep on receiving my wages. How else can you get money without going home to Respected Mother? And those two men would find you easily in the village. I’ll bring you supplies as often as I can.’

			‘You’d better, or I’ll starve. Or throw myself on Jinjin’s mercy, I suppose.’ He brightened noticeably at the thought of her.

			Nila squeezed his hands.

			‘Thank you, Respected Brother,’ she said.

			‘Don’t die of any diseases today.’

			‘Don’t get hit by a ziptrain.’

			‘Not much chance of that.’

			‘Yes, Respected Mother,’ Nila said, bending tiredly to buckle her boots.

			The sun was up in Banda Aceh, but she was willing to bet the highlands still lay in the shadow of the mountains. It was too early. Too early to deal with her mother’s questions about whether she’d settled on a suitable husband.

			Too early to be going anywhere, but she had her ultrasound appointment to attend at the local clinic. She’d seen the foetal heartbeat, which had tied one warm, affectionate thread between her and the tiny version of Golden Petal growing inexorably inside her, but today would be the screening for congenital abnormalities, and those were statistically more common with clones.

			God won’t allow it, Nila thought, yawning while she tried to concentrate on what her mother was saying. The cup came to me with my daughter’s DNA. Oyong went mad and left the laboratory, so that I could stay home peacefully and be safe from pathogens. The seismologist’s assistant was put in that restaurant so that I could hear about the perfect place to hide Ris. When God is with me, who can be against me?

			The door chimes sounded.

			Mah!

			‘I have to go, Respected Mother,’ she said, touching her lips and then her heart. She brushed the intelli-wall to end the connection and with a pinch in another corner of it, opened a window to her front door.

			The man stood in profile. He wore Javanese clothes and had three white streaks in his dark hair.

			Nila sat down suddenly on the edge of the bed, remembering Oyong’s warning. Then she gathered her nerve and tapped the wall again, allowing the man entry into the complex. She saw her landlady move to intercept him, but whatever he said to her, she retreated in a servile sort of way.

			So. There would be no chaperone for this visit.

			When her door swung open for him, she saw he wore the embroidered grey coat of campus security. He didn’t offer to show her an identification badge like the one he’d shown her brother.

			He bowed.

			‘Radiance Yurnila,’ he said shockingly in High Javanese, addressing her as if she were of his nation’s royal blood and not that of a scorned rival sultanate.

			For a panicked moment, Nila thought: He knows. He knows about Little Petal in my womb. She clenched her fists behind her back to keep from touching her abdomen.

			‘Please stand up straight, sir,’ she said in Malay. ‘You must know that is not our tradition. You’re from the University?’

			‘My name is Senior Officer Marto. I’m Head of Security at the new laboratory, Radiance Yurnila, and it is my great honour and privilege to bring you the news in person that it is safe for you to return to work. In fact, the underlings who served you at the previous facility have already initiated a repeat of your most recent experiment.’

			So Oyong’s brother, Wiwit, had spoken the truth when he told her about the team carrying on in her absence. Now was her chance to say what she should have said before, to put a stop to a potentially dangerous cascade of understanding.

			‘Oh, that experiment? It was incomplete, but even at that early stage, I could see it was going to be a failure. No more of the government’s money should be wasted on repeating that!’

			Though he was avoiding her eyes, ostensibly out of respect, and she was avoiding his, because she couldn’t bear to know that he didn’t believe her, she heard the faintest hint of a disbelieving snort escaping his nostrils before being stopped.

			He knows I’m lying.

			Oyong, Oyong. Where are you?

			Her heart fluttered and she hid her trembling hands by turning towards the kitchen.

			‘Will you take coffee, Senior Officer Marto?’ she called over her shoulder.

			‘No, no, you must not go to such trouble, Radiance. Should the hands that first cultured the amazing Banda Aceh strain of the rabies virus, the strain that is now used worldwide for vaccination, be set to a cloth sack of Acehnese coffee on account of this poor imitation-policeman? Never!’

			‘You give me too much credit,’ Nila said, ignoring his protests as he full well expected them to be ignored. ‘The best hands do not work alone.’

			‘Forgive me, Radiance, but you seem to be suggesting that the genius vaccine was not your own work. Did Professor Oyong, perhaps, deserve more credit than he was given? Should he have been named first on the paper? Was it an act of kindness, of chivalry even, that led you to take prime position?’

			Nila wanted to throw the coffee at his head.

			‘There was no kindness or chivalry,’ she said flatly. ‘Professor Oyong got the credit he deserved. The Banda Aceh strain was my work from start to finish. We shared resources as part of a team, of course, but he had his own project, to which he devoted most of his time. The anti-viral drug, TargetR.’

			Senior Officer Marto accepted the coffee with a benign smile.

			‘Which is soon to earn a great deal of money for the Sumateran government. Potentially as much or more than the earnings from your vaccine. But even the best earners cannot be exempt from scrutiny. Radiance Yurnila, are you pregnant with Professor Oyong’s child?’

			‘No!’ Nila could barely breathe.

			‘It makes no difference, the paternity, to a Minang child does it? Only the mother’s family matters. A princess would produce a princess, whether she mixed with a nobleman or with a low dog like the treasonous Professor Oyong.’

			‘I will not be spoken to in this way,’ Nila objected with as much equanimity as she could muster, but Marto’s smile was predatorial and he made no pretence of avoiding her eyes, now.

			‘Do you know where he is?’

			‘No!’

			‘You bought a GUSS, three days before you made a second ultrasound appointment for a foetus whose first ultrasound was never officially recorded. You went to the mosque on Friday, for the first time in three years.’

			‘I wanted to pray.’

			‘Oyong’s brother designed that mosque. Is that where he’s hiding? Did you take the GUSS there? Perhaps you took it to a building associated with a different mosque. Fourteen mosques in Banda Aceh all share the same talented architect. Captain Wiwit.’

			‘You will leave my house, now, Senior Officer Marto.’

			‘Of course, Radiance. I will see you at the laboratory tomorrow morning when you start work. You will not need to bring anything. Certainly not your own wall. All notes from now on are to be made on the laboratory wall. Rest assured, you will be protected from any further incidents such as the one which destroyed your first attempt at that fine endeavour; to free our war veterans from the spectres that haunt them.’

			‘I will not be starting work tomorrow morning. I will not expose my child to the risk of working in a BL4 environment.’

			‘Ah. So you admit to being pregnant. Then it’s my turn to admit that we do not find your pregnancy convenient at this time. My superiors strongly desire that you return to work before the end of the month. You will find that permission to terminate and an allowance for your reproductive credits to be reimbursed already waits for you on the wall.’ He lifted his chin in the direction of the screen, but Nila refused to so much as touch it in front of him. Enraged, she threw her coffee cup at the kitchen wall, where it smashed into hundreds of pieces.

			There was no need for either of them to say anything more, or so she thought.

			‘You will tell us where to find Professor Oyong,’ Marto said on his way out the door, after having wiped his cup with a sterilising cloth, ‘or you will take his place. You alone, Radiance. There will be no princess within a princess, like Russian dolls. There will only be you.’

			Nila quivered with fury and helplessness for half an hour after he went. She cleaned up the broken coffee cup, and put the one that Marto had used in the garbage bin for good measure.

			Mah! I won’t let them kill you, Little Petal. I will give you the gift of life. Even if that is the only gift I give you. Even if you hate me for it, later. But you won’t hate me. You’ll love being the daughter that my Respected Mother always wished she had.

			Cradling her belly, she put her mind to the logical sequence of steps that must happen next.

			Rismal heard the metal door opening, but not the sound of the motorbike.

			He leaped to his feet as Nila wheeled a very different bike into the concrete room.

			‘I though you said not to go in and out during daylight. You got a new bike? An electric one, so it doesn’t make a sound? You’ve brought me food? Clothes?’

			‘I haven’t brought you anything, Ris,’ she answered, white-faced in the light of his electric lamp. ‘I’m coming to stay here.’

			Only then did he notice that the food was tins of baby milk powder and the soft bundles were for weaving; skeins of silk, ramin fibre and gold-wrapped thread, packed around a dismantled loom that he suspected she hadn’t touched since the day Respected Mother told her she wouldn’t eat until she’d finished weaving. Nila had stubbornly passed out in front of it, aged seven and a half.

			‘You are? Why? What’s happened?’

			‘The man with the white stripes in his hair. He’s the head of security at the new Sumateran Government virology laboratory.’

			‘What? No! He’s with the Javanese defence ministry!’

			‘Oh, God,’ she said, hugging herself, her eyes roving to the corners of the room. ‘I’ll have to give birth here. It’s dirty.’

			‘I’ll help you clean it.’

			‘Where’s the dagger? Where’s Uncle Badar’s dagger? God, you don’t have it.’

			‘Of course I don’t have it. I got out of there before they could give me that job. The Syekh will be the village pangulu by now. Why do you think he accused me of evil spells?’

			‘When we were born, we drank the water that had been purified by that blade. The blade passed down from the first Queen.’

			‘What are you talking about? You wanted to get away from all that too, didn’t you? Isn’t that why we’re doing this? You made an appointment for an ultrasound, not a black-magic-cleansing from a village witch-doctor, didn’t you?’

			‘I know!’ She hugged herself tighter. ‘I know, Ris, but I’m terrified. Something could go wrong. Anything could go wrong. Maybe if I’m going to give birth in a dirty cave like my ancestors, I should have the magical protections of my ancestors too? Anyway, there’s no maybes about that look he gave me. If that man finds me, my Little Petal will definitely die. It’s not a human until it’s born, until it draws breath; how we fought for that, tooth and nail. Now they turn it against us, to control us still. Always, the patrilineal Javanese want us under control.’

			‘I can’t understand you. Please, tell me what’s going on.’

			Shuddering, she recounted her visit from the man who had killed a tiger. The Javanese fighter had called himself Marto, but who could know what his real name was? By the end, Rismal was just as terrified as she was.

			‘So,’ Nila finished, ‘you’ll have to be the one to find money for us to live on. Take the bike. It can’t be recharged here. You’ll have to get a job that pays cash-in-hand. Try the restaurant. Don’t use any walls. Don’t call anyone. Not even our Respected Mother. I sent her a message to say I was going on Hajj, but they won’t be fooled. They’ll know I never booked a flight. They must have known I would run from the moment I cancelled my ultrasound appointment. Oh, God. The vitamin D pills. I’ll need them, if I’m going to be living in the dark. I forgot them, Ris.’

			Rismal squeezed her hand.

			‘I’ll get them,’ he promised.

			He took the silent electric bike, still three-quarters charged, down to the beach where the ocean sucked at the sand and the smell of garlic and chilli wafted from the woven bamboo walls of the restaurant.

			There was no need to ask for Jinjin, Queen of Shrimp. The Confucian girl waited for him in the doorway, ignoring the seething crowd within.

			‘I need to charge my bike,’ he said.

			‘Yes, good,’ she answered, showing him where the docks were. ‘It’s free for customers and employees. Today, Inyiak, you can bake fish. Tomorrow, you can drive to the fish market and choose the best, the biggest shrimp that the old man brings in. You must return before dawn, and carry ice from purified water only.’

			‘Sounds fine.’

			‘No prayer breaks.’

			‘I don’t usually perform all five prayers.’

			‘Or smoke breaks. Do you smoke?’

			‘Yes,’ Rismal admitted. He was trying to remember if there was a twenty-four hour pharmacy close to the fish market where he could get Nila’s vitamin pills.

			‘Ah, well. Nobody’s perfect.’

			She led him to the kitchen, laughing.

			Nila bit her lip as she worked.

			The ceremonial sling gradually took shape on the loom. She had not paid much attention to her Respected Mother’s instruction in songket weaving. Over the months she’d spent in the concrete room, she’d made many mistakes and been forced to start over many times.

			‘Hundreds of women will bring food to your feast,’ she murmured to Little Petal. ‘Spirits will welcome you. The clan will know you. As for God, he already knows you. Or else, he would not be keeping those seismologists away.’

			It had taken her days just to work out how to unroll the black-and-green dyed warp and fit it into the foot of the loom. Her Respected Mother had always done that for her, when she was a child refusing to take up the shuttle smoothed by generations of women’s hands.

			You might as well learn the sounds, the smells, the motions of your future life while you are still in the womb, Little Petal, Nila would think to herself calmly in the morning, weaving the palm shapes representing the ideal Minang mother and the butterfly motifs of the great Queens in their solid gold regalia.

			This is not my destiny, she would think furiously in the afternoon, and weave patterns that had never been seen before in songket; symbols which seemed organic but which were actually chemical formulae and the coded nucleic acid sequences of protein splicing sites. Ridding the mind of harmful thoughts should be my destiny. And she hid the 3-D printing instructions for her modified virus among centipedes and bamboo shoots.

			Nila had considered replacing rare ramin fibre with cheap nylon for only the briefest second; her Respected Mother, Little Petal’s future tyrant-guardian, would never approve. The silk threads wrapped in beaten strips of gold alloy could not be laundered, so she would weave a plain centre panel in preparation for the baby’s urine or sick.

			Urine or sick!

			The silk was from Aceh and the gold, silver and copper were old, re-melted jewellery, sourced from Minang highland mines. She had made certain of that. Little Petal squirmed in her belly.

			‘Only two more moons,’ Nila told her. ‘And then I’ll give you two things. Your life, Little Petal, and this sling. And that’s all you’ll have from me.’

			Rismal threw himself behind a row of man-sized, death-flexed tunas and gaping mahi-mahi on black plastic, scraping his palms, but it was too late. He’d already been seen.

			A pair of feet in split-toed shoes appeared in front of him. Staunching blood, scales and a cocktail of fish-slime, disinfectant and melted ice on his black trousers, Rismal got to his feet to face his fate.

			‘Good morning, Anas,’ he said to the stern-looking Javanese bodyguard. ‘How wonderful to see you here. In Sumatera. Shopping for fresh fish.’

			Then he waited for Anas to knock his head off. A naturally low centre of gravity and gracefulness might give him an adept’s walk, but Anas and he both knew that he couldn’t put up any real resistance in a fight.

			The sky over the bay was pale pink. Voices haggled and bikes, of both varieties, pulled in and out, some with sealed cold cannisters, others with open woven baskets. Oblivious to the confrontation, the fisherman closest to them shovelled squid with his bare hands from one garbage bin to another, ash from his cigarette providing a celebratory confetti over it all.

			‘Good morning, Radiance,’ Anas said, broad face breaking into a smile, and the reprieve threatened to bring tears to Rismal’s eyes.

			‘You’re not here to break my legs?’

			‘I’m here on holidays. It seemed important to find you and warn you about a dangerous man who is looking for you. Clearly, you thought I was the one who had been ordered to bring you in, so you tried to poison me, but I do not work for the government. Only for Golden Petal.’

			‘That’s comforting,’ Rismal said, thoughts racing. Anas didn’t know about the glass. Nobody knew about Little Petal. The dangerous man who was looking for him – that had to be the so-called Senior Officer Marto – wanted him in connection with Nila, who was most likely wanted in connection with Oyong, her former supervisor. Bring Rismal in? To what end?

			‘I would have found you faster,’ Anas went on, ‘if I’d known about your family.’

			‘Would you have believed me? A prince on a bicycle, delivering rendang?’

			Anas slapped his thigh, unable to contain the hilarity.

			‘Unlikely! But once I knew, it was easy to work out where you’d be. Not in your highland village, that would be too obvious. Minang men love taking orders from their women, though. If not your mother, it would have to be your sister. And here you are in Banda Aceh. Where your sister works. Or did, before she went missing too. They are searching in the mosques for someone. Is your sister very pious?’

			‘The dangerous man. Why does he want her? Why does he want us?’

			Anas shrugged.

			‘Reasons? Idle talk is never clear on those. It’s my advice to stay hidden. This man who is looking for you, the dangerous man, is sometimes called on to disappear corpses. Most often, though, he makes them. Flee to Arabia for real, if you can. Don’t come to this market again, or any public place.’

			‘I need money.’

			‘I thought so. That’s why I brought you your final pay packet.’

			Anas tucked an envelope into Rismal’s waistband so quickly that Rismal barely felt it, let alone saw it.

			‘A thousand thanks, Brother,’ he said, shamed by every bad thought he’d ever had about Anas. ‘Now you’d better get back to your employer.’

			‘Golden Petal is in seclusion for one hundred days. You haven’t been near an intelli-wall, have you? Her mother died.’

			‘I’m sorry. The Sultana was still young. That explains how you could get away, though. They don’t need you while they’re in the palace. Please forgive me for. . . for the food.’

			Anas slapped his thigh again.

			‘No need to apologise for that! Golden Petal came to see me in hospital while I was recovering. She held my hand, Brother.’ Anas’ face took on the worshipful glow that Rismal had rarely seen, but which spoke volumes about which of them really did live to take orders from women. One particular woman, anyway.

			Rismal drove the giant shrimp from the Banda Aceh fish market to the restaurant where he worked with Jinjin one final time. Heart heavy, he parked his electric bike by the dock, plugged it in, and took the wrapped bundle of ice and crustaceans to the kitchen.

			Jinjin prodded him in the ribs while he stowed them in cold storage.

			‘Why so glum, Inyiak? A few more lessons from you and I won’t even have to go to Padang. I’ll have a husband-in-waiting as well as the final recipe! Oh, how difficult it will be to keep my hands off you on our ship to China!’

			God, why are you doing this to me? Rismal tried to rouse a smile, but it would not form on his face as he looked longingly at Jinjin. Why make me choose between my sister and a woman I would have for my wife? Is this your way of telling me she’s unsuitable, because she’s not a Muslim?

			‘What would I do in China, Jinjin? Chop carrots in your restaurant? Go to the market? I have no real education. Your parents wouldn’t want me for a son.’

			‘No! I already told you. They don’t care about that, they just want a young man to live with them, to fix the roof when it leaks and make them feel safe at night when they’re old and feeble. That’s what sons are good for. That’s what sons can do that daughters can’t. That, and teach their own sons how to be men. The restaurant would be my job and raising our boys would be yours.’

			‘What if we don’t have sons?’

			‘Why wouldn’t we? Do you have inherited defects in your family?’

			‘No. Not unless you call being a son of Queens an inherited defect.’

			‘Are you a son of Queens, Inyiak?’ Her mouth hung open like an unhinged shutter. ‘Are you lying to me?’

			‘I’m not lying.’ He laughed. ‘You may be the one person in the world I’ve never lied to. Except about my name. I’m no tiger, Jinjin.’

			‘Oh, I figured that out. Naturally, if you’re a prince you don’t want anyone to know you work in a restaurant. Never mind about that! When we’re married, I’ll expect you to lie about little things. When I’m wrinkled and flabby, you’ll need to tell me that I haven’t aged a day. Cheer up!’

			Rismal couldn’t cheer up.

			I can’t go to China with you, Jinjin. Not and leave Nila alone and pregnant, starving in a cave, while a man who killed a tiger tries to find her and abort her child.

			Nila still had one month to go. Rismal carried out his normal duties by rote, ignoring Jinjin’s jibes, until he guessed that his bike was charged.

			Then he washed his hands, took off his apron and went outside.

			‘No smoke breaks!’ Jinjin shouted, but he knew she wouldn’t follow him.

			Another electric motorbike was parked in the dock beside his. It was government-grey, stencilled with the logo of the Science Department, and had some sort of cylindrical monitoring unit lashed to the back of it. Rismal opened a panel on the unit that said, WARNING! DO NOT OPEN!

			Inside the panel was the connection point for the power supply. He picked up a rock off the beach, bashed the power supply inwards, and saw the three metal weights of a standard issue seismometer.

			Then he unstrapped the unit from the bike, carried it down the sand, and threw it into the sea.

			‘God is great,’ he murmured.

			Returning to the dock, he unplugged his bike and drove away from the restaurant without looking back.

			Nila was woken in the dark by the wringing of her insides.

			She made no sound. Lit no light. Rismal snored in his blankets on the second mattress beside her. Nila turned her full attention to the internal squeezing. It was stronger than the practice motions her body had made over the past two days.

			It faded and she waited.

			She prayed silently, without getting out of bed.

			Litle Petal, God protect you, I am very excited to meet you!

			Then, confused, she rubbed her face with her hand.

			No, I mustn’t think like that. I’m giving you away. I won’t be meeting you. Carrying you. Delivering you. Just a courier, like Ris. Straight from God to Marapi.

			Hours of contractions passed in the silent dark. Her back ached. She didn’t want to put her bare feet outside of her clean, bleached blankets; she had scrubbed and bleached the floor of the concrete room, but it wasn’t the same. She wet herself, or so she thought. It didn’t matter. Birth fluids and urine were both sterile. It was acceptable to have either of them in bed with her.

			When the contractions turned seemingly continuous, at last she couldn’t contain her cries of exhaustion and pain. Rismal woke, flipped the light switch and hovered, his face a dumbfounded blue moon in a starless sky.

			A release of pressure, and she knew Little Petal had made it into the world.

			‘Pass her to me,’ she said hoarsely, but Rismal was frozen, horrified, with his fingers gouging his lower eyelids. ‘She’ll get cold, Rismal!’ Her heart felt as wrung out as her uterus. She didn’t want to know what was wrong. What could be wrong?

			I never went for that second ultrasound examination.

			‘I’m not supposed to even look at a woman in unclean childbirth –’

			‘I can’t reach her! God will forgive you!’

			‘God will not forgive me,’ Rismal said, inexplicably. ‘You will never forgive me.’

			And he passed her an infant as pale as cooked shrimp meat, with pale hair like the white tigers that Uncle Badar had told them both about. They die early in the wild, the white ones. They cannot see as well as their golden brothers and sisters. Bigger, though. Much bigger. Big, beautiful and doomed to die young.

			Also unmistakeable even in the gloom: a tiny penis.

			‘Who are you?’ she asked the little, wide-eyed person with wonder. She felt deep shame; all this time, she had been loving Little Petal, speaking to her and touching her. She had not known about this boy to love him. ‘How can you be white? How can you be a boy?’

			The baby clenched his lids and emitted a small neh of protest. Rismal cried openly.

			‘The Swedish prince,’ he said. ‘Oh, my God. The Swedish prince. I’m going to be sick. It was his fault. I was confused.’

			‘Do not be sick near us,’ Nila warned. What Swedish prince? Respected Mother will not want this boy baby. I will keep him. Vomit was not sterile.

			Breastmilk was. She fed her baby the way she had read in an electronic health department booklet that babies should be fed. For an instant, she wistfully wished for her Respected Mother’s direct, bodily instruction, or perhaps to have spent more time in the village observing the births and raising of her multitude of cousins. Then she felt the electric current of pain running from her protesting nipple, thus far only ever employed decoratively, as though it earthed itself through her feet and travelled all the way to the Big House. He was still her child. He was still a prince.

			A Minang prince, not a Swedish one.

			I will keep you. I will love you. Nothing can be changed, now. There is no going back.

			The flood of relief and hormonal joy could only last for so long. Nila ignored the afterbirth for as long as she could bear it. Organisms would be landing on it. Colonising the rich, bloody mass of it. Just like the Minang ancestors beaching their boat on the black sands of Mt Marapi, when the volcano was freshly born from a tear-brine sea.

			‘Hold him, please,’ she said to Rismal, wrapping the baby in white linen and then the ceremonial sling, passing her white son to her faithful brother. ‘I have to wash.’

			No sooner had she taken three wobbly, wide-legged steps onto beaten earth in the tunnel that led to the dripping water, than the earth roared and snapped its jaws tightly shut.

			Rismal curled his body over the baby’s as the concrete room heaved.

			The lights went out.

			The cord to the GUSS. It’s broken. Or the GUSS is broken.

			His own heavy breathing, foul on the baby’s face, reflected back at him.

			‘Nila?’ he shouted.

			There was no reply. Right hand holding her squalling boy, he followed the power cord with his left hand to the beaten earth tunnel where she had gone. It was blocked by fallen soil and rock. He crawled halfway down the concrete entrance tunnel, as far as the join in the pre-fab blocks where the electric bike was parked, and found it buried, too. Only the front wheel and part of the handlebars protruded.

			Trapped. Trapped in here.

			He crawled back to the room.

			Air. How much air do we have? How much time do we have?

			It was then that he saw the faint lunar glow of the skylight. Outside in the world, the sun had risen.

			‘Yurnila,’ he shouted again. There was no reply. Loathe to put the baby down, aware of the probability of aftershocks, he had no choice. ‘I’ll get us out through that skylight,’ he promised his nephew, ‘if I have to chew through metal.’

			Luckily, he still had the tiny laser cutter that Nila had brought. He wouldn’t need his teeth just yet.

			God, is this your punishment?

			Or is it you, Malahayati, vengefully crushing your ancient enemy?

			Inch by inch, cracking her nails and scraping her chin, Nila crawled out from under a mound of dirt that reminded her of the time she’d asked Rismal to bury her in sand at the beach. She’d wanted to shape herself a beautiful winged Garuda body from sand, only to discover the weight of the sand was too great. She couldn’t move.

			Stop! she’d screamed at a grinning Ris, who only heaped more sand onto her, dashing in and out to dump another bucket on top without getting in range of her arms. It might have been the first time in his life that he’d had power over her. I can’t breathe! I’m going to die!

			Rismal had repented, then. He’d come closer again and, with his little plastic shovel, had uncovered her. Immediately, she’d dragged him up the beach, swung him into the bushes and pushed his mouth into the sand.

			Eat it, she’d commanded, and he had.

			Say you’ll be my slave forever, she demanded, and he had.

			Say that you love the Devil, she insisted, which was the worst thing she could think of to make somebody do. And he had.

			Now he might be dead. Her baby, too. She screamed his name at the closed tunnel for what felt like hours, but there was only silence. Trying to dig through the blockage only made her fingers bleed. She couldn’t move even the smallest stones. It had been a long, bloody night and she was weakened by the birth.

			She was so dirty. She would never be clean again. Stones and muck had soiled every part of her, every orifice. She couldn’t hear the sound of water falling, nor the steamy hiss of the GUSS, but, gasping as though she was dying from her coating of filth – I’m not dying. It’s not filth. It’s clean earth. It’s clean! – she staggered in the darkness, arms outstretched, to where she remembered the limestone grotto lying.

			It was cracked open, all the way to the sky, like a hatched crocodile egg.

			Nila looked up at the sky, perhaps a four storey climb through roots and more dirt. She could try it and pull the earth on top of herself as she fell backwards to her death. She looked back through the gloom towards the blocked tunnel. Rismal and her Little White Tiger were on the other side of it.

			She had to climb out. Find someone. Fetch help. Maybe they weren’t even trapped. Maybe they were outside on the hill watching the dawn, feeling the salt wind, waiting for her to join them.

			Nila cried as she climbed. So tired. So dirty.

			‘Praise God,’ she choked as she squeezed through the final crevice. She collapsed onto her back on the grass, amidst the buckled stones of the ancient fortifications, and stared at the cloudless blue.

			Helicopters buzzed into it, distant dragonflies, heading for the city, but Nila could not think of the destruction the quake might have caused in Banda Aceh. Someone, anyone, must come to help her dig her brother and son out of the hill.

			There was nobody. The historical site was abandoned.

			Nila made her way gingerly down the hill to the place where the chained door had been. It was completely covered by a landslip. Off the coast, she saw a single aircraft carrier, Sumateran, denuded of its helicopters.

			They must be over the city. They must be airlifting the injured out.

			Then it dawned on her that the great ship was churning through the ocean, away from her. It wasn’t rushing in to assist. It was leaving.

			She saw grey spots in front of her eyes. Her legs trembled. She made them run. Down towards the beach. Ten minutes on a motorcycle translated to an entire lifetime of hip-cracking pain. Blood on her legs. Dirt in her nostrils. Not enough water still in her to make tears.

			This is not how I imagined your first day on earth. I will not let you die, not after everything I’ve sacrificed so far.

			That sacrifice included Rismal.

			God forgive me.

			The restaurant on the beach, made of bamboo, stood completely unaffected by the earthquake. Yet it, too, was abandoned. Tyre tracks in the sand were evidence of multiple recent and very hasty departures.

			‘Is there anybody here? Help! I need help!’

			Numbly, Nila fumbled at the light switches. The power was still on. All the stations and main power lines from Banda Aceh were protected by anti-earthquake bores. When she stumbled into the owner’s office, she saw the warning on the intelli-wall. Enormous, blinking, red-and-white numbers, performing a relentless countdown.

			TSUNAMI IMPACT -17:09 MINUTES

			Nila blinked.

			-17:07

			She reached for the wall, her dragging fingers enlarging a secondary screen where footage of the ruined city showed one of Wiwit’s mosques still standing, surrounded by rubble.

			-16:58

			There was the new laboratory where Senior Officer Marto had implored her to return to work. Obviously, the anti-earthquake bores around that building had not been completed in time. People in white hazmat suits retreated from the scene. The cameras showed at least two dead bodies, limbs protruding, unidentifiable.

			Where were you hiding, Oyong? Or were you already dead?

			Nila touched the wall again, keying queries for her apartment block and for her village. The village, a thousand kilometres away, had barely felt the quake, but the apartment block was levelled and Nila’s landlady had not touched an intelli-wall since disaster had struck, which led to her being listed among the missing. Nila drank the details in with her eyes. The magnitude. The epicentre.

			Ris destroyed the equipment that the assistant was bringing back to the tunnels. Could they have anticipated this?

			Did we cause this?

			-12.22

			‘Yurnila,’ barked an impatient voice behind her. ‘It’s time to go.’

			She half lost her balance as she spun. An after-shock.

			No, she was just terribly weak.

			Senior Officer Marto stood there in his grey uniform, cold-eyed as if steel ball bearings had gotten lodged in his murderous head. Through the open door, she saw his personal hovercraft still powered up outside.

			‘How did you know –’ she began to ask, but fell silent; she had touched the intelli-wall. It had identified her and shared her location. Somehow, her fuzzy mind pieced it all together. ‘Oyong must be dead. You must have found his body.’

			‘Yes. He was hiding in one of the minarets that came down.’

			‘None of the others in the team can have succeeded in reprinting the rabies virus that I made. The one that Oyong wiped out. Is it so important, to be able to control people’s thoughts? To make ideas go viral, in real biological terms?’ She laughed, for the first time in her life, as Jinjin laughed, with her mouth open, with her disparagement on full display. ‘Was it worth the risk of coming to find me?’

			‘Yes,’ Marto said. ‘Come with me now, or drown. Nobody else can get you away from here before the wave hits.’

			She opened her mouth to tell him that she would not leave without Rismal and the baby. That he had ten minutes in which to rescue them, or else she would willingly leap into the sea.

			‘That’s not true is it?’ said a second man’s voice. Oyong’s brother, Wiwit, limped into the restaurant in his immaculate Western suit, brandishing a high energy heavy ion gun. ‘I can operate that hovercraft. I was in the military, too, remember?’

			And he pointed the weapon at Marto.

			‘It was you, looking for Oyong at the site,’ Marto said. ‘You’re infected.’

			‘Infected with what?’ Nila said.

			‘With easily transmissible, airborne rabies,’ Wiwit answered, keeping the gun on Marto. ‘Their clumsy attempts to follow yours and Oyong’s notes was a catastrophe even before the earthquake let it out into the city. It’s too virulent. It could never be used as therapy, it causes rapid brain damage. But you know what will stop it, Nila.’

			‘TargetR.’ She had whispered it, but Wiwit heard her.

			‘Exactly. None of the doctors out there know it, though. People fleeing ahead of the tsunami will spread it to every corner of Sumatera, possibly beyond, and hospitals won’t know how to treat it, or how to get hold of a drug which is still in preliminary clinical trials. Unless you tell them. You can save me with TargetR; you can save all of them. Nobody else associated with the experiment will speak up, for fear of this animal – ’ Wiwit gestured towards Marto ‘ – getting his claws into them. Like he got his claws into my brother.’

			Abruptly, Nila was no longer responsible only for Rismal and the baby’s lives. A fast-spreading, airborne rabies strain could kill hundreds. Thousands. God knew how many people already had it.

			‘Your brother was traitor,’ Marto said, and he flowed like water into a low attacking stance, simultaneous with Wiwit’s discharge of the gun.

			It made no sound. There was no recoil. The only evidence that it had been fired was one of the LEDs on the side going dark. It held five charges. One had missed. Four were left. Nila dropped to the ground and covered her head uselessly with her arms.

			Wiwit fired again, arm extended. Marto was no longer there. He’d shifted to one side. There was a crack as he kicked out at Wiwit’s artificial leg.

			If the leg had been strapped on firmly, Wiwit would have lost his feet and been beaten, Nila could see that. But the leg must have had some sort of emergency strain detachment mechanism. It came off easily, leaving Marto overbalanced.

			At point-blank range, Wiwit put the gun to Marto’s temple and pulled the trigger.

			Nila didn’t expect to see brains splatter. High energy heavy ions cooked the nervous system. She had briefly considered their use in her work before. She expected to see Marto fall.

			It’s over. We’re saved. Wiwit will help me get Rismal and Little White Tiger out of the hill.

			But Marto didn’t fall. He wasn’t there. Somehow he’d spun away before the gun could fire, tangled with a chair and ended up three paces away. Wiwit followed him with the weapon, hopping unsteadily on his remaining leg, snarling silently.

			‘You’re a traitor, too,’ Marto told Wiwit.

			‘What loyalty do I owe Java? Tell me, killer! My brother was loyal to the people. He was loyal to his sense of morality. Loyal to God.’

			‘The power of kings is God’s power,’ Marto smirked, circling. Wiwit squeezed the trigger again and Marto threw himself backwards. He should have cracked his head open on the bricks of the open cooking fire, but instead he performed a swift break-fall and rolled, sand slewing away from him.

			Wiwit’s gun showed only one more charge.

			‘Go around me, Yurnila,’ he said. ‘Get up and get into the hovercraft. I’ll be right behind you.’

			The sun went out like a broken bulb. It wasn’t clouds. It was the wave. Nila hadn’t started to move. Marto, whose back was to the sea, couldn’t afford to lift his gaze from the point of the gun.

			Wiwit’s snarl deepened in anticipation of the shot, just as a brown wall, toothy with broken boats, took all three of them.

			Rismal worked with his shoulders squeezed into the narrow skylight shaft.

			He had cut away an endless series of mirrors. Now there was only the paired panes of polymer, clear as corneas and yet much stronger than glass, for him to get through. His lungs already anticipated the fresh air. What surrounded him was stale, and thick with his fear and sweat. The blue sky sang enticingly to him.

			Then it was gone. Murky water covered the plastic hemisphere that had been his route to freedom. The hill shivered and Rismal released a futile holler that echoed in his own ears.

			I am alive. I am still alive! Have you come to kill me, great wave? Here I am!

			It went on and on. The wave and Rismal’s shout. He ran out of breath before the sea did. For a moment, he thought he was hallucinating the fish that he saw, bumping into the outwards bulge of the pane. The skylight wasn’t completely airtight. Soon enough, Rismal was wet through, but the water couldn’t have been much higher than the top of the hill. It didn’t gush in.

			It only lubricated him enough that he could slide straight back down to the concrete room to make sure the baby wasn’t wet.

			‘Stop crying, now,’ he said, jiggling the distressed, squirming, wrapped shape. ‘Look at this fine sling you are in, little prince! All covered with Minang gold. You’ll be with your mama, soon.’

			He smiled because Nila was a mother and it felt strange to say. Then he felt miserable, because his own Respected Mother would not want this little prince. The bargain had been for a firstborn daughter. Rismal had failed everybody. His Respected Mother, his sister, and now his nephew.

			What a wretched life you will lead! Nila didn’t cry when you were born, and I love her all the more for that, but when she learns about you, Respected Mother surely will cry.

			Rismal went to the boxes of supplies Nila had made him bring. He knew there was powder with instructions for mixing mother’s milk in there, and his water bottles were still full, ready for prayer ablutions he hadn’t had time for. There wasn’t enough light from the water-covered skylight to see what he was doing, and he didn’t dare light a candle in their oxygen-starved circumstances, so he went to the half-buried bike and switched its front driving light on to work by.

			‘There you go,’ he murmured, relieved that the newborn wasn’t rejecting the bottle, since he’d had no way to warm the milk except by holding in his sweaty armpit. ‘We’ll find her soon.’

			When the wave passed, he went back up the skylight shaft with his laser cutter and opened that window to the innocent, blue sky. He brought the baby out with great difficulty, smelling urine in the wrappings but not sure what to do about it. At last, hours after being trapped by the quake, he surveyed the scene from the top of the hill.

			Cars, solarbuses and ziprail carriages lay strewn across a brown mud plain where Banda Aceh had been. Several of the mosques still stood, and three Top End-style flexible towers in the central business district, but the place where the airport had been looked like a freshly-flooded paddy, with boats from the distant port piled there as though, having landed on the hash of runways, they were confused to find themselves without wings.

			On other hilltops, left and right and inland, he saw milling shapes of people through the branches of orchards and mess of gridlocked vehicles, but on his own hilltop, which was now an island, there was nothing and no-one.

			Rismal went down into the concrete room to fetch water, their wet blankets, and more milk. Then he sat down with the baby and waited. He tried to remember women’s lullabies from the village to soothe the little prince’s wails, but nothing came to him. His mind was a blank.

			As the sun began setting, an old wooden trawler, its garish red paint peeling, putted over to his hilltop. The water level had gone down a little, but not too much. It was the boat owned by the shrimp fisherman that Rismal had bought from while he worked at the restaurant; he recognised it, now.

			Wonder of wonders, Jinjin leaped out of the boat, half-swam and half-waded to him.

			‘My tiger!’ she shrieked. ‘You’re alive! There were some fingerprints on the intelli-wall in the restaurant just before the wave hit. I recognised the photograph that was linked to those fingerprints. It was your sister. Is she here with you?’

			Rismal shook his head dumbly.

			‘She’s listed as dead, oh, I’m so sorry! But I’m so glad to find you alive!’ She went to embrace him, then did a double-take at the baby in his arms. She was as wet and filthy as he was. ‘Whose white baby is that? Have you been having an affair with a white woman? Is that why you ran away?’

			He felt like an empty husk that might collapse if Jinjin hugged him. Nila was dead. She had been in the restaurant right before the wave hit. He stared at the little prince in his arms.

			Your mother is dead. I could take you to the village. I could live there, my life of lies, and help raise you to be a Minang man, at least until I am exposed and kicked out for being a liar and a fraud. But nobody there would love you, and you would remind me every day of my failure.

			‘I don’t know whose baby this is,’ he said. ‘I found it.’

			‘Oh, you are wonderful, you saved a baby! We can take it to the government camp. They already have a huge tent set up for orphans. It’s terrible, there are so many, and it’s still only the first day, but we can’t help them. It’s time to go to China, my tiger. That is, if you are willing to go.’

			Rismal closed his eyes. He opened them. Jinjin was still there. Nila’s baby was still there. The waters and the heavens and the obliterated city were all still there.

			‘I am willing,’ he said, looking into Jinjin’s dark, delighted eyes.

			In his head, he composed his last message to his family.

			I am going into the jungle. I am going to find Inyiak, and fight my Brother to the death. Do not think less of me if I should never return, Respected Mother.

			Nila sat up in bed.

			‘Bed!’ she said, trying to point at it, but her arms and legs didn’t work. It occurred to her she hadn’t gotten up by herself. Instead, she’d been pushed, by a fat, brown woman she had seen before. The strong woman who made her take baths.

			She hated baths.

			‘No food,’ she said, but the woman was already forcing a spoon between her teeth. It made a noise like breaking glass.

			‘Yes, food,’ the woman said. ‘Curse the day I let you go to university. Curse the day that you were careless with those diseases. You should never have meddled with what God made!’

			And Nila couldn’t understand her, but she didn’t want to eat, so she cried, and the woman cried, and she thought there was a tiny, white baby crying somewhere, but when she looked for it, it wasn’t there.
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			Thoraiya Dyer

			Zeitgeist

			When I proposed a near-future, alternate-history, Java- and Sumatra-set science fiction novel (“TRUST ME, IT’LL BE AMAZING”) to various parties invested in my writing career, these were the categories of responses I got:

			1.	Silence and a fixed, blank expression

			2.	Very-kind-yet-ultimately-fake enthusiasm

			3.	“I’m not sure Indonesia is part of the zeitgeist right now” professional diplomacy

			Discouraged, I set aside the outline I’d written and started on something that seemed more marketable.

			Yet in moments between working on the magical rainforest setting of the Titan’s Forest Trilogy (Book #1, Crossroads of Canopy, forthcoming from Tor in January 2017), I continued to noodle about with a novella-length prequel to the Indonesian novel.

			More specifically, with the back-story of two Minang characters that really interested me, siblings Nila and Rismal, and the ever-changing, whirlwind world that might have shaped them.

			Over 13 000 islands comprise the relatively young (of a similar age to the Lebanese Republic, and only slightly older than my dad) Republic of Indonesia. Some of these islands are fiery death-mountains protruding from the sea. Others are balmy beach havens. Some, blanketed by mountain mists, resonate with calls to prayer while others sound like church bells, chanting monks or the lilt of spoken Lani. 

			There are 300 ethnic groups and over 700 languages, ie. comparable or even more than the vast number of languages of Australia’s Indigenous people. 

			Despite years of loving research, I don’t pretend to know even a fraction of a fraction of what there is to know about Indonesia, but I know humans and I know modern science and my job is to cast my imagination into the future. With such environmental, technological and cultural richness, it seems almost any projection might be possible.

			Such as ones written by these folks: https://www.goodreads.com/group/show/107072-sci-fi-indonesia. Or films made by these ones: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qU1kk52ukyA Or even these ones: https://translate.google.com.au/translate?hl=en&sl=id&u=http://www.kaskus.co.id/thread/51ef4daa572acf3806000003/film-sci-fi-indie-asli-indonesia-mohon-komennya/&prev=search. To branch out into the spooky supernatural, do not miss the amazing Eve Shi: http://lilac-eve.net/?page_id=99.

			(Not the projection of this story, because this story has an alternate history – Java and Sumatra are separate kingdoms – as well as a speculative future trajectory. Which makes it impossible. It can’t come true. That’s beside the point. There’s a ridiculous amount of potential in Indonesia-set and Indonesian-made SFF.)

			And it’s not like those authors’ or film-makers’ audience is small. If 21% of Americans admit to reading sci fi on occasion (http://www.sfwa.org/2014/01/reads-science-fiction/), imagine a potential viewership of 21% of Indonesians, or 52 million people.

			If you feel like you could help force Indonesia into the English-speaking zeitgeist by sheer force of will, and create a market for not only my outsider’s perspective but a bunch of undoubtedly more interesting insider perspectives, too, here is my Goodreads author page: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4023684.Thoraiya_Dyer

			At some point, Keith will surely add the July 2016 edition of Dimension6, and when he does, you will be free to rate it and post comments!

			Comments like:

			1.	*silence and a fixed, blank expression*

			2.	*very kind yet ultimately fake enthusiasm*

			3.	I LOVE THIS. INDONESIA, IT’S THE NEXT BIG THING. TAKE HEED PUBLISHERS EVERYWHERE!

			Trust me, it’ll be amazing.

			Thoraiya Dyer
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			https://twitter.com/ThoraiyaDyer
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			the free newsletter for lovers of science and science fiction 

			from Keith Stevenson, author of Horizon and editor of Dimension6.

			http://eepurl.com/btvru1

		

	
		
			Why Dimension6?

			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. 

			Imagine that frozen instant occurring in an infinite number of parallel universes — the fifth dimension. 

			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. 

			That’s where Dimension6 lives.
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