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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

				Keith Stevenson

				The coincidences continue in issue 3 with two stories by two significant writers in the field who happen to live together (and only a few kilometres from the D6 nexus). And they’re joined by author Steve Cameron who was mentored by Paul Haines, one of the original X6 novellanthology authors. 

				The first two issues of D6 have been downloaded over 700 times from our website alone, and as the year — at least in this particular corner of spacetime — draws to a close, we should mention that the collected stories from all three issue of Dimension6 will be available as a compilation ebook shortly, and just in time for the gift-giving season. 

				Dimension6 magazine will return next April with another issue packed with original fiction and if you’re wondering what stories it will contain, so are we!

				We’ll be open for fiction submissions from 1 to 31 November inclusive and we’re really looking forward to being surprised by the stories we receive. All submission details are on our website at http://keithstevenson.com/CDLblog/submissions/

				We hope you enjoy the stories in this issue and, if you do, tell your friends about us!

				Now sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.

				



			
				The Shark God Covenant —Robert Hood

				Early morning. Suva, barely awake, felt languid and dispirited. The air smelt of sea-salt and rotting seaweed, its tropical dampness an alchemical mix of humidity and decay. What breeze there was had scudded across a plethora of fish carcasses before reaching Frenzer’s nostrils.

				Waiting for the after-images of an unpleasant dream to fade, the thirty-something sales rep stood on his open balcony in the rising light, bare-foot and wearing sweaty boxer shorts. He stared downhill over trees and buildings toward Suva Harbor. Was it indifference he felt, or simply resignation? An old sailing ship snagged his attention for a moment — an exotic-looking junk anchored out from the main wharves. An island trader perhaps? He’d have to check it out.

				An avian shape flapped past, close but to one side, demanding his attention. He ignored it.

				Brad Frenzer spent three months a year in Suva, touting for the company that paid his salary — a rather pathetically unethical import business controlled from somewhere uncertain. It specialised in low-quality cosmetics, rip-offs of assorted toy lines and two-dollar tourist junk. If a dodgy copy of Transformers Monopoly was what you were after, Suva’s CBD boasted plenty of el cheapo trash shops and tourist markets stacked to the ceiling with stuff like that. It was Frenzer’s role to convince stall owners and market managers that Bettacraft Imports offered them better and craftier trash than anyone else’s.

				As a half-assed attempt to counterbalance the trivial nature of this pseudo-career, Frenzer also freelanced in the acquisition and sale of genuine antiquities whenever he could get his hands on any. It was the absurdity that appealed to him most. What was once cheap junk, left to accrete a few layers of temporal glitter, suddenly became a valued memorial to long-gone glory. There’s nothing like the fading patina of a distant past to transform worthless trinkets into valuable treasure.

				A bird screeched from the dark recesses of a nearby ivi tree. It sounded personal this time. Frenzer squinted in the direction of the squawk but couldn’t see anything through the foliage. He grabbed an empty beer bottle left on the balcony railing the night before. Tossed it toward the tree. The bottle ricocheted off a branch and shattered on the weedy path below.

				Complaining bitterly, the lurking intruder burst from the canopy of leaves, its sizable wingspan hauling it skyward. It was bigger than Frenzer had expected — a large seagull or some related species, mostly white with a black streak over half its face. What was a gull doing in his ivi tree? Gulls weren’t supposed to perch in trees, were they? In a leisurely manner it circled back and swooped past the balcony, giving him the eye. Frenzer saw something akin to malice in its lifeless glance. The icy chill of it reminded him of his father.

				He realised he was grinding his teeth. One way or another, Suva always made him think of how much he’d disappointed his old man.

				A successful merchant banker, Frenzer senior had continually urged his son to do better, to improve himself, to find a purpose in life that showed a bit of genuine ‘backbone’, as he put it. ‘Reach for the stars, boy, ’course they sure as hell won’t reach for you,’ he’d pontificated more than once, echoing the sentiments of great-grandmother Sarah, the family matriarch whom he adored and honoured with a frightening intensity. Frenzer’s father had been a distant man, cold of disposition, but he’d worked hard, especially when it came to pleasing Granna Sarah, and eagerly wanted Brad to succeed. Frenzer junior had striven to meet his expectations, over and over, and still did, even though they hadn’t spoken for a decade. Meanwhile here Frenzer was, paddling around in a stagnant pool of shady mediocrity, tossing bottles at disdainful seabirds.

				Pathetic. If his father could see him now…

				In fact, it was here in Suva, that he’d had any sort of interaction with his father. Ten years ago, Frenzer senior had come to Suva to find his son, hot to renew an acquaintance that had lain dormant for years. He’d discovered where Frenzer was staying and demanded to speak to him.

				Your mother’s dead! he’d yelled outside his son’s door. The least you could do is care. 

				Frenzer had cared. Once upon a time, he’d cared deeply. She was all he’d cared about in fact. But he left to pursue an itinerant job that kept him out of their vicinity because he could no longer stand to see the wasted emotional husk she was becoming. As far as Frenzer knew his old man never actually hit her, but his verbal abuse was worse in a way. Despite Frenzer’s pleas all she would do was quote clichés about the sanctity of marriage and a woman’s role in that sacrament while continuing to martyr herself to a love that had died long before.

				Dead? Frenzer had opened the door, blocking his father’s entry with his more physically imposing body; the years had made junior stronger and senior weaker. The old man looked shrivelled and diminished. Frenzer stared into his emotionless eyes. How did she die? he’d demanded.

			

			
				Of a broken heart, his father had said.

				Her heart was broken long ago. If she’d left you, it would have healed easily enough.

				They argued, but all either of them could do was rant at the other. So Frenzer had slammed the door in his father’s face and refused either to open it again or reply to his anger and disdain. Eventually Frenzer senior left without telling his son why he’d come all this way. Frenzer knew ‘the great man’ would drink himself into oblivion.

				The seagull had disappeared in the direction of the harbour. Frenzer stretched his shoulders. ‘Enough,’ he muttered. It was time he got to work. He showered, dressed and headed out into the world, following in the bird’s wake.

				•

				Scrounging through the markets in the city centre, on the prowl for potential customers, proved singularly fruitless that day. No one was interested in his merchandise and sent him and his poorly accented hyperbole packing with a scowl and a dismissive wave of the hand. Frenzer’s Fijian was at best vaguely intelligible, offered up in an accent reminiscent of a parrot with a psychotic crab in its mouth. His Hindustani was worse. Generally, though, he could make do with English.

				As usual for the time of year, the Suva Handicraft Centre was bustling with tourists, despite the fishy stench wafting in from the ocean. Neither the punters nor the locals who were trying to sell them stuff seemed to notice the stink. When Frenzer commented on it, casually, to one of the stall-owners, the woman looked at him as though he’d prophesied an imminent space invasion by sentient squid monsters. She turned away, refusing to acknowledge his presence. He resisted giving her the finger. Wouldn’t do to appear unprofessional.

				Everywhere rows of local pottery, colourful clothing, carved wooden bowls, lurid hand-painted figurines and other faux-cultural knick-knacks receded into distant clutter. The long corridors of stalls packed with diverse shapes that almost defied logic made him feel even more alien than he normally did.

				He was definitely off his game today.

				Something caught his eye and dragged his attention to the left. In the shadows down one of the less populated aisles stood a striking figure — a woman wearing a dark green and yellow sari tied around her in a way that emphasised rather than hid her physique. She was exactly what Frenzer pictured when he read the word ‘statuesque’ in a novel: tall, confident, shapely. Black hair, loose, swept about her shoulders like a myriad of long, thin serpents, seeming to move of its own accord. Though logically there was no way Frenzer could see her face with enough clarity to appreciate its finer details, he felt overwhelmed by a sense of beauty.

				A gust of wind from behind threw him off-balance; for a moment the rotten fish stench that’d followed him about all morning became stronger than ever. He coughed its residue out of his lungs and glanced back toward the woman. She was no longer there.

				Wondering if he’d hallucinated the moment, Frenzer headed down the aisle. The chaotic stall of a local trader named Ajay Waisea, with whom he’d done business many times, occupied the space where he’d seen the woman. Ajay wasn’t present as Frenzer scanned the tangle of souvenirs, hand-carved kava bowls and worthless bagatelle scattered in no discernible pattern around the layered displays. The hanging cloths that limited his view into the back area might have hidden the woman, though he doubted it. She hadn’t been Ajay’s wife, who was a short bell-jar presence huddling suspiciously to one side on various occasions when Frenzer visited Ajay for a bout of haggling. Nor his daughter, who was genetically predisposed toward the wife’s homeliness. Who then?

				Wind rustled a silken hanging amid the clutter and in that instant Frenzer saw something that left him breathless.

				‘No more stock!’ growled Ajay’s voice in his ear, as the man himself appeared from behind.

				‘Bula to you, too, my friend.’

				Bony hands waved about his face as though swatting away flies. ‘Can’t sell your last stuff. Don’t want more.’

				Frenzer continued gawking at the spot where he’d seen the object — shadowy and dirt-brown, but suggestive. The cloth’s wavering, translucent nature gave the impression it lay in a shallow tidal pool, obscured by weed-streaked, flowing water.

			

			
				‘What you staring at?’ Ajay blustered. Wrinkles around his eyes tightened in on themselves.

				Frenzer leaned over a large woven basket filled with scarves to pull the silk aside. ‘What’ve you got in there?’

				‘Nothin’, Mister Bettacraft.’ Ajay batted Frenzer’s hand away in an ostensibly careless manner, as though by an accidental muscle spasm. The smell of dead fish increased. Awareness of traffic and wandering tourists behind Frenzer dissipated as though carried away on the wind.

				‘Come on, Ajay. I saw it.’

				‘Not for sale.’

				‘What is it?’

				‘Not for sale, that’s what.’

				Frenzer changed tack. ‘Where’s your wife, eh?’ He squinted at the gaunt Indo-Fijian in mock suspicion.

				‘Not here and if she was it still wouldn’t be for sale.’

				Frenzer laughed. ‘I saw the woman you’ve got stashed back there, Ajay you devil.’

				‘Woman? What woman?’

				‘Getting a bit on the side, are we?’

				His response wasn’t what Frenzer expected. The stall-owner stepped close and grabbed Frenzer’s shoulder. His face went rigid.

				‘What woman?’ he insisted. Intense.

				Frenzer described the woman he’d seen, as best he could. Ajay’s features became a mass of conflicting wrinkles.

				‘Ajay?’

				He shoved Frenzer back. ‘No woman here. None. Leave me.’

				‘Okay, okay. I’m not interested in your love life anyway. But I am interested in that thing you’ve got.’

				‘Thing?’

				‘You know what I’m talking about. Can I see it?’

				Securely buried deep in their sockets, Ajay’s eyes darted from Frenzer to the curtains that obscured the object. Back again.

				Ajay growled something in Hindustani, but then, without pause, his tone dropped. Almost intimately he whispered, in English this time, ‘You don’t want to have nothing to do with that object, mister. If you saw her, it brings trouble.’

				‘The woman, you mean? Who is she?’

				Hands fluttered as though trying to magically dismiss the stall from view.

				‘No one. Go away. Nothing’s for sale.’

				He turned his back.

				‘I’ll give you fifty bucks for it,’ Frenzer said. ‘Aussie dollars.’

				Ajay stopped but didn’t face him.

				‘One hundred,’ Frenzer added.

				This time Ajay turned. Frenzer felt a chill in his bones, invoked not by some obvious gesture on the trader’s part, but by the look of sheer sorrow that had settled over his features.

				Ajay sighed. ‘Hundred and fifty.’

				‘Give me a break. I thought you an honest man.’

				‘I try to save you.’

				‘From what?’

				‘Wasting your money.’

				‘Guess you failed.’ Frenzer shrugged. ‘One-fifty. You’ve got a deal.’

				Ajay paused, as though weighing avarice against sense, then huffed, shaking his head at his own weakness or Frenzer’s stupidity. With a grunt, he pulled away the silk hangings.

				The object was what Frenzer had thought it was, only more so. He could hardly believe it. Curled up in a large, shallow bowl lay what appeared to be the shrunken corpse of a mermaid. It would’ve been over a metre long if laid out straight. Dried-out, humanoid head, straggling hair like desiccated seaweed, and black empty holes for eyes. Teeth were visible in its mouth — several pointed, like fangs. Its torso too was skeletal, dry as old wood-shavings covered in rotting leather, breasts sagging like empty hessian bags, the bones of its arms brown and brittle as twigs. From the waist down, it looked like a gigantic salt-cured herring. There was no clear point at which its human torso turned to fish. The two melded perfectly.

			

			
				‘My god,’ Frenzer muttered. ‘Is it real?’

				He didn’t expect an honest answer from the seller, so was rather surprised by Ajay’s response. ‘Real? How could such a thing be real? Dead fish, old bones and leather. Fake.’

				He had to be right. What it looked like was the infamous Fejee Mermaid that a Captain Eades was said to have brought to London from the South Seas at the beginning of the 19th century. That supposed mermaid was later acquired by showman Phineas T. Barnum. Barnum took it to the US, where he conned endless marks across the country into coughing up their hard-earned cash to see the ‘genuine’ miracle. The Fejee Mermaid then disappeared, but various knock-ups sprang up, more papier-mâché than mummified flesh. Pictures of Barnum’s mystery creature suggested a salmon-orangutan chimaera, sewn together rather well but not well enough to have fooled anyone who didn’t want to be fooled.

				The cryptozoological gaff Frenzer was looking at now was, as it were, a different kettle of fish. It was bigger for a start, curled around itself like a sleeping cat. As a fake, it was impressive. Had to be old, too. Though it obviously wasn’t what it pretended to be, Frenzer couldn’t help but stare in wonder at what it promised. The face alone was worth the price; the expression on its cracked, desiccated lips and the hollow anger of its features sent a chill deep into his gut. Its eye sockets were bottomless pits of solid blackness. As an historical curio it was worth much more than he was paying Ajay. If only he could establish its provenance.

				‘Where did you get it?’ he asked the old trader.

				‘Was left here by a sailor from the wharves.’ Ajay paused, his lips dropping into a frown. ‘Perhaps left for you, eh? I think—’

				He went silent.

				‘What do you think?’

				‘Something is wrong with it. I think it bad news.’

				‘Bad news? As in a curse?’

				Ajay waved the question away with a sweep of his hand, a motion that batted it off like a poisonous insect. ‘Just take if you must. Go.’

				He knew more than he was saying, but Frenzer reckoned he wasn’t going to get anything much out of the stubborn bastard now. He paid using his Visa card then carefully wrapped the object, wooden bowl and all, in paper and plastic. Ajay wouldn’t help.

				More superstitious than he cared to admit, Frenzer found himself avoiding direct contact with the thing’s ‘skin’. When once he touched it, the sensation was not that of touching a mere object — more something not quite natural. Cold and lifeless, yet not dead exactly. Maybe it was imagination that the texture of the ‘skin’ exuded a nasty presence he didn’t like. But he didn’t need to like it. He knew there was a market for this sort of arcane memorabilia and that was good enough. He wouldn’t need to keep it for long.

				‘Must be careful with that thing,’ Ajay said as Frenzer headed back down the aisle toward the building’s exit. ‘Don’t sleep with it,’ he shouted. Frenzer stopped and looked back at him. ‘Keep it in another room,’ Ajay added. His manner gave off a strange mixture of guilt and anger. Frenzer backtracked a few paces.

				‘Oh? Why’s that?’

				The trader scowled and didn’t speak. Frenzer was about to leave again when Ajay gestured for him to wait then slipped behind the hangings. Frenzer could hear the old fool scavenging about in whatever private chaos he kept barely under control back there. A moment or two passed and he re-appeared carrying an ornate hand-carved club — an iula throwing club, supposedly genuine century-old examples of which Frenzer had sold on many occasions. The bulbous end of this one looked particularly fearsome and appeared to have sharp bony spikes inlaid across its surface. It was probably an antique.

				‘I’ve spent enough, Ajay,’ he said. ‘No more.’

				‘Take it!’ Ajay’s tone and manner were aggressive. ‘You need it.’

				Frenzer hesitated.

				‘No charge,’ Ajay growled. ‘Take it or you will offend me.’

				‘Offend you?’

				‘I might hit you with it,’ Ajay added with a crooked smile.

				Frenzer shrugged and took the iula. ‘So you’re giving me this for free? Why do I need it?’

				‘It was tempered in the blood of warriors. Very old.’ Ajay pointed at the spiky inlays. ‘Made with octopus bones,’ he added.

			

			
				‘An octopus doesn’t have bones.’

				‘Has a beak.’

				Frenzer huffed — more like hardened skin than bone, he thought, like fingernails, but decided to ignore any such quibbles. ‘Why would I want a throwing club anyway, especially one with a beak?’

				The old trader shrugged.

				‘Come on, Ajay. What’s the octopus mean?’

				Ajay frowned and began muttering to himself. Frenzer couldn’t make out what he said. After a few moments of this, Ajay’s blood-shot eyes stared into his.

				‘There’s a story,’ he growled. ‘This is all I tell you. Right?’

				‘Sure.’

				Whereupon he regaled Frenzer with a tale involving Dakuwaqa — a character from Fijian folklore — originally a warrior renowned for being headstrong and jealous, who was deified after his death and became a shark god. While trying to prove his supremacy over all things in the sea, Dakuwaqa was bested in a battle with Bakaniceva, an octopus deity from the island of Kadavu. Dakuwaqa made a deal by which he was bound to act as protector of the Kadavu people and the waters surrounding the islands.

				Ajay fell silent and stared at Frenzer blankly.

				‘Is that it?’ Frenzer said. He held up the iula. ‘This is some sort of totem to what’s his name — the Octopus God?’

				The old merchant shrugged yet again.

				‘So why would I need it?’

				Ajay waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.

				‘Give me a break, Ajay!’

				‘I don’t know, Mr Bettacraft. Protection perhaps. It came with the. . .’ He gestured at the gaff Frenzer was holding. ‘I think maybe they go together.’

				‘Protection from what?’

				‘Bad things.’

				Frustrated by the superstitious fool’s vague hints and general evasiveness, Frenzer turned and left, juggling the iula in one hand and hugging the large, badly wrapped package against his chest. The day seemed to have dimmed and become grimier while he’d pottered around in the markets. Even the humidity had grown cold and oily. Why would he need the protection of the Shark-God’s nemesis? He felt unaccountably annoyed once again.

				‘Damn you,’ he muttered, not entirely sure who or what he was cursing.

				•

				Sleep was slow in coming that night. After examining the gaff more closely, and only succeeding in making himself even less comfortable with it, Frenzer took Ajay’s advice and deposited it, wrapped, in the second bedroom, along with the octopus-beaked iula. Yet he continued to feel the object’s presence. As he drifted into a light sleep he couldn’t help but wonder if the taxidermied cryptid had been made using some kind of dodgy preservative that was leaking noxious chemicals into the atmosphere. If so, there was a touch of the hallucinogen about them. In his dreams, the ‘mermaid’ dragged itself from its plastic and paper shroud and crawled closer and closer to his bedroom door. The scratching of its claws and tail on the floor grew louder.

				The screech of a seabird nudged him awake and in that instant a wave of unwelcome proximity stuck him. A shadowy figure stood in the doorway. Frenzer started back against the bedhead, feeling as though he’d been punched. The intruder remained dimly silhouetted by stray scraps of night-light reaching through the curtainless balcony windows beyond.

				‘What the hell!’ Frenzer growled.

				The figure stepped forward, crossing the room’s threshold.

				‘Did I startle you?’ the woman said. For a moment, her words didn’t seem like English, Fijian or even Hindustani, yet Frenzer understood them. That being the case, it had to be English she was speaking. Of course it was. Clearly his mind wasn’t awake yet.

				‘Who are you?’ he managed, as his eyes adjusted and he began to evaluate her. She was about five-three in height, and maybe 20-something. Her hair was short and curly, blacker than the night shadows behind her. Her sari was a dark colour, green perhaps, with highlights flashing where stray light caught at the woven-in bling — though incongruously she appeared to be wearing Doc Marten boots, laced halfway up her calves.

			

			
				‘We met at the markets,’ she said, in a somewhat gravelly voice.

				‘Did we?’

				‘I called to you and you came.’

				Frenzer didn’t remember anyone calling, but the vision of that half-seen figure in Ajay’s stall was no doubt what she referred to.

				‘That was you?’

				She tilted her head, a gesture full of arrogant superiority. It excited Frenzer, that cold dismissal, and diminished whatever indignation he’d been feeling at this uninvited incursion.

				More light was needed. He reached over and turned on the bedside lamp. Dull luminosity pushed against the shadows and he saw her clearly then. She was attractive in an ordinary way, nowhere near the woman he’d seen in the market aisle, at least not as he’d imagined that one to be. Everything about her was different. There was nothing particularly statuesque about her at all. As well as her hair, this one’s stance was less austere, her face more rounded, her eyes critical rather than alluring. Heavy eyeliner made them dark and foreboding. What was she doing here?

				‘How did you get in?’ Frenzer asked.

				‘You left the door open, what d’you think?’

				He remembered deliberately engaging the deadlock thanks to a fit of paranoia he’d built-up during the walk home, provoked no doubt by Ajay’s portentous manner. But the woman’s voice had a somnolent quality beneath the sarcasm, like waves skittering up a pebble-strewn beach. Though the words may have been a lie, the sound washed away any need for them to be true. She was clearly some sort of ‘six-to-six’ escort, even if she had about her none of the air of bleach and suppressed desperation Frenzer expected in prostitutes, neither literally nor in looks. She must have been well connected, as evidenced by her ability to find a way into his rented, security-conscious rooms in the middle of the night.

				‘Name?’ he queried.

				Perhaps she took this as his acceptance of her sales pitch. She came closer. Frenzer’s eyes followed the rhythm of her hips, the sea-green silky sweep of her sari as it brushed her legs. It was similar to the one worn by the woman he’d seen in Ajay’s stall, though cheaper and this woman wore it with little elegance or allure. Her movement wasn’t practiced; in fact, there was something awkward about it, almost as though she hadn’t walked much for a long time. The brown-leather boots, laced high up her calves and sporting a two-inch heel, gave a trendy urban air to her otherwise traditional appearance.

				‘You can call me Naiogabui if you want,’ she said.

				‘But it’s not your real name, right?’

				‘My name has been cut from history.’

				Her mystery-woman routine was practiced enough, Frenzer mused, if somewhat corny. Unwilling to take a vulnerable position on the bed at this stage, he scrambled out of the bedsheets, straightened his boxers and met her halfway. She was a head shorter than him and the turn of her face as she stared up made her dark-rimmed, pellucid eyes seem more exotic.

				‘I am not what you think I am,’ she said.

				‘What do I think you are?’

				‘Some ordinary bitch, wanting money to satisfy your urges.’

				She’s certainly blunt, Frenzer thought. ‘If you’re not here for sex, what are you here for?’

				She placed her hand on his bare chest, a delicate, flowing movement that felt as though she’d reached beneath his skin.

				‘To command your devotion,’ she whispered.

				•

				Memory becomes fractured and uncertain. Was it sex or something else — sensual ecstasy or a struggle for survival? Either way, the erotic exhilaration of her skin on his, the soft pressure of her breasts, her sweat a rich saltiness on his lips, his tongue — these sensations flood through him, tearing away any stable grasp on the world he might otherwise have maintained, had she been the ordinary woman he’d thought her to be. He is immersed in a swirling pool, sucked into her presence, lost to himself. She was right. This is not merely sex; it is an act of conquest, a statement of ownership.

			

			
				‘We have far to go,’ she says.

				Frenzer gasps for breath as he plunges in further, pulled through a timeless sea of passion — death and rebirth evident all around in rotting debris and gestating creatures that mingle, join, pull apart in an endless danse macabre. The water tastes sweet on his tongue, yet its residue in his throat is bitter. He’s lost to the air and drowns in liquid darkness.

				Ahead, something lies partially buried in the mud. A human corpse, flesh eaten away, features rotted so that only bone defines its shape. It has become anonymous, yet he knows it and the terror of that knowing is cold in his chest.

				‘Why have you brought me here?’ he cries into the currents that drag him forward.

				‘This is the covenant that binds us.’ Her voice is the song of an unknown sea-creature, rising through dark fathoms to reach the light.

				•

				Afterwards Frenzer lay beside her in the pre-dawn stillness, exhausted, mind fogged by longing and fear. He had never experienced anything like this before and found it impossible to define or even fix in memory. Was she asleep? Hard to tell in the gloom. No breath betrayed her and she had turned to one side so he would have to lean over her, close, to see her face. He was loath to do that. She seemed to have shrunk.

				‘Who are you?’ he whispered.

				Voices leaked into his mind: ‘Daughter of Dakuwaqa,’ they said. ‘Betrayer. Cursed to drift, unshriven, upon the ocean of time. Lost for eternity.’

				The sound of the voices was so forlorn it bled fear into every corner of his body. He tried to make sense of the words, to query them, to demand explanation, but his muscles refused to respond. Breath left him with one moaning gasp. Words formed only in his mind.

				A goddess?

				‘Perhaps,’ answered a single ethereal voice.

				Wearing a chain-store sari and modern boots? Really?

				‘Does it matter?’

				I just don’t understand.

				‘All appearance is illusory, flowing from those with eyes that can’t see.’

				I still don’t —

				‘Only you can free me.’

				Why me?

				‘Your past has bound us. Tonight when the worlds intersect, if you call him, he will rise. If you plead for me, he will listen.’

				Where?

				Words were fading. Frenzer could barely hear them now and was forced to strain against his struggling lungs as they demanded that he breathe again. ‘The harbour. Go to the edge where the covenant was made—’

				The covenant? What the hell did that mean? Frenzer drew breath into his chest with a compulsive gasp, while images from deep memory flooded through him. He saw again the corpse he’d seen before lying at the bottom of the sea, its hollow eyes turned toward him now. There was paternal recognition in that emptiness. Was this his father’s corpse? His old man had died in the sullied waters of nearby Nubukalou Creek. The police report had said the late-middle-aged deceased male had been drunk and stumbled to his death while trying to piss over the bridge railing. A pathetic way for such a great man to leave the world, Frenzer had told himself. Now, the horror and the irony jolted him awake.

				Dawn light swept through the room, carried on a wave of putrescence. Frenzer grabbed at the woman’s shoulder. Dark and dry, it was as alien and inhuman as anything he’d ever seen before. Empty, angry eyes drew him to them and fanged jaw snapped shut as the monstrosity flopped onto its back.

				He cried out and jerked away from it. This instinctive reaction threw him off the edge of the bed. He crashed to the floor. Remembering, still seeing those eyes, he crab-crawled further away and forced himself to stand.

				Surely it wasn’t on his bed? It had to have been a nightmare.

				He hazarded another look. It was there all right. Partially tangled in sweaty sheets. Staring. Persistent. Demanding.

			

			
				Don’t sleep with it, Ajay had said.

				‘It’s all shit,’ muttered Frenzer to no one.

				He staggered from the room and slammed the door behind him.

				•

				Regaining some sort of calm didn’t come easily. The day was already well advanced, yet Frenzer sat rigid near the open balcony, naked, staring toward his bedroom, waiting for the door to slide open and the mermaid corpse to crawl out. It didn’t. He didn’t know how much time went by like that, but its passage eventually drained away visceral belief in what had happened and his rational mind, such as it was, took over. Soon enough, he began to think that maybe his earlier idea had been correct — that the gaff had been treated with hallucinatory chemicals and his mind had enacted the whole thing under their influence, even perhaps the woman. Had she been in the markets at all? Had she come to his room? Given that there was no sign of her now, it seemed unlikely. And what of the preserved ‘mermaid’? Was it really there?

				Reluctant to go back to confirm what he’d seen, he checked the spare room where he was sure he’d left the thing when retiring for the night. It wasn’t there, which was an ominous sign, though the iula club still leaned against the wall. Did this prove it hadn’t been a dream after all? Frenzer wanted it to be a dream. Desperately wanted it to be a dream.

				Another hour on, though, he’d calmed down and figured that wherever the damn thing was it was still just a fake, a gaff, a mockery of one of Barnum’s most iconic sideshow cons. If it was in his bed it hadn’t got there by crawling — or by turning into the sort of sexually charged wet-dream his libido had imagined since he was 14. The most likely scenario was that he’d put it there himself. Why? Who knew? Who cared?

				Empowered by rather frantic bravado, he slammed into the bedroom and grabbed up the object, wrapping it in the sweaty sheets already tangled around it. He had to fight hard against the revulsion of being near it, a deep repugnance that was primal in its ferocity. Once he’d dumped the gaff in a corner of the spare room, he rushed out and locked the door behind him, impulsively grabbing the iula club on the way — perhaps seeing it as a talisman to guard him from the gaff’s untoward return. For long moments he stood leaning against the wall, shaking and gasping for breath, the smooth wooden handle of the club clenched in his fist.

				It was over. He was safe.

				•

				After a long, hot shower Frenzer was feeling better — but the realization of his own foolishness had grown stronger than the gut fear that had nearly driven him demented. Suddenly he was sure it had all been a hallucination of some kind, however generated, and he’d discarded the superstitious terror that had been making him delusional.

				He spent some time on his laptop, seeking information on the nightmare’s details, starting with antique gaffs and the Fejee Mermaid. Though these popped up at every turn, Google Images failed to produce anything that corresponded to the object he’d bought from Ajay. Widely available pictures failed to convey anywhere near the sort of sinister conviction generated by his acquisition. None of the articles gave him insight into its existence or where it might have come from.

				He googled ‘Dakuwaqa’s daughter’. That’s how the woman in his dream had described herself. Ajay had told him the story of Dakuwaqa the shark god, but what his trading buddy hadn’t said was anything about Dakuwaqa having offspring. As it happened, no mention of a daughter appeared anywhere on the Web either. Not that he could find anyway. Extracts from some old book did claim that the randy bastard had a particular fondness for beautiful women, so maybe, like the ancient Greeks’ over-sexed God-King Zeus, Dakuwaqa could have spread his seed around with divine abandon and at some point produced a daughter. But there was no confirmation of the fact anywhere. Appearance is illusory, the voice had said. Obviously then her presence in his dream gave added support to the notion that the night’s events had been some kind of psychological outpouring, concocted from mythological scraps plucked out of the merchant’s rantings. But why? Why had Frenzer added a cursed daughter to the mix?

				Hunger set in as the sun disappeared behind the hills across the bay, so Frenzer headed down toward town and its plentiful eating places.

				As always, the backstreets of Suva felt to Frenzer like a fin de siècle postscript to European conquest, particularly in the dusk. Evidence of western civilization — broken concrete gutters, weathered shopfronts with faded European signage, decayed multi-story housing situated next door to the luxury mansions of US expatriates waiting out their last days before retirement — were like flotsam washed up on the beach and gradually eroding away, consumed by the native landscape. It still had a way to go, but tonight it felt much closer to its final throes. He was part of that.

			

			
				The failing light was dim and shadowy, creating opaque, alien shapes out of familiar buildings. People he passed were hunched against the wind, and it was only seeing them that made him realize how chilly the air had become. An old woman turned her face toward him, eyes squinting as though she found it difficult to make out details. Frenzer muttered a polite greeting. She scowled and dodged away into roadside bushes. A dog barked hysterically. Frenzer moved faster. Several times he stumbled on subsidence in the footpath. He’d walked these streets many times over a dozen years of intermittent visits and knew the area well. Yet it seemed foreign to him. He wasn’t even sure what road he’d taken.

				His breathing acquired a nervous tremor. He should have reached a familiar landmark by now but instead had wandered into some sort of seedy back-alley maze, like nothing he’d seen before. A mangy cat watched him suspiciously from the top of a broken wall and its gaze seemed to contain a knowledge that eluded him. ‘What?’ he snarled and it hissed. Frenzer raised his fist to give it a scare and only then realised he was carrying the iula club.

				The cat disappeared into the shadows.

				All this time he’d been holding the weapon without knowing it. He was losing his mind. First it was bringing the gaff into his room without knowing he’d done it. Now this. It was as though he were living two lives; in one, bringing the gaff to his bed and taking the club with him was a conscious choice, motivated by knowledge he simply didn’t have in the other. These lapses in and out of an obscure fugue state no doubt had something to do with the gaff, but what did it mean?

				Movement above startled him. A familiar shape swooped past, riding a gust of wind between the buildings and back out into the night. Not the same gull, surely? It couldn’t be.

				Suddenly, without a moment’s further thought on the matter, Frenzer felt his entire body accept the reality of everything that was happening — or if not the reality, then its inevitability. Twitching muscles relaxed and for the first time in many hours — who knew how many? — the fog lifted from his brain.

				Down the end of the alley was a lightening of the shadows, so he headed that way. To his surprise it opened out onto Ratu Sukuna Park and Suva Bay. The sky boiled with black clouds, some of which dropped a misty rain over the water and the empty streets. The miserable bleakness went some way to explaining how quiet the place was. At that moment the harbour front didn’t look like friendly, sunny Suva at all, but a scene from a 1940s film noir directed by Siodmak or Lang, depicting a shadowy, darkly conflicted otherworld. It had to be early in the evening, yet there was no one about, just darkness, random splashes of grey light, the susurration of water against walls and pylons. Frenzer couldn’t see lights from the old ship that housed Tikos Floating Restaurant, moored against its ancient jetty, or from other buildings in the distance toward central Suva. Darkness shrouded the fish market. No one walked along the foreshore. No cars moved along the street. Nothing. Even the junk he’d seen earlier out in the harbour was gone.

				Fear began to nag at him again. His left hand was trembling, though the one holding the iula club remained steady. No way he would head toward the docks. Not on a night like this. The mouth of Nubukalou Creek was there. In the normal course of events, he could handle the memories of his father that lurked in that place, simply suppressing them as he was drawn back to Suva over and over again despite the dark associations it held. Right at that moment, however, images from his recent dreams were too strong and the coincidence of arriving at this spot, now, too frightening.

				Frenzer turned to go back the way he’d come, but the network of roofs and fences and alleys was so unfamiliar it scared him nearly as much — and he paused. What did all this disconnection from his normally familiar environment mean? Was this the beginning of another psychotic breakdown?

				Movement caught his eye and he turned. A shadowy figure walking further along the waterfront path stopped its progress toward him once he saw it, and stood as though waiting to gauge his intent. From this distance, and in this dismal light, identifying the figure as more than a human shadow was impossible, but Frenzer knew to his core it was Naiogabui, the self-styled daughter of the Shark God.

				‘Please,’ she said, confirming his suspicions, her voice drifting to him like the sound of water lapping against the stone walls along the bay shore. ‘I knew you’d come.’

			

			
				‘As though I had a choice. . .’ Frenzer whispered, not expecting her to hear.

				Gusting wind brushed around him, carrying the stench he’d been inhaling since yesterday morning. The world twitched, he blinked — and she was there, beside him, her hand gripping his arm. Shock made him gasp. In the next instant it turned to anger.

				‘What d’you think you’re doing?’

				‘Only you can—’

				‘Yeah, yeah. Only I can help. So I’ve heard. Why’d you bring me here?’

				Her smile was so alluring it almost melted the iceberg sitting hard in his chest. ‘I didn’t bring you. It was your idea.’

				‘I was tricked! The streets. . . they changed from what they. . . well, from what I remembered they were. Did you do it?’

				The idea seemed ridiculous, even to him. She looked up, her eyes pools of grey-green seduction. ‘There’s no time for this. Come on. Please. He’s waking up.’

				Before his already confused mind could disengage from the hypnotic lure of her voice, she grabbed his arm and dragged him after her along the waterfront. A small voice deep inside might have been protesting urgently, but its complaints were swamped by blood-rush and the scraping of his feet on the concrete. As they left Sukuna Park behind, Frenzer thought he saw a low, hunched shape running parallel with them among the bushes. When he looked directly at the spot the grounds were empty. Thunder rumbled out over the bay, as though tearing the sky apart. Ragged shreds of cloud dropped toward the dark water, blending with it and with shadows that swam just beneath its surface. For a moment, Frenzer saw something ill-defined rise out of the water, something huge and sleek — cutting through it before sliding back into the dark. A small fishing boat nearby rolled sharply to one side and an abnormally large wave broke against the sea-wall.

				‘What the hell was that?’ he whined.

				She didn’t answer.

				It wasn’t until they reached the bridge over Nubukalou Creek, and he glanced from a line of Chinese fishing boats and the low white roof of the fishing markets down at the pitch-black water, that Frenzer pulled out of her grip.

				‘Let go of me,’ he growled, holding the iula club like a shield.

				The woman stood back and stared at him haughtily, eyes like a gull’s — cold, white pebbles.

				‘He’s here,’ she said. ‘Call to him!’

				‘Call who?’

				‘The one you hate. The one who died here.’

				‘You mean my father? I didn’t hate—’

				‘I know what you felt toward him — better than you it seems.’

				‘He was a great man.’

				The woman snorted. ‘If you ever believed that, your actions have proven otherwise.’

				Frenzer glanced around, chill breaking into his bones. How could she know? Even though he’d been in Suva when his father drowned beneath the Nubukalou Creek Bridge, the police never connected the two of them. By the time they’d managed to contact his son, Frenzer was in Singapore. Frenzer didn’t mention that he’d been in Suva the night the old man died and no one investigated thoroughly enough to discover the fact. 

				‘My father?’ Frenzer said to Naiogabui as he remembered the fury and sorrow of that night. ‘What do you know of him?’

				‘Only that your hate has opened the way of salvation for me.’

				‘I don’t understand—’

				She gestured down below the bridge. Shadows obscured an easy view, but Frenzer sensed something moving in the water. Slowly whatever it was emerged above the surface and despite the horror he felt he could only stare as it crawled up the embankment. It was his father all right; he knew it even though the knowing made no sense. His father’s corpse had been found floating in the waters of Nubukalou Creek, had been dragged ashore by police rescue and taken away, identified from his passport and the contents of his wallet, and ultimately flown back to Australia by his company for burial in the family plot. So this couldn’t be his father’s corpse, crawling out of the waters he’d drowned in, even if such a thing were possible. Yet Frenzer knew it was him. Somehow Frenzer had been shunted sideways in reality, to find himself in a world where his father’s corpse had lain undiscovered in the mud of Suva Harbour and could rise up to accuse him to his face.

			

			
				The corpse made a low gargling noise as it pulled itself onto the bank below them.

				‘My father denied me love,’ Naiogabui said. ‘Dakuwaqa was a fierce warrior and passionate, but that passion kept love from taking hold in him. He abandoned my mother after my birth and only kept me with him as a symbol — and a servant.’

				The corpse of Frenzer’s father staggered to its feet and slowly made its stumbling way up the embankment.

				‘After he was killed in battle,’ the woman continued, ‘he was more arrogant and uncaring than ever. I fell in love with a mortal, a fisherman of all things, but Dakuwaqa denied me what he himself had never felt, even to the extent of hunting down my lover, and in the shape of a great shark, tearing him to bits and eating him. Later my father was taught humility and regret by the octopus god of Kadavu Island, but it was too late for me. I loathed him and when the chance arose I turned that loathing to betrayal. I stabbed him with an enchanted blade while he slept.’

				‘Please,’ Frenzer moaned, watching in terror as his father’s corpse drew nearer. He could make out the old man’s features now; as decayed and rotting as they were, they contained the essence of him. His eyes were hollow and emotionless. ‘Let me go!’

				She held up her hand in silent denial. ‘Dakuwaqa is a god,’ she continued, ‘and honoured by many. Though weakened, he did not die from his mortal wounds. He retained strength enough to curse me with a divine immortality I was never meant to have. Over many decades, I became the shrivelled curiosity you bought yesterday — barely alive but always conscious, never able to find peace.’

				‘What can I do?’ Frenzer moaned.

				‘Kill him! Send him away!’ she said, pointing toward his father’s corpse. ‘What you did to your father has made mine vulnerable to you. . . on this night.’ As she spoke Frenzer blinked and saw that it was no longer the decayed revenant that had crawled from the harbour. Emerging out of the shadows was a dark, muscular figure — human perhaps, but shark-like in the steel-grey sleekness of its torso and the predatory quality of its movement. A flash of lightning momentarily illuminated its face — razor teeth and cold, emotionless eyes.

				It spoke, in a language he’d never heard before. The sound of it reverberated through his flesh.

				Frenzer tried to pull away.

				‘Kill him!’ whispered the Shark God’s daughter in his ear, holding him with her presence. ‘Free me!’

				‘I’m no warrior.’

				‘You have the only weapon that can send him to hell, Brad Frenzer, a weapon made from the bones of Bakaniceva.’ Her breath was a cold wind straight off the bay. ‘And you have the hate needed to wield it.’

				‘He’s a god!’

				‘Even gods can die.’

				As she spoke Frenzer felt the hard wood in his hand, raised it in an awkward but aggressive motion, swung it forward. Thunder cracked across the lowering sky. The spectral figure of the warrior leapt at him, dragging the storm with it in a furious maelstrom that tore nearby trees apart and cracked the pathway under his feet. Frenzer shrieked a name, his father’s, and released his grip. In the instant before the club struck, the warrior’s face morphed into something corpse-like, decayed yet familiar, mouth open in a silent shriek. Impact smashed it apart, releasing black blood into the twisting clouds. Thunder roared.

				Frenzer collapsed to his knees.

				How long he knelt there, drawn into himself to keep the memories at bay, he didn’t know. But at some point he became aware of sounds around him — traffic, footsteps on the concrete pavement, the gentle lapping of water against the base of the bridge. Tentatively he looked up. A clear warm night had settled over the city, a typical evening in Suva. The streets were alight and bustling with tourists and residents, either on their way home or seeking food and entertainment. They ignored him. He looked for evidence of a murdered god or his father’s corpse, but there was no body, no blood, no iula club lying shattered against the wall. Only echoes and shadows that diminished with each passing second. When he returned to his apartment, the shrivelled ‘mermaid’ was gone. There was no evidence anywhere that anything at all had happened, no hint to tell him it had been real. It existed now only in his memory.

				•

				And the events of that night — whether memory or delusion — would stay with him, assaulting him in his dreams, haunting him night and day. Frenzer had long denied the truth of his own memories, even to himself. The Shark God’s daughter had made that impossible, for the covenant that drew her to him was a curse that lingered. 

			

			
				Some people are lucky. Pictures fade, recollections so mundane they lose all meaning disappear altogether into a hazy past. To have the past wiped clean like that? Frenzer dreams his memories will be cleansed one day. He fears it will never happen.

				Patricide is surprisingly hard to forget.
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				Even a few weeks outside your normal environment can be a source of great inspiration. Back in 2008, my partner Cat Sparks and I spent some time with Australian horror writer Kaaron Warren and her family, who at the time were living in Suva, Fiji. There was much that was inspirational about our stay, and as we were not living in the usual tourist destinations we experienced what felt like a stronger sense of place than corporatized tourism usually allows for. 

				I remember standing on Kaaron’s balcony and gazing down upon Suva Harbor — an outlook that begins “The Shark God Covenant” — taking in the distant jungle view lying beyond its further shore and watching ships that ranged from modern naval vessels to junks and native fishing boats floating on the blue-grey waters or going about their business at the docks. 

				Walking nearby streets, I was similarly aware of the multiple cultures that had taken root in the country, overlaid and intermingled — and beneath it all a sort of colonial paternalism that had sought to re-mold the native landscape. It was now, increasingly, being absorbed and superseded, leaving only the dwindling remnants of its glory days behind in faded European shopfronts, long-unfinished or half-demolished buildings, cracked pavements, the lavish homes of foreign ambassadors and ex-pats next door to the hovels of poorer locals, and a CBD full of tourist-oriented two-dollar stores selling the sort of cheap product my protagonist, Brad Frenzer, spends his time spruiking to local merchants.

				Such a picture doesn’t do justice to the beauty and vigour of Fiji and its culture, of course, but “The Shark God Covenant” is a horror story and horror stories tend to focus on the dark side. It presents Fiji as seen through Frenzer’s less-than-rosy eyes. As the story progressed, I soon realised every level of it referenced a paternalism that has lost or is losing its hold on the past — negative aspects of its reign lingering and leaving behind in its wake scars as well as open wounds. It seems the struggle with the past cannot always be won and nothing is ever the same.

				I hope I managed to capture an effective sense of Suva in this story, despite the thematically driven imagery. Being there helped me to picture the place and the details given in the story, in a general sense, are quite accurate (I hope). I should point out, however, that there may not be any corpses waiting to rise from the murky waters of Nubukalou Creek, just in case you feel inclined to go looking for one. The presence of a Shark God in the waters of the Harbor is another matter. The myth of the Shark God Dakuwaqa is genuine enough — though I confess, like Frenzer, I never found any evidence that the ancient warrior had a daughter.
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				The Last of the Butterflies — Steve Cameron

				When I was thirteen, my grandfather told me he was the last of the Butterflies.

				It was warm, the day he told me. One of those early spring afternoons when the air smelled of new wildflowers and the sun warmed our backs. Master Griffiths had dismissed us from the schoolhouse early. I waved goodbye to my friends and sprinted along the main street. I ran past my father’s workshop where he built fishing boats and catamarans, past the blacksmith’s where metal clanged on metal, and out to the edge of town. Soon I was clambering up the slope towards the limestone cliffs and the timber cottage where my grandfather lived alone. My school satchel flapped against my legs as I ran. About ten minutes later the path joined the rising cliffs and I sat for a few moments to catch my breath. I ran my fingers through the stubby grass and tilted my face to enjoy the tickle of the sea breeze. Terns wheeled above me as they cried and chased each other. The sky was punctuated by occasional cotton clouds and the sun sent diamonds dancing across the water before me. 

				It only took another fifteen minutes to reach my grandfather’s house. I heard the regular crack of his axe well before I saw him. Breathing heavily and reduced to a walk, I climbed the final rise and his cottage came into view. Smoke from the chimney drifted lazily towards the heavens. Behind his home, a pine forest sprawled from the cliffs away to the mountains.

				Grandfather was chopping wood for his cooking fire, his back to me. His linen shirt was stained with sweat, and the double protrusions high on his back pressed against the fabric every time he swung his axe.

				Not many men of his age were able to keep as physically active as him. He was stronger, faster and stood taller than his peers. His wiry frame could hoist an axe with little effort and split logs first time every strike. But then he was the only man in town whose muscles and flesh had been modified in ways I can only imagine. Of course, I knew none of this at the time. He was simply my grandfather, a strong old man with whom I loved to spend my free afternoons.

				‘Grandfather,’ I called and started running towards him. He turned, his axe still poised above his head, then grinned when he saw me. I reached him and threw my arms around him. He dropped the axe to one side and returned the hug.

				‘Aaron, my boy,’ he said as we let go of each other. ‘What are you doing here?’

				‘Master Griffiths dismissed us early. I came to hear one of your stories.’

				‘My stories,’ he said, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Nothing to do with my jar of sweets?’

				‘Well, maybe one, if you’re offering.’

				He laughed at this and tussled my hair with his scrawny hand, before turning to pick up his axe. As he did so, the protrusions on his back once more pressed against his shirt. I frowned.

				‘Grandfather, why do you have lumps on your back?’

				His smile faded. ‘My lumps?’ He stared at me, his eyes clear and focused. ‘I suppose it’s time you knew,’ he said. ‘Help me carry the wood and I’ll tell you my story.’

				•

				It seems quite strange to me now that I’d never asked him before. As a child I had seen those fleshy stubs many times but thought nothing of them. He was my Grandfather, after all, and they were part of who he was. I don’t recall exactly why I asked on that particular afternoon, but I guess it must have finally dawned on me that no-one else in the village had them.

				I followed him into his small cottage. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Grandfather’s bed was at the far end, unmade as always. A kitchen dresser, stacked with pots, crockery and utensils stood beside the cooking fire in the centre of the main wall. His armchair was next to the window nearest the door. A couple of pictures hung on the timber walls, unlit lanterns hung from the rafters. I dropped my satchel on the floor then sat on the stool next to his chair. Grandfather put a kettle on the fire, then rummaged through the dresser.

				‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Here they are.’

				He joined me at the window, sat in his armchair and offered me a sweet from the ceramic jar. I took one, popped it into my mouth.

				‘Thank you, Grandfather,’ I said.

				He smiled, nodded and took one himself. We both sucked on our hard candy sweets contentedly for a few moments. The rich honey flavor filled my mouth.

				‘Right, my boy,’ he finally said. ‘Time for the story of my “lumps”, as you put it.’ He leaned back in his armchair, and thought for a moment. ‘When I was young the world was a very different place.’

			

			
				‘Before the Falling,’ I said.

				He nodded. ‘Before the Falling. I grew up in a city, a big, bustling city. My parents, your great-grandparents, were very wealthy. My father was a businessman. Do you know what they were?’

				‘I think so,’ I said. ‘They worked for the Corporations.’

				‘Yes, they did. And what do you know of the Corporations?’

				‘They were evil. With the Governments they caused the Falling.’

				He chuckled. ‘Is that what Master Griffiths teaches you?’

				‘And Pastor Frey. They told me about the evil times when the Corporations and the Governments controlled everyone and there was no freedom.’

				Grandfather sighed. ‘I suppose they’re right, to a point. But the times weren’t all evil. We had many wonderful things.’ He paused, and gazed out the window. I continued pushing the sweet around my mouth with my tongue. ‘Anyway, they were very different times. Science was advanced, diseases were being cured, and technology ran the world.’ He stared at me. ‘And I had wings.’

				‘Wings? You had wings? Like a bird?’ My eyes were wide.

				‘More like a bat. They didn’t have feathers, but stretched skin. They were beautiful. They could contract down to less than a meter long, but when they were fully extended. . .’ He sighed. The water in the kettle started bubbling. ‘It was just after my sixteenth birthday. My parents bought them for me. You had to be at least sixteen and have stopped growing. Once they replaced all your bones with the alloy skeleton, you couldn’t grow any taller. I was tall for my age anyway, so it made no difference. I checked into the hospital one morning and three weeks later walked out with wings.’

				‘And you could fly?’

				‘Yes, I could fly.

				‘Like an angel?’

				He smiled. ‘Yes, I could fly just like an angel. They didn’t call us angels, though. We were called Butterflies. That’s how they advertised it. ‘Become a Butterfly.’ I think they wanted to use ‘angel’, but the church didn’t like it. And so I became a Butterfly.’

				‘How did they work?’

				Grandfather stripped off his shirt, and turned. His back was pale, the skin translucent. The lumps looked like natural extensions just below his shoulders, but the ends were uneven and tight. The stubs scarred and hard, unlike the rest of his back.

				‘Watch,’ he said. There was a whirring sound and the lumps started flicking back and forth rhythmically. I stared, fascinated. ‘No effort,’ he said. ‘I merely will them to move.’

				‘You don’t have to think about it?’

				He shook his head. ‘Do you think about walking, or simply do it?’ His lumps stopped flicking and he pulled his shirt back over his head.

				‘What was flying like, Grandfather?’

				‘It was the most wonderful thing in the world. The first few times I was completely terrified.’ He laughed. ‘I don’t think I flew more than a few metres off the ground. But within a few weeks I was flying as high and as fast as the best of them.’ He stood, and took my hand. ‘Come with me.’

				We walked outside, my tiny hand lost in his, and down to the edge of the cliff overlooking the sea. The breeze was cool and I could smell the salt in it.

				‘Look,’ my grandfather said. ‘Watch them.’ He pointed up at the sleek and elegant terns as they soared and circled: silver undersides, grey wings and black caps on their tiny heads. ‘Imagine how they feel, rising into the sky like that, spreading their wings in the sun and lifted by the warm air currents. Look how efficient they are. See how buoyant they are in the air. They’re hardly making an effort,’ he said. A pause, and then a sigh. ‘That’s how it was for me.’

				I watched them for a while, saw them banking across the blue sky, then glanced across at my grandfather. His eyes were moist and as I watched he wiped a tear from his cheek. ‘Come,’ was all he said, and he turned towards his home. I ran after him then slowed to walk alongside him.

				Inside once more, I returned to the stool while he made tea. He gave me a steaming mug then sat opposite me. The herbal tea was thick and sweet. I sipped it slowly. We sat in silence for a minute or so before I broached the subject again.

			

			
				‘What happened to your wings?’

				‘The Falling,’ he said. ‘The old world ended. There was a war, a war that lasted about a week, I think. They set off an EMP. . .’

				‘EMP?’ I interrupted.

				‘Electromagnetic Pulse. A weapon that knocked out all the electronics and compute—’ He shook his head. ‘Never mind. It was a powerful weapon. Anyway, they set one off, or maybe we set one off. I don’t know. Then the bombs fell on the cities. All the planes were killed by the EMP, but missiles were safely under metres of concrete. These were launched at all our cities. And we did the same to them.’ He turned and gazed out the window next to us, staring into the distance. ‘My parents were killed in the first blasts. I was out in the country working on a sheep station at the time. My father wanted me to take a job for the summer break. He planned for me to work in an office somewhere. He was shocked I chose to head for the country and work outdoors. The pay was pretty good and I got to fly. There were three of us Butterflies. Our job was to fly along fence lines making sure the dingoes hadn’t broken through. It was pretty remote out there, and we didn’t know about the EMP. All radios and communication simply died. By the time we heard about the war it was all over. The farm had a couple of cars that were old enough not be affected, so a bunch of us headed towards the city. We drove until we were stopped by soldiers and streams of refugees coming the other way. Columns of people, desperate, ragged, exhausted.’ He drained his mug. ‘We split up and went to look for our families. The Butterflies flew, the rest walked. There was nothing left. The cities were gone. Everywhere. All around the world. Even the ones that weren’t attacked fell into chaos: savagery and rampaging, starving mobs.’

				‘So what happened then?’

				‘I searched and searched without hope. A day or so later I was attacked by a mob. I was asleep and they caught me. They beat me and kicked me until I was unconscious, bloody and battered.’ He drew in his breath sharply, almost a sob. ‘And then they cut off my wings.’ For a moment, he sat quite still, gazing into the past. ‘They sawed them through at my shoulders. When I woke I was in such pain. I felt as though hot irons were being pushed through my back. But someone had taken pity on me. A young woman, a nurse, I forget her name. She had stopped the bleeding and bandaged me. She cared for me, fed me and gave me medicine until I could walk again. I was lucky. Later I found out that most of the Butterflies had been hacked to death by the mobs. I certainly never heard of any others.’ He fell silent for a few moments. ‘Maybe I’m the last one.’

				‘But why, Grandfather? Why did they cut off your wings?’

				He shrugged. ‘Only the very rich could afford to become Butterflies. These people had little food, nothing of any value. They blamed the rich, the Corporations and the Government for the war. The mobs were angry at what had been done to them. We were a symbol of everything they weren’t. We were an easy target. They also attacked and killed soldiers. Most soldiers discarded their uniforms as soon as they could.’ He chuckled. ‘My wings weren’t something I could hide.’

				‘What did you do?’

				‘I managed to survive. I could easily hide my stumps, and I fell in with a group of people heading south. A lot of people died, but my strength and enhanced body kept me alive. Eventually I found my way down here to Linsthorpe. This is where I met your grandmother, bless her soul, and I stayed.’

				We sat in silence for a long time. I finished my tea. My Grandfather wrung his hands and watched the terns through the window. Eventually I stood and picked up my satchel.

				‘Thank you, Grandfather. That was the best story ever.’

				‘You mustn’t tell anyone,’ he said. ‘Do you understand?’ He stared at me, his brow furrowed.

				I nodded. ‘Is it a secret?’

				‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not a secret. Everyone knows. But no-one likes to talk about it. Pastor Frey believes I am cursed by the devil and will be sent to Hell. He believes humans were never meant to fly, as do many of the people in the village. Promise me you won’t tell anyone.’

				‘I promise,’ I said.

				He smiled and nodded. ‘Good boy.’

				•

				Of course I told my sister, Clara, almost immediately, and made her promise not to tell anyone. This wasn’t the betrayal of trust it might seem. I knew Clara, three years younger than I, could keep her mouth shut. Anyway, I needed someone to help me.

			

			
				We started the very next day. In the woods behind my grandfather’s house, we found a hollow, a clearing large enough for our purposes. Clara helped me eagerly and together we cut down some saplings, strong and supple. The scent of freshly cut pine filled our nostrils as we kneeled on the bed of pine needles and bent the saplings into shape. She held them in place as I lashed the first lengths of wood tight with cords I’d taken from my father’s workshop. I often helped him build boats and make sails in those days, and so I’d learned a little about construction. I knew the wings needed to be light and curved. I’d seen pictures of ancient airplanes in books at school and from the cliff top I’d watched the terns so very often.

				We couldn’t wait for classes to finish the next few days. Together Clara and I would run from school and climb the hill out of town. Careful not to be seen by Grandfather, we would skirt his cottage and head for the clearing in the woods. We retrieved the wings from where we’d hidden them in bushes at the edge of the hollow and set to work. We worked tirelessly until dusk, stopping only to munch on the herbed lamb sandwiches we’d saved from the lunches our mother had prepared for us. As darkness started to fall we’d hide the wings then make our way back home in time for supper.

				On about the third day, just as we were leaving school, we were confronted by Zach Pattinson, the blacksmith’s son. He was a strong redheaded boy of my age, friendly enough, but we were not friends.

				‘So,’ he started. ‘Where are you two running off to?’

				‘Nowhere,’ said Clara. ‘Up to grandfather’s. He gives us sweets and tells us stories.’

				‘Yes, grandfather’s,’ I agreed. My heart was beating faster than normal but my gaze coolly met his.

				Zach crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow, but said nothing more. Clara and I strode past him. Once we were out of his sight we broke into a run.

				By the end of the week the frames were finished. They were strong and light and exactly the same size and shape. My mother, like most of the other women in town, made all our bedding and clothing. So while Clara filled two bottles of water, I took a couple of folds of unbleached muslin from Mother’s linen cupboard. The fabric was light and would be easy to stretch. Clara protested, telling me we would get into trouble for stealing, but I reminded her we were only borrowing it. Mother had plenty of muslin and she wouldn’t miss it. And anyway, it was for Grandfather, Mother’s own father. She wouldn’t mind.

				Of course Clara never asked me why I simply didn’t ask mother, if I believed she wouldn’t mind.

				Up in the woods, Clara played, climbing trees and looking for bird’s nests while I cut the fabric carefully. I sewed one edge with the needle and thread I’d borrowed from father’s workshop. It was far easier than stitching canvas sails and it didn’t take long before I called for her to help me. She scampered down a pine tree and together we stretched the other edges of the muslin and cut and pinned them. Then I sewed the fabric as tight as I could. Before hiding the wings we liberally soaked them with the water we’d hauled up the hill. By the following afternoon the fabric should have dried and shrunk tight.

				•

				‘Grandfather, come with us.’ Clara could barely contain her excitement. She’d raced ahead of me the last few steps and had burst into the cottage. Now she was tugging at grandfather’s sleeve. Grandfather rose from his armchair, and glanced at me as I stepped through the door.

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Please, come quickly. We have a surprise for you. A present!’

				‘A present?’ replied Grandfather. ‘It’s not my birthday. Why would you give me a present?’

				‘Because they’re what you want and you’ll be happy.’ Clara laughed with delight.

				‘Okay, okay,’ said Grandfather. ‘But can’t you just give me my present here?’

				‘No, they’re far too big. You must come with us.’

				Clara and I led grandfather into the woods behind his house. Clara hurried ahead, chattering non-stop and urging grandfather to hasten. It took only a few minutes to reach the clearing.

				‘Close your eyes,’ said Clara. Grandfather did so. ‘Make sure you can’t see.’

				‘I can’t see anything,’ said Grandfather.

				Together my sister and I pulled the wings out from the bushes. We lay the wings out on the pine needles, spread as though in flight. The ecru muslin had dried overnight and was taut against the frames. They looked quite beautiful in the dappled sunlight.

				‘Okay,’ I said, before Clara could. ‘You can look now.’

				Grandfather opened his eyes. I watched carefully, fully expecting a grin and a hug. But as I watched his eyes darkened and lines furrowed his brow. ‘What is this?’ he said. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. My heart sunk faster than a stone in water.

			

			
				‘Wings,’ replied Clara cheerfully. ‘Wings so you can fly again. So you can be the last of the Butterflies again.’ She had not yet realised grandfather was displeased. ‘All we have to do is strap them onto your back and you’ll be able to fly.’

				‘You told your sister?’ Grandfather turned to me. ‘After I instructed you not to tell anyone. After I made you promise. You told her?’

				‘Clara won’t say anything. She’s good at keeping secrets. Anyway, I only told her because I needed help. I couldn’t make them alone.’

				For a few moments he just stared at me, shaking his head. Clara was now silent, shocked. She stood back at the edge of the clearing and watched us both. Even the birds seemed to have been silenced.

				‘You stupid boy,’ said Grandfather at last. ‘You stupid, stupid boy. You have absolutely no idea what you’ve done, have you?’

				‘Grandfather, I just wanted to make you happy. You seemed so sad when you talked about flying. We made these wings so you could be a Butterfly again.’ Grandfather blurred and I could feel my eyes welling. Tears trickled down my cheeks. ‘You told me about being free, up in the sky like the birds, and I wanted you to do it again.’

				Grandfather sighed, shook his head, and then dropped to his knees. He spread his arms wide. ‘Come here, Aaron. Clara. Come here.’ Clara was crying now too. We went to him, and he embraced us. ‘Don’t cry,’ he said. ‘I appreciate the thought. It’s very kind. But these wings could never lift me. They just aren’t strong enough. And even if they were I could never use them. Don’t you understand? The village would never allow it. We would all be in trouble. Terrible trouble. Me, both of you, even your mother and father.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ I sobbed, managing the words between gulps. ‘I just wanted you to be happy and free.’

				‘I know. You’re a very kind boy. But this is not the way. These wings are far too dangerous.’

				We stayed like that, huddled in his embrace for what seemed like a long time. Once we were done, he smiled and wiped our eyes. And then the three of us dismantled the wings, folded the cloth and dispersed the timber among the trees. Afterwards we walked back to his cottage where he gave us a honey sweet each.

				‘Did you tell anyone what you were doing?’ he asked as we were about to leave.

				‘No,’ said Clara.

				‘No, we told nobody.’ I added.

				‘You must never, ever speak of this. You must never tell anyone about the wings. Do you understand?’

				We nodded.

				‘Promise me. Promise me you’ll never tell anyone about those wings.’

				We promised grandfather. And this time I kept my word.

				•

				For a few days I didn’t go to see grandfather. I just came home after Master Griffiths dismissed us from school. Clara was a little quieter around home also, but she still stayed out late playing with her friends.

				My mother asked me if I was alright and I assured her everything was fine. She thought perhaps I was ill, and checked my forehead with the back of her hand several times. Eventually she just let me be.

				One afternoon towards the end of the week I was leaving school when Mr Pattinson blocked my way.

				‘Young Aaron,’ he said. ‘I’d like to have a word. I have a matter to discuss with you.’

				‘Me?’ I was surprised. Mr Pattinson had never really spoken to me before. He was a warden in the church, assisting Pastor Frey in services. And, of course, the village blacksmith. As a young boy I’d stood with the other boys, watching him work his forge, the orange glow reflected in his bulging arms and sweaty brow as he shaped horseshoes and tools. 

				He nodded. ‘Yes, I want to talk with you about your future. Come. Walk with me.’

				I fell in beside him and we strolled casually along the main street. A horse and cart, laden with straw, trundled by, the wheels creaking as they turned. Across the street in front of the bakery, I spied Zach watching us and grinning.

				‘How are you doing in school?’ asked Mr Pattinson.

				‘Okay, I guess. I’m pretty good at my studies but Master Griffiths can be a bit boring sometimes.’

				Mr Pattinson grinned. ‘Old man Griffiths. Zach tells me the same thing. He was boring when I was a schoolboy. Does he still squint when he’s reading math problems?’ I laughed as Mr Pattinson squinted in a perfect imitation.

			

			
				We left the main street and the conversation continued. The blacksmith steered our feet towards the rising path I knew so well. As we ascended I caught the scent of the sea and heard the terns crying.

				‘What about after school?’ he asked. ‘Do you plan to become a boatbuilder like your father?’

				‘I suppose so,’ I said. ‘I never really gave it much thought. I wouldn’t know what else to do.’

				‘It’s an excellent calling. Our Lord was a fisherman and a carpenter. A boat builder follows in His footsteps.’

				By now we had reached the point where the path met the cliffs and turned towards my grandfather’s house. Mr Pattinson stopped here and gazed out at the sea.

				‘Beautiful,’ he murmured.

				I stood casually alongside him, watching the white caps as they broke.

				‘Your future,’ he said. ‘You should think about it. Have you ever thought about flying?’ He turned to me.

				‘Flying?’ I frowned. And as I looked up at him, he grabbed my arm. His thick fingers around my flesh, his muscles tensed as he lifted me and thrust me forward until my feet hung in space over a forty metre drop.

				‘Flying, boy. Flying. Have you thought about it?’ he roared at me. ‘Come on. Start flapping those arms. Let’s see how well you can fly.’

				My eyes were wide and my mouth was metallic dry. Below me waves crashed on jagged rocks. ‘Let me go,’ I cried.

				‘I plan to, boy. I want to see how well you fly.’ His face was red, his eyes bulging. I screamed, my feet kicking uselessly in the air. My free arm flailed uselessly, trying to reach him, but he merely laughed in my face. And then he eased me back in and dropped me in a heap on the grass. I lay there panting, trying to get my breath back. My heart pounded in my ears. He leant over me and spoke clearly, slowly.

				‘Thinking of flying, were you? Your grandfather was a Butterfly. He’s been filling your head with nonsense, hasn’t he? The good Lord didn’t mean for us to fly. He gave wings to birds and insects, not humans. Zach tells me you were making wings. He followed you last week and saw you making them with Clara. He tried to show me but couldn’t find them.’ He paused. ‘Where are they?’

				‘They weren’t wings,’ I managed. ‘I was making sails. I wanted to surprise my father, but they didn’t work. I destroyed them.’

				He stood upright and shook his head. ‘You’re a pathetic liar. If you were my son. . .’

				We stared at each other for a time. Me lying on my back in the grass, the blacksmith standing over me, feet apart, arms folded.

				‘I should tell your father. I should tell Pastor Frey. I have respect for both those men. I shall instead permit you to empty your head of this flying nonsense and redeem yourself.’

				Then he turned and strode down the path towards the village.

				•

				In the past fifteen years I have never told anyone about the incident with Mr Pattinson. Grandfather and my mother and father would have been furious, Clara would have been terrified. The following Sunday Pastor Frey’s sermon was about each of us having our place in this world. His text was the one about God looking after us and the sparrows not worrying. I dared not even glance at Mr Pattinson who sat on a pew a few rows behind ours, but I could feel his eyes burning holes through the back of my head. I sat silently the whole time, my face warm and red. At the time I was sure the blacksmith had told the Pastor and he was speaking directly at me, but now I think it was merely a coincidence. Had Pastor Frey been told, I suspect he would have guessed the wings were for my grandfather and not for me.

				Over the following months Master Griffiths caught me reading those old school books several times, the ones with the pictures of the old world in them. Pictures of airplanes, and ocean liners, towering cities and men walking on the moon. Whenever I saw him looking at me I’d shake my head and tut to myself so he thought I was looking at humanity’s fallen ways. He’d nod and move on.

				A few years later grandfather passed.

				He was cremated as is our way. Outside family, only a few people attended the ceremony. He’d been tacitly accepted into the village, but he’d never really been part of it, living up on his own as he did. Pastor Frey spoke about forgiveness and salvation. During the service Clara put her arm around my shoulder and muttered something about Grandfather having wings now. I merely nodded.

			

			
				None of the Pattinsons attended.

				After the cremation, I helped in sweeping his ashes. His alloy skeleton had melted, but I was able to secrete a small piece of the metal. I set a trap and caught a tern. I tied the alloy to its leg before releasing it. I watched as it soared above the cliffs and lost it among the other birds. One final flight for the last of the Butterflies.

				When I turned sixteen I apprenticed as a boat builder to my father. Three summers later, I married Sofia, the baker’s daughter. We happily moved into my grandfather’s empty home. Clara’s husband is a young man from the village. She has two children already, fine young boys. Sofia and I are yet to be blessed.

				A couple of years ago, around the time father retired, Mr Pattinson died. He was kicked by a horse as he was shoeing it. His son, Zach, has taken over the forge. When I see him on business he grins and winks at me as though he holds some dark secret, some power over me, but he has never said anything. I think he knows he holds no proof and no-one would believe him anyway.

				My life is good. I’m happy. But every day I walk from my cottage to the boatshed and often sit where the path turns from the cliffs to spend a lazy hour watching the soaring birds.

				In my workshop I am building a boat — a trimaran. It’s a new, radical design: long and sleek with a closed cabin for one. I even have a couple of dummy hulls and two beautiful, long aka — the struts meant to connect the main hull to the outriggers. I tell people this boat is for speed, not for fishing, but anyone who knows anything about boats would know this craft will never sail.

				At least not on water.

				



			
				Author Loci 

				Steve Cameron
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				I was a voracious reader as a teen. In the late 70s, newly introduced to science fiction, I purchased as many second-hand books as I could afford from bookshops, charity shops and market stalls. My SF selection process in the early days was purely based on the cover art and blurb, but as I continued to read and became more aware I added the element of name. Asimov, Silverberg, Dick, Wyndham, Zelazny, Priest, Brunner, and Coney soon became favourites.

				I read my fair share of post-apocalyptic stories at that time, and I soon realised they fell into roughly three categories, as follows:

				
						After some apocalyptic event, usually nuclear as befitting the period these novels were written, a totalitarian regime takes control.

						After some apocalyptic event, people struggle to survive shortages of food while gangs, often on motorcycles, rampage in a lawless landscape.

						After some apocalyptic event, small communities return to a simple village life, trading and repairing items from the past and trying to resume some form of normality. Sometimes there is also a lawless badlands ‘out there’.

				

				I loved all three variants, but it was the third concept, which Brian Aldiss christened ‘cosy catastrophes’, that interested me the most. I recall books such as The Chrysalids by John Wyndham, and Dr Bloodmoney by Philip K. Dick, with great fondness. Religion, or at least an increased desire for a spiritual meaning to life, often plays a large part of these worlds and I found that fascinating. Common to these tales was either a fear of technology and the old ways, or of anything ‘unnatural’, such as mutations in Wyndham’s novel or, conversely, a yearning desire to re-establish the old ways, such as in Dick’s novel where entrepreneurs attempt to restart mass production of luxuries.

				‘The Last of the Butterflies’ falls firmly in the former.

				The seeds of this story were first sown about five years ago. I had the idea for a post-apocalyptic story in which a trader in animal genes travels from community to community. The children of these families receive gifts of apparent ‘fireflies’ from the trader, which they collect and play with. I finally wrote this story for Tehani Wessely at FableCroft Publishing after she announced an anthology on a post-apocalypse with hope. Tehani published the resulting piece, ‘Fireflies’, in Epilogue. As the story had evolved from its original concept, the gene-trader doesn’t make an appearance but she is safely stored away for future use in the same world.

				Last year I found a restaurant in Beijing called The Butterfly Lovers. I loved this as a title and immediately pictured a world where people with wings lived a decadent life in an opulent world. I commenced plotting a love story where a couple of ‘butterflies’ are torn apart. When I commenced writing the piece, however, I decided to set this story in the same world as ‘Fireflies’, albeit several hundred years earlier and within a lifetime of the Falling. The love story element of that narrative was drastically stripped down to become Grandfather’s backstory. As such, the title needed altering as well. ‘The Butterfly Lovers’ is in storage and may yet be written.

			

			
				I have no doubt that should an apocalyptic event occur there would be chaos and violence. People with power and money would exploit others to their advantage. Gangs would form, armed and dangerous, committing atrocities, cannibalism and murders. Powerless people would be reduced to taking whatever action was necessary to survive. People in desperate time do desperate things. As an ex-police officer I have seen this first hand, hence the reference to rampaging mobs in this story and the Jabbamen in ‘Fireflies’. But I also l know humans are social animals, that we need others to survive. As a race we’ve been through turmoils and troubles, dark ages and the like, and yet despite our ongoing wars and violence, we are drawn towards community, democracy and peace. And I possess the hope that after many years of chaos we would have a society of villages, slowly regaining technology and rebuilding a safe world.

				After ‘Fireflies’ was published, I had several people ask me whether I had plans to adapt it into a novel. I may. I suspect ‘The Last of the Butterflies’ is the piece more worthy of the longer form, and I have made tentative plans to lengthen this story.

				Selected publications:

				‘So Sad, the Lighthouse Keeper’ Anywhere but Earth edited by Keith Stevenson (coeur de lion)

				‘Holland: 1944’ Galaxy’s Edge #7 edited by Mike Resnick (Arc Manor)

				‘I Was the Walrus’ After Death edited by Eric J. Guignard (Dark Moon)

				‘Fireflies’ Epilogue edited by Tehani Wessely (FablCcroft)

				Steve Cameron is a Scottish/Australian writer who currently resides in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, Australia. When not writing, he teaches English at a local secondary college. Steve maintains a website at www.stevecameron.com.au
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				New Chronicles of Andras Thorn — Cat Sparks

				Andras Thorn was a famous traveller and the uncle for whom I was named. By the year of my birth, three times he’d voyaged all the way up to Carpenter’s Gulf. By my tenth summer his attentions turned inland: beyond the Sand Road and The Verge’s scattered outposts. Beyond Grimpiper and the farthest stone.

				He chronicled his journeys in a book with toughened leather bindings. Not just any leather, mind you; leather cut and cured from a monster’s hide. A thunder lizard, bred for battle. The one he’d killed had been the last of its kind. Or so he said. Uncle Andras’s outrageous boasts were the stuff of local legend, such as the time that chronicle stopped a bullet from piercing his heart.

				Outlandish tales of Uncle Andras peppered my childhood years. All but my mother worshipped the ground he walked on.

				‘Don’t you take after him,’ she warned, already regretting the name she’d saddled me with. But by then it was far too late. My uncle’s laughter shook the rafters of our family home. Wine flowed and tales grew wilder with the telling. By fifteen I was itching for a chronicle of my own, dismissing the future laid out by my mother’s emporium. I craved relics from the Dead Red Heart, not to mention the pulse-racing exploits that went with them.

				Uncle Andras claimed to have stood upon the walls of Axa, lived amongst the Knartooth clans, crewed a whaler out of Fallow Heel. But those were not the tales that made my own hairs stand on end. My mother’s caravan had often veered near Axa and other of the ancient fortress cities. Each one a still, unchanging monolith: blast-proof ceramic ringed by unexploded mines. Perhaps people lived in them and perhaps they did not. Phantom inhabitants who never showed their faces.

				Only one name stirred the fire in my blood: Ankahmada. A city so lost, no-one knew where to look for it. Not even my uncle, for all his rugged talk. Ankahmada: ancient like Axa, without window, door or gate. Some whispered it to be a living thing. Ankahmada: relic of the days before the Ruin. The lure of it set hardened men to fighting. Was Ankahmada the city or the name of the God-King that dwelled within its walls? Both, it was claimed by many travellers.

				I had to find out. I would be the one. My destiny. . . And it might have been had the blighted storm not cut across my path. Boiling up from nowhere like a jinny from the sands. Stripping me of everything, save for that thunder-lizard-hide-bound chronicle — my illustrious uncle’s parting gift. Something he surely would have wanted me to have, had he chanced to wake when I’d stolen the best of his camels.

				I’d tucked that chronicle inside my shirt as the sand rasped and stung and scratched my face. Cocooned within my traveling cloak and dug in deep beside my camel’s carcass, that chronicle pressed firm against my heart as I waited for death, whispering prayers to Kashah the Dog-Headed Warrior, patron saint of explorers and lost causes.

				But death did not come. The storm blew over, revealing wind-whipped crests that stretched forever. I was lost as any man has ever been, with sun-ravaged skin, lips blistered in the land of my uncle’s stories and surrounded by dunes that sang and shifted: the home of serpentes the length of sailing vessels. Creatures that — according to uncle’s chronicle — would coil and strike to protect their territories.

				The nest of the serpente must be given the widest berth, underlined in heavy ink upon the page. Far more use than the elaborate, garish maps inset between each colourful adventure. Each one laboriously lettered, yet conforming to no familiar geography. Where, precisely, lay Drifted Gully, the Fallen Towers of Cambera or Broken Arch?

				Not a single serpente had crossed my path since I snuck from Evenslough. Setting out in the mist of dawn, my passage was marked by sandskate shells, each one belly-up and empty, picked clean by the rot-black carrion birds that took a curious interest in my journey.

				Such tiny details I had jotted for posterity – my own entries beginning where uncle Andras’s left off — while sheltering in squat, box-like bunkers barely interesting enough to bother sketching. Bunkers dating back before the Ruin, each cobwebbed corner marked with ashen campfire dregs and the bones of explorers who had died beside their dogs. I wondered if the poor fools had been trapped by serpentes, storms or other, stranger things?

				Uncle’s tales were amply laced with the savagery of misborn beasts: unimaginable horrors that called the Dead Red Heartland home. Monstrosities of discreditable birthright: part animal, part human, part machine. Merchant Queen Kamalini was always one for the grotesque and I’d half-presumed he invented them for her pleasure (and her not insignificant coin). His most celebrated exploit, Kalyca by Land and Sea, had been hand-lettered on kid vellum by a brace of fat, expensive monks. The masterpiece, complete with gold leaf and lurid illustration, hung in the dining chamber of Evenslough Palace — so they said. Not that I had never dined there. My uncle was drunk when they cut the ribbon. He’d been drunk every single night since.

			

			
				I encountered no such creatures, except for once – that clutch of fossilized eggs. Unidentifiable shrieks past the midnight hour and markings in the shifting sands that might, perhaps, have been the tracks of beasts.

				And then the storm in which I rightly should have perished — yet the winds had blown themselves apart, allowing me to crawl from my dead camel’s side. I was lost, with only faithful Kashah to guide me — should I survive till nightfall and should that night be amply spread with stars.

				And so I walked each step on borrowed time. Three days beyond my last meal; half a day since my battered waterskin extruded its last pathetic dribbles. Ankahmada still no closer than a dream. Soon my mind would cloud with cursed mirages. What I hadn’t counted on was smelling them.

				By the elongated shadows of afternoon, the scent of roasting meat was overpowering. It filled my senses and I could think of nothing else. A dream, of course. A waking dream. There was nothing to see but russet dunes, glazed and shapeless in the sun’s relentless glare.

				The wind intensified as I trudged. A blast of spiced aroma hit me squarely in the face. I might have drowned in my own salivations, as gritty with dust, sand and longing as they were.

				Up ahead through the shimmering haze, blobs of colour began to coalesce. And something else. Something towering and dark that seemed to my fevered eyes like a human face. Onwards I strode, foot after foot, breath after laboured breath, each lungful drinking in the tang of spice, acrid thornbush, burning bricks of dung. Strangers. Fellow travellers lost. I would throw myself upon their — and Kashah’s — mercy. Either they would feed me or they’d kill me. My fate, it seemed, was entirely in their hands.

				The closer to their camp I staggered, the more the scent of roasting flesh intensified, forcing me to gag and swallow. Forcing me to my knees. The giant face came into focus: a stone-hewn, flame-blackened godhead towering over a group of men and women gathered around a fire. Their facial expressions — and that of the god – made fierce by the flickering light.

				‘By Oshana’s grace, it’s a youth!’ said one of the men, his words slurred casually with drink.

				The weight of their eyes felt heavy upon my skin. The cooking smells were too delicious, the fire too comforting.

				A row of skewers roasted over coals, each one affixed with chunks of glistening meat. My aching throat flooded with saliva.

				‘Is he pretty?’ asked a second man. ‘Bet he’s hungry. Where can he have come from?’

				‘You’re a desperate dog, Narat’ interjected a female voice. The others laughed.

				‘Come and join us,’ said the woman, stepping forward. ‘We’ve had a good day of it out in the dunes. Come share with us the fortunes of Oshana.’

				I blinked sandy grit from my eyes. The thick-set woman wore traveling robes, embroidered and in very fine condition. Hair cascaded around her shoulders, unbraided and relatively clean.

				Hesitantly, I went to her, empty waterskin dangling flaccidly at my side. The woman gestured to a space upon the blanket. She sat and I obediently sat beside her.

				‘Following the pilgrim trail?’ she asked.

				I nodded weakly, although I’m not sure why. There had been no pilgrims. No trail but occasional, crumbling bunkers scattered with red sand, ash and bone.

				‘We’ve been here a day and a night. I am Getta.’ She gestured at the others. ‘That one is my husband, those our sons and their wives. We’ve come all the way from Blessed Silence. Sold everything we owned to get this far.’

				Blessed Silence? I had never heard of it. I nodded. ‘My uncle. . .’ I’d been intending to explain the whys and wherefores of my condition but the words dried up before they hit the air.

				Getta nodded sympathetically. ‘The pilgrim trail is not an easy road.’ Her words did not seem solely for my ears, but also for the night-shrouded dunes and the sprinkling of stars above our heads.

				Her sympathy was useless. I needed food and drink. I hung my head, lest the spectacle of pathetic longing fill them with uncharitable disgust.

				‘Looks like the poor lad could do with a sup of wine,’ a male voice boomed from the darkness. The one who had called me pretty. Somebody else laughed, another of the sons. I closed my eyes, knowing that whatever they asked, I would oblige, so desperate was my need for sustenance.

			

			
				A dull thud sounded on the sand before me. I opened my eyes to a plump waterskin and Getta’s equally plump fingers poking at it. ‘Drink!’

				I snatched the ‘skin, unstoppered it and gulped. Sweet, sweet water blended with unfamiliar herbs.

				One of the sons pulled a skewer from the flames. I tried not to gawk as he hacked the meat into portions. Each piece landed, wet and glistening, on a tray.

				‘You must be starving,’ said Getta. ‘We were almost out of food ourselves. Fortunately Oshana was watching over us.’

				A man speared a hunk of meat as a plate was placed in my hands. ‘Get that into you, lad. Looks like you could do with it.’

				Another man made a comment I didn’t quite catch. Getta laughed in response. ‘There was no luck about it! My husband wore an amulet of Oshana while hunting, which I had prepared for him according to the rites of Kharakhan. We are not lucky, son, we are blessed and favoured. Blessed and favoured of the great Oshana.’

				‘A whole nest? I call that lucky, blessed or not,’ he replied. ‘Fat ones, too. Fattest things I’ve seen since Blessed Silence.’

				A whole nest.

				My gorge rose in desperation, but I wrestled it back down. ‘What kind of nest?’ I asked, my voice weak and watery. At first I thought no one had heard me.

				‘Ten plump, succulent serpente babies,’ said Getta proudly. ‘We shall feast well for a week at least!’

				‘You violated a serpente nest? You killed the mother serpente?’

				Getta smiled, triumphant. ‘There was no mother. They were unguarded. The amulet of Oshana—’

				Giddy with loss, I let my plate drop to the rug. ‘The mother will be back for them,’ I whispered. ‘If you’ve eaten the flesh of her young, she will know it. She will smell her babies on your breath, the scent of them oozing from your pores.’ I pushed the plate away from me. The hardest thing I’ve had ever had to do.

				Getta smiled condescendingly. ‘Ordinarily, perhaps that would be so. But Oshana protects her faithful children. None who wear her amulet will come to harm.’ She paused suddenly, considering me closely in the firelight. Her face was large and round and soft. ‘You are not a follower? No wonder you’re so frightened!’ She put her own plate down and clapped her hands. ‘Maja! This young man is without protection! Bring one of the sacred relics from my jewel chest.’

				Pleased that an alarming situation was in the process of being rectified, Getta resumed her eating. Thick lips smacked in delight as she devoured bite after bite. ‘Twas the divining of Oshana led us this far into the Red, you know.’ She chewed with her mouth open. ‘We stumbled upon the pilgrim trail by accident – or so we thought. She nodded at the fire-blackened face towering above. ‘They say this is the likeness of a famed king in these parts. Ankahmada. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?’

				Ankahmada. My heart skipped.

				‘We are simple boneshell traders seeking a new supply for buttons,’ Getta continued. ‘Barely any gets traded south these days, you know. Supply was choked, so we came to dig it up ourselves. This stretch of sand is thick with ancient bones.’

				Simple was right. I tried to clamber to my feet but a wave of nausea held me to the rug. Nothing had ever smelled so delicious as the roasting serpente flesh. Getta’s extended family shovelled fingerfuls into their mouths. Thick juice dripped and dribbled through beards and over chins.

				Uncle said. . . Uncle Andras wasn’t here. Uncle Andras – that fat old fraud — had probably never been so hungry he couldn’t think straight. If Uncle Andras was so smart, how come he never got rich like Kamalini? His stories were all camel dung, made up to fool the elderly, young and stupid.

				I lunged at my plate, shoving meat into my mouth, afraid it might crawl back upon its bones.

				‘That’s the spirit,’ said Getta, washing her mouthful down with a hearty swig. Drying her lips on the back of her hand as one of the wives passed her something wrapped in cloth.

				She handed it to me. ‘You must wear this amulet at all times, even when you think you shouldn’t need it. Oshana will protect you like she protects us all.’

				Accepting the trinket, I slipped it onto my wrist, then swallowed the last morsel on my plate. After all, I had not seen any serpents, save that one small clutch of fossilized eggs — which were likely older than the dunes themselves.

				One of Getta’s smiling sons speared me another dripping chunk. I nodded as he carved it into segments, ate until my bulging stomach ached. Nestled back on the comfortable rugs, I studied my companions by firelight. Who were these people? Wealthy, or at least they once had been, that much was clear from the clothing on their backs. But boneshell was an armorers’ commodity, far too valuable to waste on the frivolity of buttons. Getta chattered at great length, her stories embellished with sweeping movements of her arms. How had the lot of them made it this far without being robbed and murdered?

			

			
				‘I have never heard of Oshana,’ I admitted eventually, my hand resting across my stuffed-full belly.

				‘Really?’ said Getta, pausing her conversation. ‘Wherever do you come from? I find that almost impossible to believe.’

				‘Born and raised in Makasa,’ I replied, a story that was only half a lie. I’d been hoping to impress, but she’d clearly never even heard of it.

				‘Your family are merchants? Wine or cloth, perhaps?’

				I nodded. ‘My uncle is a famous traveller. Andras Thorn — perhaps you’ve heard his name?’

				Getta smiled kindly and shook her head. I noted the subtle upturn of the corner of her lips as she evaluated my social caste and found it, thankfully, beneath her own.

				•

				The sound of men and women shrieking jolted me from slumber. I sat up, confused, at first believing myself back in that wretched old Grimpiper boarding house.

				A fresh scream sent me scrambling to a wary crouch. The leaden weight of half-digested meat brought memories flooding to the fore. The fire had shrunk to little more than embers. Constellations and a sliver moon splashed light across the sand.

				The family of Oshana worshippers ran screaming in all directions, tripping over cooking pots, their own feet and discarded weaponry.

				A foul stench hung upon the cool night air. As my eyes adjusted, something large and pale flickered from side to side. Unmistakably, a mighty serpente’s tail. The mother, searching for her stolen young.

				There would be no escaping her fury and retribution.

				All who had eaten of her babies’ flesh would die. Instinct and terror held me still as others were smashed to messy pulp or else bitten clean in half, all the while screaming prayers, beseeching their useless, foreign god.

				I was going to die for my stupidity and my greed. Die without ever clapping eyes upon my uncle’s fabled city. Not even my gnawed-on bones would be recovered.

				One of the wives stumbled into the open. She had been standing with her back pressed to the enormous blackened godhead. She should have stayed there, frozen in its shadow. The serpente spat out whatever it was chewing. It lunged, body sliding at angles across the roughened sand. Her screams lingered longer than I hoped.

				The full extent of the serpente’s form was now evident. Head to tail, it stretched almost as long as a Sand Road caravan.

				Sweat dried upon my shivering skin. The creature was taking its time with its vengeance. It was in no hurry. So long as I had sweat, it would sniff me out.

				My bent legs ached with cramp as I fixed my eyes upon the serpente’s jaw. Perhaps it would gorge itself to sleep? But serpentes did not sleep out in the open. According to my Uncle’s chronicle, they made their nests in pits or caves, emerging to feed whenever a chance was offered.

				I slid my knife from its boot-sheath, gripped it tightly and waited. The creature’s snapping jaw resounded with the crunch of bone and gurgle of blood. When it finally tired of the wife’s remains, it tilted its head and rose to sniff the breeze. It had caught the scent of something fresh.

				Me.

				The creature swung its head around, muscles of its underbelly rippling, one by one. A stab in the eye. My only chance. Half-blind, it might not have the will to strike.

				The mighty serpente swung its head, rekindled embers illuminating its full magnificence. Its gaping maw revealed twin rows of jagged, bloodied teeth. I leapt, knife raised as the beast bore down on me.

				But the beast had no eyes to stab, just dark ovals where they should have been. No vulnerable place in which to plunge my blade. I swung wildly, slashing air as its head jerked out of reach. I fell, the knife slipping from my trembling hand. Scrabbling for it blindly in the sand, my fingers curled around something else. Something solid. My uncle’s chronicle.

				It must have tumbled from my shirt. Without a thought, I clutched it to my heart.

			

			
				The serpente backed up, poised and ready to strike. It did strike, enveloping me in rancid stench. I closed my eyes and waited for the end. Clinging to my final breath. Hoping desperately against hope.

				The serpent sniffed: first my throat, then the chronicle. Sniffed again, its nostrils flaring in disgust. And then, in an instant, it coiled and fled, knocking me to the ground with a lash of its tail. Impact forced the wind from my lungs. I pushed myself to my knees while drawing deep, frantic breaths. My chest and shoulder pained me, but I was otherwise unharmed. By Kashah, why had the serpente let me live? I had eaten its babies’ flesh, like all the others. Why should my life not be forfeit too?

				Hours passed before I was able to search the ruined campsite for survivors. There were none. I fed the fire with trampled scraps until it roared at full ferocity. Tomorrow I would bury them. Tonight I needed flame and stars to comfort me through solitude and darkness.

				On my back beside the fire, I watched Kashah the dog-headed warrior as many believed Kashah watched over them. When I’d been lost in that desert storm, the warrior had been my only friend. One bloody campsite massacre later and it was still just the two of us. Kashah striding his way across the heavens with me below, making my way on foot.

				And that was when it dawned upon me. The chronicle, with its thunder-lizard bindings. Hide my uncle swore had stopped a bullet. Had the serpente smelled its ancient nemesis? Was that why it coiled its tail and fled? Beasts were driven by primal instinct. This one had been dumb enough to let me be. No point in guessing at its reasons.

				When morning came I buried what remained of Getta’s family. There wasn’t much. Gnawed bones covered with bloodstained carpets.

				I took as much of their water as I could carry, avoiding the remains of the serpente babies lying trampled in the fire’s ashes.

				That blackened godhead watched me leave, its features dull in daylight. As the sun climbed higher into the pink-streaked sky, distance grew between me and the carnage. But my bearings had become completely addled. In which direction lay Evenslough, the Sand Road or my poor camel’s bones?

				Those waterskins clung damp against my back. Not enough to get me far, but maybe. . . just maybe. . . Getta and her tribe had heard of Ankahmada. That fabled city was now my only hope. Maybe fortune would grant her favour. Had Kashah been guiding me all along?

				Eventually, respite from the monotony of the dunes. A cathedral of jagged ivory: the jutting ribcage of an impossibly large, long-perished beast. The petrified bones of a thunder lizard, source of the buttons poor Getta and her family had been seeking.

				Two carrion birds materialised, small specks against the faded blue. I watched them enviously, safe upon high, surveying the length and breadth of their domain.

				As I stood between towering ribs, admiring the dead thing’s symmetry, the surrounding sand began to boil and churn.

				I froze, praying for a cruel trick of the wind, my vision, or the bright, persistent sun.

				No such luck. The serpente mother. Following close. I fled for the nearest dune, its blade-thin edge carved to a crescent by sculpting winds.

				Could serpents climb? I crawled on clumsy hands and knees, soft grains clinging to my sweaty skin.

				My stomach clenched as the serpente raised her head, then lunged playfully at my rough, scuffed trail. I kept still as a stone carved idol as she sniffed the breeze to gauge my whereabouts.

				As shadows lengthened into afternoon, that serpent mother circumnavigated the dune’s base, making no effort to shimmy up its crescent. That big dumb animal could take me any time she wanted. It might be several weeks till she was hungry.

				Those carrion birds were not indifferent to my predicament. Both perched upon the jutting bones, confident the long wait would be worth it. Perhaps they had seen what I could not: Ankahmada, blue jewel glinting in the sun. Fabled home to a god-king and his treasure.

				Andras Thorn was a famous traveller and the uncle for whom I was named – but the last words in this chronicle are mine. Should you find this book, return it to Evenslough. My mother will pay good coin for it. My uncle too — if he’s not off adventuring in the taverns of Grimpiper or Fallow Heel.

				The chronicles of the younger Andras Thorn took place as I have written them. My water is gone, my skin burnt raw from sun. Paper brittle and my ink run dry but at last I can see it: Ankahmada — blue-jewelled city — even if I will never reach its gates. I cradle a useless amulet in my palms while faithful Kashah watches over me.
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