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INTRODUCTION


WELCOME TO THE Commorancy. In this collection I have gathered together all the books set in this rather peculiar yet worryingly familiar universe that now feels like just a stone's throw away from our own.

I wrote this series pre-COVID, yet it feels like a foreshadowing of events with some spooky similarities to what we faced a few years ago. Don't get me wrong, this is fantasy, pure and simple, and I admit it is quirky and may leave you scratching your head at times.

That's what makes for a good read, though, right?

You will find the complete Commorancy series, then two further books where a main character (Arcene) gets to have her own wild adventures, then the INK series, a fast-paced, dystopian thrill-ride that fans of the world adore.

Enough from me. Please dive in and immerse yourself in this strange world.


Orientation

(The Commorancy — Book 1)


STUBBORN EH?


THE PLANT NEVER moved.

Not that it was supposed to, at least from the plant’s point of view — if it had one. It didn’t.

Marcus had been staring at it for more than forty-eight hours straight, juiced up to the eyeballs on fast depleting reserves of his own chemical creation: a cocktail he had learned he could create internally at will. It was a beginning at least: the control. Marcus was not only one of the few named The Whole by the scraps of the media still running, but he also felt the beginnings of something else stirring, and needed to understand just what it could be. While others faded into nothing more than mounds of flesh, he felt things developing within, things that needed his complete attention if they were to grow and reach fruition.

He huddled under the tattered blanket, covered in a patchwork of stains no longer noticed. The little warmth he got from his coverlet was nowhere near comforting enough to stop him from shivering. His thin and frail body, malnourished and always hungry, shook from top to bottom — sometimes he believed he could feel his teeth rattling loose — but he ignored it, didn’t even truly acknowledge it was happening. Marcus stayed focused on the plant.

A simple house plant. Nothing special.

Against all the odds, it had survived the years since it had been found lying in the gutter in a broken blue and white pot, cherry blossom branches and men in boats adorning the crackled white surface.

Yet still the plant wouldn’t move, even after all his efforts. He focused on it. He went deep inside himself and willed the energy that roiled around it, around everything, that passed through solid matter and permeated every single cell of his body. Not even a single tip of a leaf would budge.

Marcus knew it was feasible. Deep down he understood that everything was possible. Somewhere, sometime, somehow, the plant would be made to move through the force of his will and his connection to the all pervading life-force that made up the Universe, the miserable planet earth, and the spartan yet clean house he had called home ever since he could remember.

Nothing.

“Oh, for god’s sake, all right,” said his mother, shuffling into the room on her rickety thin legs without knocking. She was huddled in her once pink dressing gown, now little more than a foul stinking rag with a belt that did little to keep it closed and hide her malnourished body.

Marcus tried not to shudder, not from the cold this time. She slowly made her way over to the plant, grimacing with the pain, and shook it vigorously. “Happy now?” She left in a huff, somehow managing to make it sound like it was too much effort, gasping now and then, but not saying another word. She pulled the door behind her in slow motion. It failed to close — the lock and handle being broken since he had been given a room of his own when he grew too old to share with his brothers and sisters. Space wasn’t an issue these days, damp, cold and crumbling masonry were.

Marcus, future tyrant and stuff of legend, came back to himself and disconnected from The Noise. He sat back against the foot of his bed, a simple grouping of wooden pallets with a soft, stained mattress on top.

He sat for many hours, thinking about what had just happened, wondering if, finally, he had his answer. It wasn’t what he had set out to achieve, but the possibilities were there. Maybe his new train of thought, and the actions of his mother, had led him down a path that was chosen for him, had been there all along.

He may not be able to move things physically by manipulating The Noise, but maybe he had been doing it wrong all this time? It was people he had to focus on. He was one of The Whole after all, a rare thing indeed all these years after the beginning of The End.

He sat back, shivering, a smile on his gaunt face, dreaming of entering The Noise and getting his mum to bring him a cup of tea and a nice chocolate biscuit.

A sigh escaped his lips. Tea and biscuits. The stuff of dreams. No chance of that happening, such luxuries were no longer available. The ravaged world where nearly every single person on the planet had fallen into The Lethargy meant the whole system humanity based its very survival on had spiraled downward out of control. Marcus was alone in a world that had nothing left to offer unless you found a way to bend it to your will. It seemed like he had stumbled onto the answer to the misery that was the depressingly sterile, barren world he had unfortunately been born into, only to watch it unerringly slide into an undramatic demise.

The cup of tea never arrived. Neither did the biscuits. But his mother shambled back in bearing a gift. Her dressing gown gaped open at the front, her fluffy slippers were covered in the foulness she couldn’t be bothered to clean up properly. She brought him a warm mug of water, the best she could do. More than he could have hoped for.

Her clothes were nearly as old as her now, there was no way to get new ones. Nobody made anything anymore. No new clothes — there were no factories. No shipping of goods around the globe. No mining for gas, for oil, no transport available. No inclination to even leave the house and drive even if it was possible. Things just fell apart slowly, nobody cared, they didn’t have it in them to.

But a few did, a tiny percentage of the population still cared, still had life left in them. Some were special. Marcus was one of them. He may just be able to bring society back from the brink of extinction, one person at a time.

Marcus set about planning his domination of the world. He hoped it would mean tea and biscuits whenever he wanted them, and much, much more besides.

It meant more than he could have ever dreamed possible.

~~~

Marcus put the memories of his youth to the back of his mind and focused on the present. Why did he keep recalling events so long ago? It was hard to even think of that life as his own, it certainly bore no resemblance to how he lived now — none at all.

He smiled to himself. That day with the plant was the beginning of a new life, and now here he was, centuries later, the memory still so vivid it could have been yesterday.

Back to business, thought Marcus with a sigh, and watched as a man entered a very special Room.


SIT DOWN


“TAKE A SEAT,” said Marcus, pointing to the well-worn leather chair opposite his desk. The furniture went well with his outfit for the Orientation about to commence. He waited while the guest sat down warily. “Right, I just want to go over The Rules before I give you your key, just so there is absolutely no misunderstanding concerning what you are about to do.”

“I know The Rules,” said the man, with confidence. “I should do, I spent long enough finding out about this place.”

Thunder crossed Marcus’ face. His eyes grew dark, veins pulsed to the surface, thick and full of blood carrying a unique chemical cocktail. As rapidly as it surfaced it was gone, calmness returned.

I've been doing this for three hundred years now and still I find it difficult to maintain this facade. Ugh.

“You sit, you listen. No choice in the matter if you want your key. Let me tell you this,” Marcus lectured, leaning back, shoulders relaxing as if noticing for the first time how comfortable the chair was. “Not a single person that has sat where you are now, and there have been many: chairs and people, more than you could ever imagine, has ever known The Rules until I told them. Do you understand me?”

“I understand. Sorry for the presumption.” The man was getting extremely unnerved, he had to have a Room. Be taken there by Marcus.

“Well, okay then,” said Marcus, seemingly placated. “Drink?”

“Yes please,” said the man, grateful for the distraction. Marcus poured a glass and offered it over courteously. He sipped it, unsure what it tasted of, only knowing it went down well. “Nice, what is it?”

“Oh, just something I came up with over the years,” said Marcus, smiling to himself. “Now, where were we? Yes, The Rules. You may think you know them, mainly because you have been lucky enough to get this far. I understand the difficulties involved, I made it that way, not anybody else. Me. So you think that you know what will happen from forums, from snippets of The Web, what remains? Maybe from clues in books? That I probably wrote by the way.” Marcus was getting into his stride now. He enjoyed Orientation.

“Nobody that has been given a key and walks out of here afterward has ever put anything on The Web or written down what they have learned. If they say they know what you can expect, then they are liars. No arguing that, it’s the truth. No books have been written by any guests from here. What you read? Most likely I wrote it.”

“But, but I thought that The Rules were there on the forum, once you did The Tests?”

“Let me stop you there. All of that,” said Marcus with a dismissive wave of his hand, “is there to let you get this far, not necessarily to let you get a key. Hundreds of people that have sat in The Orientation Room get no further — some never leave this Room alive. Are you beginning to understand me?”

“Yes, sorry. I want to go further, I need to go further.”

“Good. Fine. Right, well the first thing you need to know, a Rule if you will, is that if I give you a key, and you fail, fail to live up to your end of the bargain, then that’s it. There is no second chance, no other way out. There is no democracy here. Dead is what I mean. Never to see the door to your Room open again. This is not up for debate, and this is not some easy task. Many have died before they get to even hold a key, you know that. Some never leave this Room. My Room.”

Again, a darkness surfaced for a second across Marcus’ face; bulging veins, constrained strength, urges fought and defeated. Then normality, the face of a healthy twenty-something.

“If you want to carry on then you must agree. Right? No argument. That or leave. If you don’t succeed with what you state is your intention at the end of this interview, and it had better be the same as the one on your application, then you will never leave your Room alive. You must accomplish your goal, or you will be eliminated. There is nowhere to hide, I’m watching. I’m in control. Succeed? You will be what you want to be. Do what you want to and have a life so very different to the one you have now. This time? This blip? Nothing,” he said, waving away the notion. “You will look back at it as a tiny mote in a long line of much, much more living. But this is the cornerstone. The pivot. The point where it all began. If, if you succeed. Don’t take it for granted you will, lots don’t. Lots become something else, lots become nothing. They are gone, poof. No more. You understand?”

“I do. It’s different to what I expected, you’re right.”

“You don’t know all of it yet. Time, yes. Time to tell you. The Rooms, whatever you think you know about them you don’t know. They are yours. You have your key, you go in. The Room is then yours. Not just today and tomorrow, you understand? Yours for as long as it takes. You know how many?”

“How many Rooms? Yeah, well, I think I do. There are seven, right?”

“Wrong. There are eight Rooms. But seven are for others. I have this one: Room0. My Room breaks The Rules. The door is open, yes?”.

“The door is open,” agreed the man.

“Yours will not be. You know how hard it is to get into a Room, yes? You have waited a long time, tried for a long time?”

“Three years.”

“Nothing,” he said dismissively. “There are guests that have been here almost since the beginning. You go in and you don’t come out until you have accomplished what you want. I give you that. Whatever you want you can have. But you must do what is asked of you to become what you want to become. To achieve what you want to achieve. You stay inside until you do, or until you die. I don’t open your door until this has happened. So your decision now is final. Once you are given the key you do not back down, change your mind, ask to come out. The door closes, you get what you ask for. Now, please wait here, I will sleep.”

“What? What do you mean, is that it?”

“No. That’s not it. But I want sleep. Sit, think, ponder. All those things you need to do to decide. One hour, I will be back. Walk around, sit, eat, drink, anything. The open spaces are yours. If a door is open you may go in. Closed doors, no. That is a Rule. I will be in The Anteroom Room.”

Marcus stood, his slim body rippling with something intangible — a strength. More, a primality waiting to tear you limb from limb. The man shuddered.

Marcus walked from behind his desk out into the open area known as The Anteroom Room. He lay on a couch then called out, “George,” before he fell instantly asleep.

He snored.

Wow. Intense. Who’s George? thought the man, using all his powers to stop sweating, to keep his thoughts under control.

Something stirred in the corner of the room. “What? What the hell…?”

A well groomed goat trotted over to the man and nuzzled his shirt sleeve, then repeatedly nudged his hand, encouraging him to give a pat on the head. “Um… well, okay,” he said, deciding to go with it. Things couldn’t get any weirder that was for sure. He patted the head of the extremely sweet smelling goat. The compact curled horns glistened with their weekly oiling, buffed to a high gloss. The well groomed tan hair of the goat was almost as polished as the horns. It got bored after a while and wandered languidly yet proudly out to where Marcus was deep in sleep on the couch. The perfectly trimmed beard hung low on its chin — it swayed as it ambled over to its master. The goat hopped up nimbly onto the sofa and curled up next to Marcus. A few seconds later the two companions were both snoring in unison.

Who has a goat for a pet?

He sat, pondered, then roamed the small complex he had fought tooth and nail to gain entry to for three years. It hadn’t been easy. It didn’t look like it would get easier any time soon.

The man looked around Room0, trying to get more of an understanding of the infamous Marcus. It gave little away. Dark paneled walls, a proper old-fashioned office, books, lots of books. Stuff he couldn’t even pronounce, let alone hope to read and understand.

He walked out into The Anteroom Room, careful not to disturb Marcus. He felt sure the goat was watching him.

Along one wall, running the length of the space, were eight doors. All totally different. Sizes, shapes, materials, keyholes, all unique, yet absolutely stunning in their own way. He had never seen such beautiful things before. It almost made him want to stay alive forever to uncover more beauty that man had created.

Almost.

~~~

“My vanity, an homage to technology. Not much of it available now, is there? Thought it would be cool: to have a whooshing door. I was a lot younger then,” said Marcus, by way of explanation.

Marcus was lost in thought, then snapped out of it. “I made sure they were all different, the doors. Just for kicks really when I first got the idea. But it somehow spiraled, I have a collection. You wouldn’t believe the beautiful things people from around the world once made. It’s incredible.”

Marcus stopped in front of the door to the man’s Room and explained about the door.

“C’mon, seriously?” smirked the man after the tale was told. “That can’t be true can it? I mean, it’s made up, right?” He was feeling very uncomfortable. Marcus was boring into his very soul, he could feel it.

“I don’t joke about The Rooms. Other things? Yes. The Rooms? No. The story is true, this door is that old. It is what I say it is. Believe me or not, but do not mock me, or laugh.” Marcus’ eyes sparkled with hidden knowledge. “Last chance to change your mind.” Marcus waggled the key in the air in front of the man. He was smiling, and it was totally and utterly unnerving.

“Thanks. I appreciate it, but I want my Room.”

Marcus leaned a hand on the door at shoulder height, just a hair’s breadth to the right of a swirling pattern that ended abruptly, and then resumed his standing position. “In you go then, see you… well, when you’re ready.”

Marcus passed over the key. The man unlocked the door. There was no dramatic sound, no signal that something momentous was about to happen. In fact, nothing happened at all apart from the fact that the door could now be opened.

Sweat beaded the man’s brow as he turned the handle and said, "Thank you," before walking tentatively inside.

He screamed in agony seconds later as pain engulfed him. He felt himself torn limb from limb whilst every nerve in his body burst, sending impossible signals to his brain that his skin was being flayed from his flesh, torn to pieces, his body melting as flames licked all around…

“Oh, do behave, I haven’t got time for such histrionics,” soothed Marcus, as he stabbed a finger into the man's chest and stared through his eyes, peeking at the hidden plans unconsciously bubbling to the surface under such duress. “Don’t know how I could have missed it you know? Must be getting complacent in my old age. ffu is it? You lot really do have the lamest names you know that? Anyway, make yourself uncomfortable, I’ll be back later to deal with you. Actually, no, I won’t. I haven’t got time. And you know what? I’m actually feeling in a good mood anyway. So you, my friend, are getting off very lightly indeed.” Marcus turned to leave before stopping. He gave a parting gift. “Oh, don’t forget to take a look around before you die. You know, just so you realize what you will most definitely be missing.” With that he closed the door gently behind him.

“Well, guess there is a Room going spare. I didn’t expect that to go quite the way it did,” mused Marcus quietly to himself, mumbling as he made his way to The Room For Doing Things With Computers. “I suppose I may as well see if we can’t get a guest in as soon as possible. Better than waiting too long and letting the Room go to waste.”


TRFDTWC


THE ROOM FOR Doing Things With Computers was a Room Marcus didn’t visit as often as he should. It had the abbreviation TRFDTWC stenciled in frosted glass on the door at the entrance to the Room proper, not the outer Security Room For The Room For Doing Things With Computers. This particular door was designed to look suitably hi-tech and intimidating. Marcus often wished he had used one of the old Balanese Tiger-house Clan Marriage Night doors, they were as hard as nails and gave a warmth to a Room, but he never got around to getting the change-over organized.

It swished open in a suitably futuristic way — a genuine swoosh, not a fake one — less than a second after he placed his left hand on the door three inches to the left and two down from the first letter T in the sign.

Marcus stepped inside.

He felt the butterflies in his belly as he always did when he entered. It was one of the few times he ever got excited nowadays. There was always a tingle of anticipation as nobody, not even him, could ever tell for sure if there would be people waiting to get a Room or if everything was quiet out there. Maybe today nobody had got far enough to make it past the dead ends to find the final stages of virtual interrogation that could, but not always would, lead you to The Commorancy.

Marcus stared at his ancient computer. He contemplated something he had used as a personal mantra for meditations in recent years.

Was it still the same computer any longer? He had changed the hard disk drives on numerous occasions over the years; the processors likewise. So too the case, motherboards, cables and the keyboard. Monitors had been gone through by the dozen and he had probably tried every style of mouse in existence. He scratched his chin as he pondered the question yet again, and smiled to himself as he thought back to an old comedy show on the BBC that had a similar set-piece about a man and his broom. It always made him smile. He would have to watch it again soon. But who had the time for such things?

Marcus made himself comfortable at his workstation. The chair was one of a long line of replacements, but The Desk was the same one he had used his whole life. A simple plain oak affair that had been in his bedroom as he grew up. It was one of the few constants in his life when it came to material objects. He was long past being overly sentimental about transient objects yet he had never changed his desk. It was not because of distant fond memories of his childhood. He wasn’t at all sure what it said about him and he didn’t think about it. It was simply The Desk. A constant, as were many other things that allowed him to get through his extraordinary life without going completely insane.

Although he did sometimes come close. His was a life nobody had ever lived the like of before.

He settled himself down and shook the mouse slightly, awakening The Computer.

He cracked his knuckles, went still and into The Void for a moment, quickly returning to the present to see if future potential occupants had made their way to a place where he could vet them for suitability. Although the laborious process they had already gone through would certainly be enough under normal circumstances, the oversight on his part about the latest would-be occupant made him especially keen on vigilance today.

“Oh, nearly forgot.” He settled back again, stilled himself and made his way to The Room occupied by ffu.

These people and their stupid names. He felt his senses tingle as he came upon the mind of the man. He could sense the sorrow, the regret, the anger at being shown what was now not to be his. Marcus decided he didn’t deserve the pain that would be all too visceral and make him a martyr in his dying moments. Instead, he let the man fade away into nothing, it was all he deserved.

“Right, time to focus. It’s been so long since anything like that happened I guess I’m getting lazy.” He scratched his nose, knocking the brim of his hat, then promptly forgot about it and went back to work.

~~~

With his back aching, his neck cricking and the coffee cold in its cup Marcus pushed back his chair and smiled to himself.

“Now, this could be interesting. Well, a good day's work I think, time for a night-cap. George. George? Where are you you silly goat?” He looked around the almost too small Room and then noticed that George had been under the desk all along. Funny, but he never seemed to lose the goat in some of the larger Rooms, but often mislaid the silly beast when in tighter spaces. “There you are. Come on, fancy a few drinks before we get ourselves off to bed? It might be a busy day tomorrow if our next guest is as keen as I think she is.”

~~~

The Room For Evening Drinking was Marcus’ favorite room in the whole of The Commorancy — almost. Often, the day after a visit, he cursed it to high heaven and promised to rip it out with his bare hands. He never did get around to the task, knowing himself far too well. He always went back for more of the same once his head cleared.

Of all the Rooms in Marcus’ vast home his alcohol-scented Room was the most themed of them all. This comfortable, yet rather large chamber was more akin to a sepulcher than what was once known as a pub. It was actually in part a requisition from a building he stumbled across when a very young man. As buildings crumbled and were left unoccupied he gathered up more and more architectural salvage as The Commorancy was constructed, meaning that part of it at least was less built than reconstructed like a complex jigsaw.

Closing the door behind him and George he pulled the red drapes closed over the door and sighed.

“I sometimes wonder why I do this, you know? All this bother, all this danger. I just wanted a safe place, somewhere to help others. Now I get people infiltrating our domain George, our home. The nerve.” He tilted his head to one side, peering at his companion, not waiting for a reply, but thinking an acknowledgment wouldn’t go amiss. George stared back at him then leapt from a standstill onto the large wooden table dominating one corner of the room. He turned around a few times, gave a haughty stare at a tankard in the way, bent his head and nudged it along, then lay down and promptly fell asleep. He began to snore.

“Guess I will drink alone then,” muttered Marcus, unsure whether it was a good thing or not. Now and then he had company, but he may as well have just been talking to himself. He took off his hat, placing it carefully on the stand beside the door, brushing imaginary lint from atop the bowler. It was still as black as the day it was manufactured — lifetimes ago. He removed his jacket and waistcoat down to a light undergarment, a blindingly white shirt that was as new. The stiff cardboard collar came off and he breathed out hard. Next came the shoes, then the socks. He unhooked the fob from his pocket and placed it carefully on the rim of the hat so he wouldn’t forget it.

Marcus padded over to the warm fire he had made some time earlier, enjoying the licking flames, the comfort — it gave him company of sorts. He rested his arm on the high stone mantle, worn smooth and shiny by countless men lording it over their domains, and he looked around the Room. He wasn’t a sentimental man but it always gave him great pleasure to know that at least one piece of ancient history would be forever preserved here. The stone pillars and carved arches that held up the high roof cast a satisfying shadow across the floor, leading his eye to the far wall where the drinks were kept. Stacks and stacks of bottles of all description, behind glass, organized as only Marcus could organize. All kept at the correct temperature for the perfect drink and to preserve their contents. The tightly temperature controlled glass cabinet was the one concession to what had once been called modernity, now nothing more than ancient history.

After pouring a drink then returning to the fireside, he wondered what the next day would bring. He tried to imagine what was going on with the latest would-be guest. Hopefully she would arrive tomorrow. He was quite looking forward to it. Making a mental note to go over the whole process and to add in more ways to assess the few that ever got as far as the earlier guest did, he made a promise to himself to bulk up the defenses both virtual and physical. The Commorancy and what it meant for the remnants of humanity was too important to be left anything but impenetrable.

After finishing his drink he decided to have another.

Then another.

Hours later he stumbled from the Room and made his way slowly, wobbling slightly, to The Bed Room, where he had slept every night since construction of The Commorancy had first begun.


FFU


WHEN STEVEN, A.K.A. ffu was twenty-three years old he tried to kill himself. He failed, just as he had done at everything else in his life so far. He had failed to keep his wife alive, failed to stop his newborn, a miracle in itself, from succumbing suddenly to The Lethargy, and failed to find another living soul to share the misery with after he was left alone.

He wandered, growing ever more bitter. What was the point? Why was he here? Why was anybody here?

It all seemed so pointless, it was an uphill battle that could never be won. The world was being reclaimed by nature that had been defeated for so long. Now it was the time of the plants, animals and birds. There was proof of this everywhere that he went. He never stayed still for long, he couldn’t bear it. All the places he traveled to he encountered the same thing time after time: the mark of man’s presence on the planet slowly but surely being eradicated.

He thought much about this and about the existence he was now living, finally deciding that ending it all would be the answer. Ceasing to exist would be best — humanity was just in the way. The Lethargy was proof that the natural order had changed and that Homo sapiens were due for extinction. If not already overdue.

One day he hung a rope and tightened the noose around his neck. He jumped. The result was a bad rope burn along with an awakening to something deep within himself. He felt a presence, a person waiting for ones such as himself, so he followed the dim feelings manifesting inside and over time uncovered more and more about The Eventuals.

He joined. Became one of them.

He had a goal, a mission, a point to his life. It felt good in a strange kind of way. He was part of something that would set things right. To let the earth return to its natural state with no interference from man. He would make a mark before he left for good.

He wouldn’t go down in history, there would be no mention of his passing, no record of his achievements. This was how it should be.

He would stop the one thing that stood in the way of exorcising humanity from the planet: Marcus and his damn Commorancy.

He learned the teachings, meditated on his own impermanence, entering The Void and understanding what it was to be nothing, knowing it was the only permanence there ever could be. It was where he came from and where he would return. Where all past, present, future, and never born truly belonged.

So he chose his side and he felt if not happy then at least motivated. A sure sign he had not succumbed to The Lethargy himself.

~~~

He looked around at what was to be his Room. The plan had not gone well and now he was at a loss as to what to do next. All that work, years of trying to infiltrate The Commorancy, to be offered a Room, to get close enough to Marcus to eliminate the abomination that was always in the way of The Eventuals.

He shook slightly, slowly recovering from whatever Marcus had done to him as they stepped inside. As he got control back of his body he began to cry.

He cried for what he understood he had lost, all too apparent as he took in his surroundings. The Room was his dream come true, everything he had ever wanted, back before he had grown so weary of life, the loneliness, the degradation, the sheer pointlessness of it all, before he sought out The Eventuals. Now he understood the mistake he had made.

It hurt to look. It made his head spin and his heart weep. Such promises, all here for him. The tests he had undergone had certainly revealed what would make him happy, now here it was.

For him.

Everything his deepest heart desired. He thought he had been so clever hiding his commitment to The Eventuals through such rigorous selection processes, but now he realized his folly. The Tests were there to get to the heart of the person, to uncover the truth beneath the surface. Now he was confronted with the realization that The Eventuals were the ones in the wrong, Marcus was the future, not their wish to eradicate humanity. Here he was, with the opportunity to become something exciting, something important, something good. He had thrown it all away by cheating his way in and seriously underestimating Marcus as both a man and as a person not afraid to be judge, jury, and in this case, executioner.

He had nearly accomplished his plan and wept for the missed opportunity. If he had succeeded then he would not be confronted with this… this perfection.

Better to have never known what those such as Marcus had to offer the likes of him, it was too much.

The work put in to get here had been more focused than he had believed. What he thought were often ridiculous questions, stupid hoops he had to jump through, endless days and weeks of dead-ends, more questions and strange quests he had to accomplish, had served more purpose than was apparent. He had done so well, too well. His innermost desires had been made real in this Room. Now he had missed the opportunity to eliminate Marcus he had been shown what he could have had. What he knew would now not be his.

The Room faded along with any hope of salvation. There would be no reprieve for his trespass — Marcus was aware that this would send entirely the wrong message to The Eventuals.

Marcus, autocratic leader of The Commorancy, was not a man to allow such Rule breaking. He had accomplished too much to forgive such an attempt on his person.

At least it’s painless now, thought Steven. He believed he would exit his sad life in a blaze of glory when the time came. He was afforded no such martyrdom.

Steven felt himself go.

The final irony, he supposed. He would leave the world not with a bang, but as a whisper. It was all so familiar, so goddamn pathetic.

ffu: Steven, before he took on the anonymity of The Eventuals, cried as the world closed in on him. Consciousness slipped away. He tried to hang on to his life, to think back to a happy time, but couldn’t. He had never known it, never known his mother, the love of another person, the embrace of a woman or the joy of a happy heart. That wasn’t true was it? Was that really to be taken away from him as well?

He tried to muster up something, anything, but it wouldn’t surface. He felt his self dissipating — tiny pieces breaking away and floating into The Void, going back to where he came from. Where he belonged. Steven clung to his identity as best he could, but it too faded. Soon he neither knew his name or was aware he ever had one.

After a few hours in a Room that offered a new life full of countless potential futures Steven was obliterated from the history of man. It was as if he had never been. His consciousness had returned to The Void. All that was left to show he ever existed was a pile of clothes on the floor and a dessicated corpse.

An hour later only dust remained — to be swept away when Marcus had the time. Fertilizer for the plants that fed Marcus and his guests.

Nobody mourned him. Nobody cared — only Marcus. The man that destroyed him for breaking a promise and coming into The Commorancy with anything but good intentions.

If you broke The Rules you paid the price. This was a dictatorship, and Steven, unlike many of his never-met associates, had gotten off very lightly indeed.

He was lucky he caught Marcus in a good mood.


WHAT'S THE RUSH? 


LETJE COULDN’T BELIEVE it. Finally, after all this time, it was really, truly going to happen.

“Yippee!” she shouted out into the sky, amazed that she was invited. The note had just arrived, all she had to do now was get to The Oak in time and she was going to not only gain access to The Commorancy — a place she had begun to believe didn’t exist — but she was to get one of The Rooms.

She wanted nothing in the world more than to get a Room. Only if she could take Constantine Alexander III with her though, they had been together a long time now.

She patted him absentmindedly, his hard shell worn smooth by her hands over the years. He was very old, so her father had said, and she supposed he was Whole — like her.

“Chances are I’ll be the last of our family to be Whole, Constantine. Mum and Dad said that there aren’t enough people left anymore. If I want a husband then I will have to take you to lots of places to find one. But if we can go to The Commorancy then I will definitely get one. Imagine that, a man to be our friend, I’ve never met one apart from Dad. I wonder what actual boys are like.” Constantine kept quiet, just stared at her with his heavy-lidded eyes.

“Heck, I’ll risk taking you, can’t leave my precious friend behind now can I?”

Letje was sat in her favorite spot. It overlooked the small lake at the bottom of The Lawn where the house sat, a long single story wooden structure all glass and what was once cutting edge architecture. She still called it The Lawn although it had been a very long time since it had been mown. Now it was more of a wild meadow, the plants growing tall, attracting butterflies and bees every year, exactly as it had done for centuries now. But traditions remained, and each previous member of her line had persevered in calling it The Lawn. It made it feel more like home somehow.

Her family had lived here for generations, too many to recall, right back to the beginning of The Lethargy. Her home had lots of history, it was so strong Letje often thought she could feel it seeping out of the walls, coming up out of the ground in the garden like hands from beyond the grave trying to drag her down and suffocate her. Her great, great, great, great — she could never remember how many — grandfather had moved here once he left The Commorancy. He had been one of the first to get a Room, emerging in awe.

He had been given the gift he wished for: he came out more than just one of the few Whole surviving. He had a glimpse of what might be, what could be, so had begun to make the changes within himself, changes he had learned inside his Room. Undoubtedly, he had used his Awakening to good advantage. Every male child in the lineage since then was born Whole, but there had never been a girl born since. It was the responsibility of the male to seek out a Whole female to continue the line. Until Letje’s birth this had been the case since the gift to her family had first been bestowed.

But insights were forgotten, lessons ignored, until inevitably powers waned. As the population plummeted to near extinction after a few generations it became increasingly hard to find Whole women. Tiny aberrations crept into the gene pool, often those that were assumed to be Whole succumbed to The Lethargy later in life, both male and female, until when Letje was born the lineage was nothing like it should have been. The ideal had been to birth a line that would equal Marcus in power and knowledge but the dream faded fast, those given the responsibility succumbing to The Lethargy, even if often it was late in life. It never took hold strongly enough to stop a birth from occurring, but as parents aged they were overcome — tending to them became a great responsibility.

Letje was released from the burden at an early age, the last five of her fifteen years had been spent with nobody but her tortoise for company.

And it was boring.

When she was eleven and could stand it no longer, she decided that she would go to The Commorancy too, just like her ancestor had. It was a harder task than she had first thought. First and foremost she had to stay hidden. As Whole humans were so scarce now, and those with the Lethargy just as rare, it was imperative to stay safe. It was more dangerous now than ever before to venture anywhere you could be picked up through The Noise. The Eventuals wandered the country, listening out for the slightest shift within it, ready to follow the signals and eliminate anyone that tried to get in the way of the total extinction of the human race. So for generations her family made their home here, isolated and remote.

Safe.

Boring.

The males had wandered to find a bride, carefully entering The Noise to pick up a sense of a partner. Their heightened bodily functions allowed them to stay hidden, enhanced awareness giving plenty of warning of when to move and when to stay put. They were gifted in this sense, but it waned over the generations until the men were Whole, but mostly nothing more.

Seldom did one become Awoken.

All ancient knowledge gifted via The Commorancy became forgotten. Customs were slowly left behind so the family degenerated. What had once been a grand vision dwindled and faded, come to nothing. A slow fall from grace. A descent into not even Wholeness any longer, The Lethargy creeping ever closer, taking hold at a younger and younger age each generation.

Letje didn’t want that for herself: the first female in her line for fifteen generations. So she decided it would be her that would become more than merely Whole; she would be like Marcus; she would learn what it was you did to control your body — to enter The Noise and bend it to your will.

First she had to get a computer, learn how to use it, access The Web, find The Commorancy, and not get caught while she did so.

She took almost five years. It had been worth it. Today she finally had her invitation. It seemed there was a surprise opening, a Room was available, although if she wanted it she would have to act fast. Letje’s invitation ran until the next day. So little time to solve her final puzzle, pack what she needed, and make her way to her destination.

She was very excited.

“Well, what do you make of this then Constantine? After all this time and work all we get is a bit of paper telling me to get on with it. I thought it would have been harder than that. Hmm.” Letje solved her final riddle in seconds, now came the hard part. She sat by the lake a while longer, enjoying the views, trying not to think too much of the past, then began to mentally go over what she would need to take with her. She couldn’t think of much really, most things held no importance to her. Her views on material objects were those of her family. Consumerism or attachment to material goods wasn’t a consideration. She thought of practical items and Constantine, that was about it.

She stood, her lanky frame testament to the long heritage of the manipulations her ancestors had begun within themselves so long ago — ever since the family had been lean and muscular and always in exceptionally good health. Her mousy hair was cut straight across at the fringe and her features were lightly freckled on an angular nose, tanned from spending so much time out of doors. She was not boyish but had a hint of the tom-boy about her at the same time. Being alone meant there was no female, or male influence to make her much aware of the power she could have on the opposite sex. She had never known about the ways of men and women.

Letje placed Constantine into his duffel bag and strolled up the gravel path to the house as if she had all the time in the world. She made a point of smelling the roses over the arbor, picked a sprig of mint and breathed deeply, purposely brushing the lavender as she went by. She may never see the place again, or at least not for a long time, so she tried to store as many memories as possible.

Inside the house she gathered up a few bits and pieces, nothing more than clothes and the like, and made her way to the barn. Letje began to get very excited, she was about to do something she had not done in years, and even then it was under such strict control, and so brief, she wondered if she would remember exactly how to do it. Nevertheless, the grip on her stomach told her she was in for a rare treat.

She opened the barn door and pulled off the tarp, spluttering and coughing as the dust dispersed slowly in the stale air. That will teach her to neglect her chores.

“What a beauty, let’s just hope it’s still running. I bet it is, it always starts first time.” It was one duty Letje had never neglected until recently. Once a week ever since she was young she had started the car and let it run for five minutes exactly. Fuel was an extremely valuable commodity; it was never to be wasted. It was stored very strictly — only enough for the week's activity ever poured into the car’s fuel tank.

She retrieved the can, then from the airtight storage tank, with multiple redundancies to ensure vapor never escaped, she carefully allowed the fuel to drip until it was at the line drawn on the can. “Damn, what am I doing? I don’t have to just put in the minimum, I need enough to drive and get me there. Stoopid.” She tapped her forehead with her palm for being a dunce and then filled up the can to the brim, careful to catch any spill with the rag. Then she went over to the cap and slowly poured the rare liquid into the tank of the car.

Letje hopped into the driver’s seat and pumped the acceleration pedal twice. Then she turned the key and Old Faithful started up immediately. She crunched into first gear and ever so carefully pulled the handbrake off and drove out of the barn. This was as far as she had driven since she was taught to drive. Even then it was only down the road and back a few times.

Letting the car idle and warm up, she ran back to the house and grabbed what she thought she would need for the trip. The house had felt cold and empty ever since her parents passed, yet it was her home and full of memories. It was as if she could feel the generations of her family in the very walls — they were so much a part of the space. But she wasn’t sentimental, her upbringing had been mostly concerned with survival and staying hidden. A pre-occupation with worrying if The Lethargy would descend without even noticing, until it was simply too late. With a final goodbye she locked up the house and loaded up the car. Constantine got to ride shotgun. With a careful eye on the road, Letje went to meet her future.

For the first time in a long while she thought she might have one after all.

~~~

“Damn, damn, damn, damn. Damn! C’mon, please, this is like a bad dream. Stupid car.” Letje slammed her hand against the steering wheel, frustration needing its release after hours of getting more and more annoyed. Her trip was a straightforward one, but she hadn’t reckoned on the nightmare that was the state of the roads away from home. “Why didn’t anyone tell me it would be almost useless learning how to drive? What’s the point of having a car if you can’t go anywhere? Damn!” She vented her anger on the dashboard this time, then took some deep breaths and tried to focus.

“Think Letje, think. Which way haven’t you tried?” She consulted the ancient maps once more. There were two hundred miles to travel and she had gone about fifty if she was lucky. She would get so far only to find the way totally blocked with not a chance of making her way through. Either nature had reclaimed the roads, bridges had collapsed, or vehicles rusted away to nothing, abandoned in her path generation after generation. Letje retraced her route countless times, trying to find passable roads, even resorting to back lanes at one point, which was impossible almost as soon as she began. Smaller roads were not there any longer. No maintenance, and no cutting back of the vegetation on either side meant they were now merely part of the fields, or swallowed by huge forests that had cropped up throughout the country.

She tried again, taking a large motorway that was apparently one of the best in the country at one time. She got somewhere, and through the night made her way closer and closer to her destination. The nearer she got the more she worried. Sweat beaded on her forehead, her clothes grew sticky. She felt like she needed a good hot shower, plus a change of clothes, to come anywhere near feeling like herself again.

“Well, there is sure to be somewhere to freshen up once I arrive,” she muttered to herself. “There better be, I can’t go to my Room stinking like a dog.”

The road began to disappear. Large trees sat right in the middle, casting huge shadows across the ancient tarmac, now covered in moss. Swathes of bluebells clung to the damp shady patches, screaming their presence in vivid blues. Further on she could see it was impassable, nothing but forest. She took the exit, winding around in a loose curve until she was onto another road — another stretch of motorway. She checked the maps, it wasn’t even on there. It must have been an addition after they were printed. She didn’t have the latest editions anyway before road building halted. The road seemed to head off in the wrong direction though, so trying not to panic, as she was getting manic, she turned around and retraced her route. Stopping, she checked more closely, calculating to see how far she had left.

“About ten or twelve miles I reckon. That’s not so bad. Nothing for it but to walk the rest of the way.” She checked her watch, an ancient thing that still worked flawlessly. Apparently it was worth as much as a house back in the days when her distant relation had first "found it," as the story told to her was so delicately put. She was fine, there was the rest of the night and the full morning to make it.

Easy.

She got out where the forest began to thicken and grabbed her gear and Constantine in his bag.

Letje set off walking.

She was graced with an athletic build worked on over the years to stay as fit as she possibly could. Walking a few miles would be a breeze, she had spent days walking in the past, longer. Often she would stay away from home for weeks at a time, trying to just experience a little of the outside world for herself. She may have limited exposure, but she was at least intelligent enough to know that there were huge gaps in her knowledge of the world as it now was — there was always a lot to learn when she ventured away from the comfort and relative safety of her ancestral home.


NO MOUNTAINS HERE


“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRGHHHH.”

Marcus had been screaming at the top of his lungs for thirty seconds now and felt a lot better. He had no mountain to release his anguish atop, so The Screaming Room was the next best thing. He visited it more often than he would have liked. But he always felt better afterward.

Life was not always perfect for such a man as Marcus; humanity’s survival was quite a burden to bear. It wasn’t just the weight of responsibility and the questionable acts he nevertheless knew he had to perform no matter how much it went against his nature, it was the flow of time itself. Marcus was out of the loop, an aberration. Past, present and future became impossibly intertwined.

Sometimes he didn’t know if his memories were recent, the distant past, or if the events he remembered had yet come to pass. The human brain was simply not meant to keep such a long life partitioned in any proper order. So it did the next best thing — it jumbled it up and hoped for the best.

Screams spent, Marcus closed the door behind him.

Quietly.


GROWING UP


MARCUS WAS SPENT — exhausted yet unable to sleep. All he could do was think, dream of the past and the man it made him. Was that right? Made him? Was there a choice? With gifts came responsibility, and Marcus discovered very early on that the gifts he acquired post-Lethargy were rather more than he could have ever hoped for. Or wanted.

Three centuries after The Lethargy, in The Orientation Room, drifting in the past, Marcus remembered one of many turning points he could never go back and change — not even he was that powerful.

A smile spread across his youthful face as an impossibly ancient man recalled his youth — when innocence was well and truly lost forever.

~~~

Marcus was sixteen, at least he thought he was, he’d stopped keeping track of the days. He hadn’t celebrated a birthday for several years now, not since The Lethargy began and his mother lost interest. He thought back on the previous years and couldn’t believe it was the same life.

At first it seemed like a dream, like a happy home life couldn’t have really fallen apart so easily — how dependent he was on his mother to make everyday life run smoothly.

Now he was on his own.

Thankfully, it had been fast for his mother, she went relatively quickly from crazy, interfering super-mom to deceased.

Good for her, bad for Marcus.

He didn’t have time to adjust properly, although even those blessed with a quick ending still took almost a year to shut down fully. As she faded, so Marcus grew. He didn’t understand how, or why, The Noise was suddenly just opened to him. Maybe it had always been there? The ability? And he had just never tried before? Or something had happened to a select few when The Lethargy crept around the globe? He never knew, just thanked The Void for allowing him to be one of the chosen few.

More than that. He soon realized that he was unique. Not only did he remain Whole, but he became something spectacular very quickly. Yet he was still a young man, not an adult with life experience and a semblance of wisdom — he made countless mistakes as he developed his abilities.

Sat in the empty town center on a bench dedicated to somebody he had never heard of, Marcus did the first thing he was truly ashamed of. There would be many more such instances, on grander scales, but this was the first time he used his growing insight into The Noise to manipulate another human being in a way that left no room for subtlety.

He rested on the bench, staring around at the empty stores, the smashed glass and the wide-open doors, looted and no longer staffed. Some were still running. Shopkeepers, not knowing what else to do, turned up for work and hoped everything would be all right one day. Stock may have been low but there were still a handful of people who came shopping, trying to carry on as normal, thinking that a spending spree would help — the problem being money was now worthless. Banking systems collapsed almost overnight around the globe. The virtual digits that made up people’s once guaranteed wealth were obliterated. Instead, there were the beginnings of a tentative barter system, although nobody knew quite how to go about exchanging one thing for another when they wanted to buy a new dress or the last few tins of canned meat on the shelf.

Marcus was well fed, he used his influence to ensure he always had enough food and water now. It was simple enough, he just walked into houses and took what he wanted. Most were devoid of life, the only thing he had to contend with was the smell of decomposing bodies. If he found anyone alive then he calmed the home-owner by a subtle shift in The Noise, just enough to make them forget he was ever there. He never stole from The Whole though, but encounters with such people were rare.

He fiddled with his hat — he had seen many wonders since The Lethargy crawled out into the daylight, but clothes were the real eye-opener. So many styles to choose from. So many cultures, colors and cuts. He now had stacks of the best quality cloth he could find, going almost daily to high end clothes stores, outlets, factories and once exclusive and discreet studios — taking whatever he wanted. Today he had on a perfectly fitting pinstriped suit with wide lapels and a matching hat. It was a retro take on the Al Capone years of 1920’s Prohibition era America, a style that had seen a brief return to popularity and one Marcus loved. He tweaked the hat, setting it at a jaunty angle, then stopped as he heard a woman screaming from inside one of the stores.

Frowning, Marcus picked up his shopping bags and went to investigate.

If he had known that three minutes later he would have killed a person he would have turned the other way and just gone home.

Maybe.

~~~

The few people that witnessed the assault on the young girl did so with dead eyes. Marcus knew that not all those eyes belonged to victims of The Lethargy — they wanted no part in the violence so walked away.

He had no such aversion to injustice and in his rush to save the girl, now almost naked and being mauled by two men who had unjustly been left Whole, Marcus dove deeply into The Noise. He shut them down. The two men stood motionless, their bodies obeying only the control exerted by Marcus.

As they stood there Marcus pulled the girl to her feet and covered her best he could. She was already back in the abstract embrace of The Lethargy, her brief return to consciousness untimely and terrifying. He walked her slowly back into the clothes store and noted that she must have been sleeping behind the counter area. She would have been pretty at one time, her young body still showing signs of the full figure she had once possessed. Now she was little more than a machine slowly breaking down. Marcus knew that he would be unable to fix her. He lay her down on her dirty bedding and sadly left her. There was nothing he could do.

Walking over piles of clothes strewn across the floor, he made his way back outside, still gripping the minds of the two assailants firmly and with ease.

He released them.

“What the hell? What was that? What did you do to us?” asked the older of the two, a man with cruel eyes and a mind Marcus shied away from reading too deeply.

“You were attacking the woman.”

“So? What’s it to you? She doesn’t care anyway, she’s got The Lethargy.”

“But you don’t, and you should know better. How about some respect?” Marcus spoke quietly, matter-of-factly, not wanting to let his anger rise too high. “She is a person. She knew what you were doing. People shouldn’t be treated that way.”

“She came around for a second, so what? She won’t remember what happened, and if she doesn’t know then there’s nothing wron—” The man lunged for Marcus, trying to distract him by talking.

Marcus had seen his intentions before the man even knew he would attack. He unleashed his anger in a fit of rage he hadn’t known was so close to the surface. With a single stab into The Noise he animated the other man, who assaulted his friend with unadulterated fury. In seconds the man was down on the floor, his face bloody pulp. Marcus vented all his pent-up emotions, his sadness, his frustration and loneliness, on first one man then the other.

He controlled them both easily.

They smashed each other with fists unable to feel pain. They kicked, screamed and fought until they could no longer stand.

Marcus left them there on the ground. Whole, yet cruel. He felt them dying as he walked away.

He let them.

~~~

It was an act of violence that truly awoke Marcus to the terrifyingly powerful potential of what he had inside of him. It was this that led him to construct The Commorancy. There had to be a safe place, one where others that were Awoken, or had the potential to be, could be safe — to learn how to control the gifts given to them. He never wanted anyone else to unleash such madness, to witness the brutality within all men. Infinite potential power that could be used for untold harm if not controlled properly.

It was just a shame it would involve its own kind of cruelty to build such a place. If Marcus had regrets then murder was the first, but much worse was to come. He knew exactly what he was doing when he set about building a home that would be truly his to control, to share with those that had will enough to join him.

If he extended an invitation.

Marcus became a tyrant that day. He terrified himself more than anything else ever had — or would.


SNEAKY PEEKY 


LETJE FOUND A marker miraculously still standing at the side of the once huge road. She was only a mile from Gravelly Hill Interchange, even now still known as Spaghetti Junction. The crazed convergence of countless roads that was the heart of Birmingham, gateway to the Midlands. Her goal was almost in sight.

She was to meet at The Oak, a tree that had been recorded as the first to grow smack bang in the middle of it all, and hit the news headlines according to the stories her great grandfather had told her, stories he had passed down to her so they would stay a part of The Knowledge.

Apparently, it had begun to grow as the roads deteriorated, fed by the dammed-with-debris canals and two rivers that ran below the eighty-foot-high pillared motorways and slip lanes that spiraled and turned in ever more dizzying paths. While there was still news on the television all day every day it got a lot of coverage. It was decided it would be left, a sign of The Lethargy taking hold — a portent of things to come. Now The Oak was vast, and this was their meeting point — if she had solved her riddle correctly.

As the night washed away to reveal a bright clear dawn Letje could see the looming monstrosity of converging roads in the distance. Atop the crazed spirals, jutting ragged pillars and partially collapsed bridges, she could make out a huge oak tree. It dominated the skyline.

She had heard the stories of how once all the roads carried hundreds of thousands of people in their cars every single day, but even seeing the confused mess of tarmac it was hard to believe that such business ever took place. So many people, it was impossible to imagine. All with goals, dreams and aspirations? Where were they going and what were they doing? She had been told that they would mostly be going to work, to go to the crumbling skyscrapers that no longer stood tall and proud, their presence unnatural and offensive. The Birmingham skyline was ragged, broken teeth telling of the rot all around. Nobody went to work anymore, nobody visited the shopping malls once filled with goods of all description.

Tales of constant human activity seemed far-fetched in the extreme. She recalled getting very angry years ago when told how the ancient civilization worked — it made no sense.

People were mostly unhappy, which may have led to The Lethargy, although nobody knew for sure. Adults would get up early five or six days a week, go to the tall buildings, the shops and the factories, to do things they mostly disliked so they could get paid. Then they spent what they earned so they had to do it all over again. She had tried to argue that why didn’t people just not spend the money they earned and not do things they hated, but was told rather sternly that that was simply not how modern society had worked. If people didn’t make the things then people couldn’t buy them, so there would be no jobs, and no money. If people couldn’t pick up a phone and be sure they could complain about something then they wouldn’t be happy. Letje argued that they weren’t happy anyway. The answer was, no, they weren't.

And on it went. She never got a real understanding of how people lived their lives before The Lethargy, just that it was all very complicated. Society seemed to rely on everyone somehow agreeing that they would make more and more things so that everyone had something to do. Then everyone agreed to spend their money so that the things made were bought.

Then it stopped. Or, rather, it began to stop. The World Wide Web took hold; people worked from home, traveling less. People spent less money and The Economy collapsed. Then people were let go from their jobs and they didn’t know what to do, so they locked themselves away. It crept and crept until nobody did anything. Nobody wanted to.

Then they couldn’t. Then everybody slowly just died. And the babies? Those that were born? Well, it was in their genes by now, most never got past a few months of age. Others survived for many years with a lot of care from their family, but as the parents withered away so did the children. In a few generations nobody was producing children. Nobody cared.

Everything somehow crumpled. It languished in apathy and what had been a golden age turned into the darkest of times. It was myth and legend now, an impossible to believe time where much of the world could have anything they wanted but chose to wear ties and drive cars and live in houses they couldn’t afford and buy things they didn’t want. Water, gas and electricity were a constant — always reliable. This was something Letje could never believe; it seemed too convoluted. An impossible dream to get all those things to billions upon billions of people.

Even the number was too big to imagine. Where did everyone fit?

~~~

Letje made her way gingerly over the lumps of concrete and asphalt, rising jagged giant’s teeth on all sides. Most of the bridges and roads had collapsed in sections, making the whole area a perilous maze. She weaved around huge lumps, clambered over others. Slowly, she made her way upward toward the top of the mess. Snaking through much of it was the tree: The Oak. An aberration like a beacon that grew to signal a return to the natural world that had been concreted over and made barren. Now it was reclaimed. She reached out and touched the rough bark of the totem of vigor that mocked the decline of humanity.

She stepped around a lump in the road, a long stretch that curved upward and skirted the tree, still intact and leading into the town by the seems of it. The wind was stronger up here, the light brighter, the air fresher. Looking toward Birmingham, she caught glimpses of the old buildings, shopping malls, row after row of houses, all lived in once upon a time.

By now the sun was lazily climbing higher, she was sweating so stopped for a drink. She tried to imagine how it must have been, cars whizzing past at incredible speeds, bumper to bumper, everyone going somewhere. What would the smell have been like? The noise? It was an impossible scenario. She had no reference point to make the comparison to the silence that now dominated. All she heard was the pip, pip, pip of birds and insects deafening her with their clitter, clitter, clitter. She looked around in all directions, waiting for something to happen.

Was she late?

Had she messed up and missed her opportunity?

Or had she not understood the note properly?

The wind picked up and she spun around, a sudden noise becoming deafening, shattering the silence, stirring the leaves on the huge tree that stood atop man’s mastery of his environment, calling out its disdain for such a vain attempt to overtake the natural landscape.

She heard a noise in the branches, leaves rustling, feathers flapping. She peered into the dark twists, making out a pair of heavy-lidded eyes behind the largest beak she had ever seen. It disappeared deeper into the tangled dark as the wind increased and leaves were shaken violently from the tree.

She shielded her face as she looked up into the blemish-free sky.

It was a helicopter, as black as the basements where cars, once used daily, now rusted away in their sealed catacombs. The small machine landed. It was like the pictures of ones she had seen in ancient books, but miniature. Large enough for two people only, her and the pilot.

As the blades slowed, the man beckoned her to the aircraft, signaling with his hands to keep her head down — the blades kept running.

“Oh well, guess it’s now or never,” said Letje to the tree. She plucked an acorn from a branch and stuffed it into her pocket before ducking low and running over to the insectile machine — all bulbous head and sleek rear. Letje tried to ignore the fact this was the first person she had spoken to in five years. She said, “Hello, I’m Letje. I have an invitation to The Commorancy,” as if she had such conversations all the time and it was no big deal.

“I know, I’m the one that invited you,” said Marcus, trying to act like he flew helicopters regularly and that this wasn’t the first time he had left his home in over a century. “Time to go, I don’t really trust this thing,” he said, scowling at the controls all around him. “Flying is for birds really, not man. C’mon, hop in.”

Letje got in, threw her bags behind her, just keeping one on her lap. “Hi.”

“Hello, I’m Marcus.” He held out his hand to shake.

“Wow! Cool. So it’s true then?”

“Depends what you mean by true, but let’s talk later. Strap in. Oh, and I assume that,” said Marcus, pointing at the holdall, “is Constantine Alexander III?”

“Um, yes. Is it okay if he comes too? I didn’t want to leave him behind.” Letje was aware how ridiculous it sounded. As if she were a child.

“Of course, of course. I understand. You know, I felt kind of sad just leaving George at home today.”

“George?”

“You’ll meet him later, I bet you two will get on really well.”

~~~

After the turbulence settled and The Oak went back to bending in the natural breeze, a large beak poked out from behind a thick, gnarled branch. Two pale blue eyes as cold as ice, the most intelligent eyes any bird had ever possessed, looked about cautiously, controlled by a power far from where it perched. It had watched as Letje took the acorn and then climbed aboard the machine.

Satisfied that there was no danger present it stepped out into the light. It was huge, with a wingspan many yards wide. The brown feathers ruffled as it got ready for flight. Without warning it let out a piercing screech of pleasure then leapt from the branch. Spreading its wings to their full span, it glided on the thermals, effortlessly circling high above the tree, following in the wake of the turmoil caused by the recently departed black monstrosity.

Vastly intelligent eyes not its own peered at the landscape below. The Wedge-tailed eagle screeched its delight at the greenery it observed, happy the desolation once caused by humanity was gradually being reclaimed, covered over — wiping humanity’s existence from the planet as it healed.

~~~

Hundreds of miles away a naked man sat on the edge of a stone ledge, high up in his Home. His feet dangled into thin air as he smiled as only the truly free can. His pale hair flapped in the strong breeze as he directed Bird back home, enjoying the view of the landscapes below as he steered it away from the helicopter with the subtlest of suggestions.

He released the creature from his grasp, giving it back its rightful freedom.

Bird turned on the wing and glided back Home — to Master. Knowing he was stationed on the ledge, the fleshy perch exposed — waiting for him to land. Where he could nuzzle in close to be given the warm prize he so rightly deserved.

“Gotcha.” The man smiled triumphantly. It was all coming together. This was the final piece of the puzzle. Soon he would know the whereabouts of The Commorancy and his plan could be put into action.


DREAMS OF DREAMS 


LETJE STIRRED AND woke in a panic. Trying to draw her knife, all she did was get more tangled in the sheets. She calmed quickly, rousing herself from a dream, the same one she'd had for days now. Always The Commorancy, always someone out to stop her, someone coming to get her, take her away.

She was still young, twelve, her first year of trying to gain access to the stupid place. She was getting annoyed with her lack of progress. Every day she tried again, tried to find a way in, not even that: tried to find mention of it, to discover what it actually was. For all that her ancestor had been one of the first to enter, there was not a hint of how to do the same. There was no clue what happened there apart from the myths surrounding The Rooms and Marcus, nothing about how a young girl not yet in her teens could possibly find out how you got an invitation.

The signs, hints, information and more, had changed so much since The Commorancy had first accepted guests that even if she had been told how her ancestor did it the information would have been less than useless to her now. Time didn’t stand still, even if it seemed that way.

Letje awoke from the dream of her younger self, tangled in the sheets — again. Just like back then when she had the recurring nightmares. She was fourteen now, that young child seemed like a different person; it was hard to imagine that was her just a few years ago. She had come a long way, learned a lot and made plenty of mistakes. But they were her mistakes, her doing, and they had been necessary — it led her to the right path.

She rubbed her eyes roughly, then brushed her fringe away in irritation as she padded to the bathroom.

A hot shower woke her for the day, one she planned on being very productive. Priorities first though, so before doing anything else she went down to the garden and picked a fresh lettuce for Constantine.

“Hello Mr. Sleepy Head, time to get up. I’ve got a nice treat for you. Guess what it is?” Constantine poked his head out from his shell, neck craning for the fresh greens. With ponderous clawed legs he got to his feet and moved closer to Letje, then munched on the lettuce leaf happily. Letje left him to it and went back to her studies. She was so close now that she found it hard to sleep, and when she did she mostly dreamed of what it would be like, so last night’s restless dream of the past was a bit of an anomaly.

Letje turned on the computer, a battered relic of a thing that was so slow she nicknamed it Constantine IIII. It made her sleepy friend seem like a hare in comparison. When it finally booted up she connected to the scrap of The Web that was all there was left, no worldwide servers for her, no access to unlimited information, it was very much a limited and much more local source of information nowadays.

The machine creaked through the pages, Letje tapping her foot impatiently, muttering at the thing to get a move on. She hit the history button and loaded up the pages she had accessed the day before, the addresses were also written on the pad beside her, just in case. She had lost count of the number of times she had cleared the hard drive and reset the operating system — outdated even when it had been first bought.

Letje entered the forum, using the password she had taken a whole three months to uncover, although when she looked back on it now the work should have taken a day. It was partly because of her age: she didn’t have the life experience yet to understand some of the clues that now seemed blindingly obvious. But never mind, the main thing was she was getting close, very close. The excitement was intoxicating.

Letje opened the book she had been instructed to find, a hunt that took her away from her home and comfort zone, taking her out into the dangers of the world. A young woman was an attractive prize to the lonely men that wandered the empty roads trying to find a mate and some warmth at night. She flicked through the pages of her reward, quickly coming to the one she had found yesterday, and with growing anticipation she read through the rules on the screen again — she really didn’t want to get this wrong. Letje’s tongue poked out the side of her mouth as she concentrated, she flicked her head to move her fringe, then with a slight tremor she tapped in the letters she was instructed to pick from each paragraph. With a knot in her belly she gently pressed down on the enter key.

The screen went blank, the computer turned off.

It died its final death.

~~~

Letje was beside herself, she really didn’t know where to go to find another computer and wondered what she would do if she couldn’t get one. Surely there must be another way to get an invitation?

Her confidence had been shattered, her search apparently for nothing. A dead end like all the others? There had been treasure hunts that petered out, clues no longer where they should be. Web pages that never loaded, and landmarks that had been obliterated, but she thought that finally, this time, she was on the right track.

She couldn’t eat, she couldn’t sleep — even if to have bad dreams, and she simply didn’t know what to do next. Then the worst sensation she had ever felt came over her; she began to suffocate. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. Something to do with her failed search? Was she being punished for her failure?

~~~

Letje awoke to find herself flying in the air, a stunning view laid out before her. The blades of the helicopter whirred and she sat back, tired but happy.

“Damn, could that have been any more confusing?”

“Sorry?” said Marcus, concentrating fiercely on the controls, trying to look like he knew what he was doing and not to worry about anything.

“Oh, nothing, just had a funny dream is all. I’m amazed I fell asleep, talk about exciting.” She held on tightly to Constantine's bag, looking for something familiar — comforting.

“It’s hardly surprising, you’ve had a long trip. And sorry it was so rushed, but, well, it just seemed the right thing to do. Now, if you don’t mind I am afraid I'm going to have to ask you to wear a blindfold. It’s there, beside you,” pointed Marcus, and the rest of the journey was made without Letje knowing where she was going.


A BEDTIME STORY


“REALLY, HE CAN have his own Room? Just like mine?”

“Well, not like yours, no. The Rooms are special. Limited. Unique. Very specific and unusual. There to give you something you can’t get anywhere else. This Room,” explained Marcus, “is The Constantine Alexander III Room, but really it’s just a place where he can stay safe while you are away. I’m afraid it wouldn’t be best for him to be with you. What do you think?”

“I love it, thank you very much.” Letje lunged at Marcus and hugged him, something he was certainly not used to. He didn’t know the last time such spontaneity was directed at him, normally everyone was either aloof, terrified, or too in awe to do much but bow, argue, call him a liar, or try to kill him.

“Um, you are welcome. Ahem.”

“Oh, sorry.” Letje let him go, her cheeks blushing as she realized what she had done. She thought maybe she had been alone too long now.

The Room was perfect for her tortoise although she knew it would be rather odd knowing he had a whole Room named after him. It was filled with nice things for him to do, plenty of food was growing, and the promise was made that he would be checked on daily. What more could she ask for?

A rest, that was what she needed. It had been an exceptionally long night and day so far, and it seemed like there was no end to the surprises in store for her now she was finally inside The Commorancy. Where that was exactly she had no idea. As soon as she had awoken in the helicopter she had been blindfolded and hadn’t taken it off until they had arrived some hours later. When her blindfold was removed she found herself staring into the unnervingly intelligent hazel eyes of a goat she could swear was being disinterested on purpose. There was a tang to the air she couldn’t place, yet somehow it seemed familiar.

Since then it had been wonder after small wonder. Things took on an escalating scale of confusion and bizarreness made all the more surreal as it was all apparently just another day for Marcus.

“What say we leave Constantine here for now? You can come back and see him later. Let’s go and have ourselves a little bit of a rest, something to eat, and then we can get to your Orientation? Sound good. Yes?”

“Um, yes actually, that sounds great. I must admit, I am absolutely shattered. It took it out of me just getting to the top road at The Oak. I still can’t believe it has grown so big. It’s like something out of a fairytale. I used to read them when I was younger, one called Jack and the Beanstalk.”

“Aha, haha, I remember it. It’s been some time since I read it though. Do you know the story of The Oak?”

“That it was the first sign of The Lethargy taking hold? Yes, I was told it.”

“No, not that, but how it actually grew so tall? How it dominates the skyline?” Letje shook her head, a puzzled look on her face. “Come, let’s go to The Room For Guests To Sleep and I can tell you about it on the way.” As they walked from Room to Room, through corridors and past countless wonders Letje was dying to ask Marcus about, he told the story.

“Back when I was probably about your age, when things seemed normal, reports of a small tree left to grow in the middle of the crazy mess of spiral roads that made up Spaghetti Junction first appeared. But you know this?”

“Yes, but please carry on.” As soon as Marcus began his story she felt a calmness wash over her, a warmth and comfort that had been missing for much of her life. She felt like she was cocooned in a warm blanket smelling of her mother: safety. She was sent back to being a young girl being told stories of the past, lost in wonder at how things were before.

“Well, the protesters, known as Greens at the time, won a campaign to have the tree left as a symbol of respect for nature amid the crazed concrete. So roads were changed, made even more convoluted, and the tree remained. Back then there was no Lethargy, not by name anyway, but there was still little protest as the tree grew. Over the years the traffic on the roads lessened and nobody spoke of the tree. It was just there.

"It was an insignificant thing, something that was stunted, ringed by fencing long rusted and no longer maintained. The leaves were covered in dirt and grime but it lived. It breathed in the dirty air contaminated by the vehicles, yet it survived. Always striving to reach for the light to get away from the cars, the trucks, the smelly air. Litter covered the ground where it grew, and little rain could make it through the spirals of road to feed the tree, but it refused to die.

"By this time The Lethargy had a name, and things in the world were very different. Maybe an occasional vehicle went past, but hardly ever. By now people had mostly gone from the planet. The roads fell into disrepair around The Oak. It still survived. Just like the tree, some people survived too. The Whole, people that stayed as people had always been, but so few that they couldn’t possibly worry about a little tree amid the crumbling infrastructure that surrounded them all. But there were also people like me, the first to come out of The Lethargy that realized they could become something more, something elevated. Awoken. And there were those that had the same gifts that wanted to put an end to humanity. To eradicate it using their newfound power. To push society out forever. Genocide if you will.”

“That’s The Eventuals, right?” mumbled a sleepy Letje, listening and walking as if in a dream, forgetting to wonder at her surroundings. “This story is different to the one I had been told about The Oak.”

“Everyone has their own story Letje. Now, they — The Eventuals, hated that they themselves were gifted with powers that somehow seemed blasphemous, insights and information those like me have. Concluders, that’s what people on my side of the fence are called I believe. But I digress, these are things you already know.” Marcus paused, tugging at a curl of hair itching his neck.

“Anyway, as The Commorancy was built and those that could picked a faction of sorts — although it was not an organized thing you understand, too few people for that really — and everything was still so much in its infancy anyway, The Eventuals began to form their initiation rites. Their Leader created his religion: the cult of The Eventuals. Never did bother with building a religion myself, but there you go. And part of the initiation into The Eventuals was to show you had respect for nature, so there was a test. To see whether you were Whole, or something more. Ah, here we are, The Room For Guests To Sleep,” said Marcus, interrupting himself. “Pick a bed, any one you like.”

Letje stared around her, too tired and enveloped in the story and the hypnotizing sound of Marcus’ voice to have been aware they were already at their destination. She saw countless beds before her. From huge to small, covered in anything from layers and layers of blankets to lightweight throws. From garish pink covers to silk and black, hard, soft, tall, short and everything in-between. She plumped a few, feeling the mattresses, then sat on the edge of the first that felt suitable. She could feel herself drifting, she felt like a baby unable to keep its eyes open in the middle of the day, no matter the surroundings or the strangeness of her new life.

Marcus sat beside her and continued his story. “The Oak was chosen as a test, the test was simple — make it grow. The Eventuals that are above and beyond merely Whole have to make the tree grow, an evaluation of their prowess, a way for The Leader to gage where they may best be used within the religion. And this has now been going on for generation after generation. Each year it grows less now, the time of prime growth gone. Parts have begun to rot, understandable for something that is an aberration. There are so few people born now that recruits are a rarity. It probably mostly lies dormant. But there are sometimes odd growth spurts signaling that somebody still has an interest in it. But back when more people delved into The Noise, then Awoke, those that could put some of their energy into helping The Oak to grow. It’s a symbol of what they believe in: nature over man. That however hard you try nature will always have its way in the end.”

Letje was almost asleep where she sat. “But that doesn’t make sense. They are people and they are helping it to break through what man created, so it isn’t doing it on its own is it?”

“No, it’s getting help, help it never would have had before. It’s an aberration, it’s not natural at all. Trees don’t grow that large on their own.”

“So, um, how is it a symbol of nature outperforming man? Why do they do it and why do they want to get rid of us?”

“Well, that’s the question isn’t it? Nothing is ever as simple as it first appears. We’re flawed aren’t we? Nobody ever said we were perfect.”

“Do you hate them?”

“The Eventuals?”

“Yes.”

“No, not at all. I do kind of mind that they try to kill me now and then, no doubt about that. But it’s part of the rich tapestry that makes me want us to survive and thrive. The diversity. Shame they don’t see it that way though,” said Marcus, shrugging.

“It is a beautiful tree though, isn’t it?” mumbled Letje.

“Very beautiful Letje, and it goes to show the power that man has within. He can do marvelous things. But it’s a losing battle. There are so few of us left. Unfortunately, those that are alive are often not very nice people. As I grow older I have little patience for such as those. If I ever really had,” mused Marcus.

“I wonder how big it will get?” said Letje, before falling asleep where she sat.

“Let’s hope there are always people here to witness that,” muttered Marcus. He lifted her feet and lay them on the bed, tucked her in and turned out the light as he left the Room. As he closed the door he said, “See you tomorrow for Orientation. If all goes well you will then be in your Room.”

“Mmm,” came the reply from a comfortable bed in the dark.

Marcus knew it was a contradiction to have The Oak as a meeting place for those coming to The Commorancy, but he saw it as a defensive action. Also, he liked the excitement to be honest. He wanted to show that he felt the tree was important too. Not as a symbol of man breaking apart in the face of nature, but as a way of showing it was man’s intervention that could make something great. He loved The Oak, saw it as a great thing, not something that proved a point for either side. Merely a beautiful piece of nature. Marcus loved nature more than The Eventuals, he was sure of that. He saw man as having a place within the ecosystem. A place not as dominant and destructive as it had once been.

~~~

Letje awoke to diffuse light and an urgent need to pee. With not a window in sight and no visible source of illumination it was an eerie way to greet what she could only assume was the morning.

How long had she been asleep? Where was she? And why did she feel like she had just come out of an enforced dream? She sat on the edge of the bed, trying to clear her head from a fog that insisted on lingering. It was hard to think straight. Slowly, her eyes focused so she checked her watch. It must be morning, it didn’t feel like it could be anything but.

She stood upright fast, the sudden movement sending her dizzy as her blood fought against the abrupt shift in gravity. She had been dreaming of giant trees and flying in insects, of sleeping in a rabbit hole and being a tortoise. The dream fragments faded fast, she couldn’t remember them a second later. At the foot of the bed were her things, with a note. She read it then looked to her left and padded over to relieve herself and take a shower.

Twenty minutes later, hair washed and drying, ablutions complete, she peeked out from the door to The Room For Guests To Sleep and saw George standing impatiently. He stared at her, obviously fed up of waiting so long, then turned and with a flick of the ear and a wobble of the bum walked away.

“Hey! Wait for me,” shouted Letje, running after George, who just looked back at her icily before he rounded the corner.

As she jogged to catch up with George then take up his pace beside him, she took a proper look around her for the first time. Yesterday was like a half remembered fantasy, she felt like she had returned to being a child, too caught up in the story and the oddness of new surroundings to take much notice. Now she felt more alive than she ever had. Excitement bubbled under the surface, pressure building.

Much of what she saw made little sense.

Door after door. Dusty corridors and sparkling white ones. Ancient doors that she guessed were the height of modernity at one point. Stone arches that seemed purely decorative, pillars doing nothing, others towering up into lofty shadow, ancient vaulted ceilings made of brick and quasi-religious carvings that made her sure she was walking through sacred spaces.

It was completely disorientating.

She never knew if she would turn a corner and be in a small space, or find herself wondering at the architectural ingenuity of a huge Room that seemed to have been stolen from a medieval monastery. It was all the more overwhelming as she had no knowledge of old architecture, or had ever even seen any. There was nothing to compare it to, nowhere to slot it into the long line of history of construction that included Doric columns and Baroque influences. She had never been taught the value of a style for a particular space, how it influenced you and your emotions.

It was dizzying wandering through the many Rooms, repeatedly confronted with spaces that made her emotions uncontrollable. Up steps, around corners, through tiny archways and huge cathedrals, her footsteps echoing loudly as if violating the quiet, then swallowed up by plush carpets then grating on hard flagstones older than many religions.

And things, there were things everywhere. Not clutter though. Letje appreciated the objects and without consciously thinking about it understood that there was a deep sense of the aesthetic here. This was no pointless exercise in building and style, it was deliberate, considered, and it all fit together like a perfect jigsaw puzzle so complicated you would never figure it out however long you tried.

She almost walked into the back of George as she arrived at a relatively understated open space, all concrete and ambient lighting. A warm feeling Room with doors running along one side. From towering ancient portals to battered entrances she would have to duck to enter, she knew instinctively that this was The Anteroom Room.

“I’ve made it!” grinned Letje, as she patted George fondly then stroked his horns as he made a deep rumbling noise in his throat. “Thank you George, I don’t think I would have found the way on my own.” George looked at her, it wasn’t exactly news he didn’t already know. He trotted over to Room0 and flicked an ear. With a deep breath Letje walked over to The Orientation Room.

With a nervous gulp and the realization that she was finding it so hard to breathe it was threatening to take her leaden feet out from under her, she tentatively knocked on the door.

Or tried to. It whooshed open with a sound that somehow didn’t fit and she found herself going for the one and only interview she had ever had in her life.

Letje wished she had Constantine with her, just for something familiar in such alien surroundings.


GEORGE THE GOAT


GEORGE WAS NO ordinary goat. George was the result of generations of meticulous selective breeding; he was the most intelligent goat on Earth. More intelligent than a dog, surpassing the brains of the smartest pig, well in advance of much of the tattered remains of what was once a proud race that numbered in the billions: humanity.

No more.

Now George was amongst the most intelligent creatures on the planet. More advanced in his own goat-like way than some of the people that made it as far as The Commorancy. At least, that’s what he liked to believe. Truth be told, George was just a very smart goat, but he couldn’t do math or spell well.

George was Whole. George was Awoken. George was very old. George was Marcus’ friend and Marcus was George’s friend.

George was also extremely belligerent, felt himself superior to everyone he met apart from Marcus, and wasn’t above the odd bit of toe nibbling if he felt like it or was instructed to by Marcus. He was also bred to very specific goals — far beyond merely being as intelligent and fine looking a goat as the world had ever seen.

And he knew it.

Nubian and Toggenburg were the original line that George descended from, each generation carefully selected and bred with various other strains to finally result in a pet that was as loving as the most amiable dog, as good looking as the shiniest Persian cat, and as intelligent as any animal could be without surgical or forced chemical intervention. George was one of many hobbies that became obsessions for Marcus over the years — he had to fill his time somehow. There seemed no end to the things he could accomplish now he didn’t have to worry about rushing projects or never being able to see them through to their final conclusion.

George was the result.

A goat of medium build, standing about waist-high, the head on an elegant neck of just the right proportions. His face was long without being too long, and the beard under his chin made for the ideally proportioned countenance. His delicate ears, silky and perfectly shaped, stuck out sideways and swayed gently when he walked, pricking up instantly whenever he became alert. Just above the ears were horns that were compact and curled tight. Each spaced evenly — a perfect match. They were oiled weekly if Marcus remembered, buffed daily to a beautiful shine.

His coat was tan, fine and soft, always brushed regularly. His short tail would wag manically whenever he became excited, and his hooves were as shiny as his horns, polished at the same time. They made a sure-footed clatter as he walked or ran around The Commorancy. George was a billy goat without the usual pungent odor associated with the male of the species. Marcus made sure that part of his breeding program was directed at this issue. As it was, George smelled rather nice with his hair lightly perfumed from his shampoo, but in a manly goat way.

As with all goats George was highly inquisitive and terminally agile. He could be found on top of a table as easily as curled up on a comfortable chair or sofa. He took great delight in tasting and licking things new to him, so inevitably over the years there had been a few close calls when he inadvertently swallowed something he shouldn’t have. George was intelligent but his basic goat nature still won out in the end.

One thing he was above all else was loyal. He loved Marcus and Marcus loved him. He was one of the few constants in his master’s rather unique life.

George had come into the world in the usual way for a goat, but once his mother had licked him clean and he had learned how to stand on his own four feet Marcus knew that this was the best animal in the long line of breeding that had kept him occupied for an inordinate amount of time. He felt vibrations in The Noise that told of George’s personality. Marcus didn’t need to delve any deeper than that to get a very clear picture of the animal before him. There was no need to intrude further on such an as yet delicate and unformed personality.

When George opened his eyes there was an instant bond. A real friendship was born minutes after George himself.


THE DANGEROUS ROOM


SWEAT POURED DOWN Marcus’ back, slick and shiny in the strong light pointed at the rockface from multiple angles. Light was always directed at the indoor mountain in The Room For Doing Dangerous Things, and for good reason. Marcus needed focus and concentration to stay alive, so required every handhold to be seen.

He hung by his fingertips at a height that would mean certain death if he lost his grip — something he had no intention of doing. Playing with near immortality may have seemed reckless, but it was one of the things that kept him centered, kept him going, and allowed him to meditate on what he had found within himself — a gift. The gift of controlling his own body, his breathing, his pulse, the myriad chemicals that governed the way the body worked in countless combinations. From tweaking the thyroid for perfect amounts of body fat, to testosterone levels, controlling hunger, food absorption and more, that was just the beginning. He still learned new things every day, with no end to it in sight.

It all came with a price of course. It took dedication to maintain, especially in the early years. Now he was a master he had to do little to keep himself in top condition internally. Physically and mentally was an entirely different matter. Marcus knew he was somewhat eccentric, it was a given living as he did. But he kept his brain busy, strong — grounded. He needed something similar for his physical self.

So when things got a little too much, or if he was merely bored, or needed a good workout, he often came to the most dangerous Room in The Commorancy to put himself through numerous deadly pursuits in the most basic ways possible — if with a touch of added whimsy.

He was rock climbing today — free soloing. The surge of chemicals pulsing through his body were all that kept him clinging to the rough outcrop high above the ground. He was naked apart from a pair of shorts and a leather bag slung across his body containing chalk dust. Marcus’ legs were dangling in the air, his arms extended. He took a deep breath and pulled up with his left arm, raising his body up and to the right. He released his grip and grabbed for a small hold higher up. As he did so he swung out his right leg, far to the side, and got his toes jammed in a tiny crevice. Purchase made, he pulled again with his right hand and moved his left up and over, sharing the tiny space with his right hand now. His left foot came up, impossibly high, until he found a slight crack in the rock that took his toes.

Each move was considered yet perfectly natural. He was in tune with the rock and with his body — using The Flow. Hand, eye and foot co-ordination were perfect, each moving at exactly the right time to ensure his continued survival. Movements were fluid, never slow. There was no decision making, it was done without conscious thought. The eye sized up the possibilities and the body moved, not pausing, never hurrying, just climbing. It had taken a long time for Marcus to find the secret to being successful with such dangerous pursuits. There was a place within that allowed a connection, that melded mind, body and the rock. It was The Flow. What allowed such feats to be accomplished. It was being as one with the rock. Falling was impossible if you stayed in the right frame of mind and put your body where the rock told you to.

Marcus had been making his way around a huge outcrop he had never climbed. Even after all these years the face had plenty of surprises for him still. His muscles were aching, lactic acid building from the extreme nature of his movements. They never cramped however, they never let him down. He had incredible strength and endurance from so many years of practice. It showed in every part of his body.

Dressed, Marcus looked relatively typical with his slender frame and average height. Stripped down was a different matter — he was a human anatomy chart made real. As he climbed higher, navigating an awkward protrusion, once again hanging by his fingertips, his body revealed itself in stark relief against the dark veined strata. His upper body was a strong tapered V, the Alpha model for the male form. Well-defined shoulders curved to a thick back, fibers impressive and dense. His chest was not large, but tight and well developed. Legs were as if the skin had been flayed leaving not an ounce of fat, with calf muscles bunched tight, veins criss-crossing, hinting at an elastic strength straining to be unleashed.

But it was his arms that were where he truly became something extraordinary. His fingertips were thickly calloused, slender yet carrying enormous strength for their size. Forearms were packed tight near the elbow, thickly veined and an obvious sign of long periods of strength training. Slender wrists made them look even larger than they were, and as you followed up his arms the individual muscles came into stark relief. Thick horseshoe triceps bunched up to the shoulder gave great pressing power, needed for pushing out from difficult climbs. Biceps were a mess of veins and deep, thick muscle that had grown millimeter by millimeter over countless workouts. It was how he managed to pull himself up with ease over obstacles ordinary men would never surmount. The biceps, inner and outer, were two large orbs, again appearing larger than they were as the gaps from bone to muscle were relatively long, normal for the ectomorph. He may have had a slender frame, but his muscles had been trained to within a fraction of their natural genetic potential.

Marcus could have changed his body through chemical reactions if he so wished, but what you saw resulted from simple hard work. It showed. Muscle was extremely dense, solid and powerful, never showy. No puffed up muscle full of glycogen or pump from workouts, it was permanent, hard and functional.

As he lost the grip on his left hand when the rock crumbled, the hard work came into its own. Marcus hung there, death four fingertips away. Casually, he dipped his hand into the battered brown pouch and applied chalk to his left hand before pulling hard with his right and swinging to the side, gripping tightly in a new crack in the rock. He continued his upward climb to the summit.

Hours later, standing at the top of the huge rock face, a natural presence, the Room constructed around it, Marcus looked out across the space below, a simple poured concrete floor, to the small platform on the other side of the Room, lost in a haze due to the distance. This was his next goal, to progress across to the three-foot-square platform.

He steadied himself then stepped out into the air, nothing below but a reminder of human fragility. There was no fear, just a stillness of mind and body. An utter confidence verging on megalomania.

The suspension rope quivered as it took his weight, sending movement down the line — an almost imperceptible wobble that reverberated back and forth until it died down, kinetic energy finally spent.

Marcus waited it out with the patience of a snake, coiled but ready to strike at its prey. As he felt the stillness return he continued on his walk. One step at a time, balance perfect, he walked the tightrope into emptiness. The air was different up here, fresher, yet warmer, always warmer the higher you got. The silence was all encompassing. A quiet and freedom from the world not to be found when rooted to the ground. He let The Flow envelop him; became one with the rope, the air and his body.

He put one foot in front of the other. That’s all there was to it.

As he approached the middle of the not-quite-taut line he breathed deeply, stuffing his lungs greedily with the warm moist air. Time for the second half of his walk. It would be easier, he was heading slightly uphill now. Past the center point the rope tightened imperceptibly with every footstep.

Marcus eventually stepped onto something solid, a clear piece of reinforced glass bolted to a pole impossibly high. He felt for the balance, found it. A few minutes later the platform was as still as his thoughts.

~~~

Marcus stirred, his body cold, the sweat evaporated, goosebumps rising. He felt back to being himself, centered and alive, fully in control of who and what he was once more — plutocratic dictator extraordinaire; keeper of humanity’s future. It was a heavy burden, one that called for extreme action from its possessor.

Clap.

Marcus beat his hands together sharply and listened as the echo reverberated around the cavernous space. The break in the silence brought him back to conscious awareness, fully in the present, appreciative of his body — tingling all over.

He sat, feet dangling into nothing, then lowered himself until he was hanging by fingertips from the beveled edge of the glass.

He let go. And fell.

Thirty foot lower down he grabbed hold of a line. As momentum dissipated he moved hand over hand out into the open once again. Ten minutes later he felt the knot signaling the center of the line. He grabbed hold of the rope dangling all the way to the unseen floor below. Marcus climbed down, regular knots allowing for rest and acting as markers to judge his progress. The lower he got, the more the rope wanted to swing, so the descent became harder and harder the closer to safety he got. Arms became engorged with blood, biceps strained, forearms writhed like snakes in a bag and his upper back screamed for mercy. Marcus ignored it all and focused on counting. He kept his eyes shut the whole descent. It was a matter of trust — in himself.

“Three hundred,” said Marcus breathlessly, letting go of the rope and dropping to the floor seven inches below. He put his feet together, spread his arms to the side and bowed to a non-existent audience. “Ta-da.” There was nothing but silence. No applause, no score cards raised. Soaked once again from his exertions and with his upper body thanking him for the respite, Marcus clapped twice and it began to rain. Huge tanks built into the ceiling impossibly high above let loose their liquid magic. Droplets made their way down to the ground. Steam rose as the fine mist soaked his pumped up skin, cooling him instantly. Marcus lifted his face to the invisible sky, relishing in such a simple pleasure. But something was bothering him, his usual ritual after exertion not giving the pleasure it normally offered.

“Hmm, odd,” mused Marcus, looking inward at the cause for his disquiet. It was the girl, the new arrival. Letje had something about her, something Marcus couldn’t quite bring into focus. He knew there was something different about her, something similar to himself at that age, but not quite the same. Marcus understood these things took time, people changed and internal workings matured as the body did. He was simply left feeling somewhat ill at ease for a reason he couldn’t yet define. Maybe it was the anticipation? The wish she could be The One? Or was it the gnawing doubt that often overcame him? The knowledge that humanity was fighting a losing battle. That there never would be a way out from the mess the few remaining creatures found themselves in?

Marcus turned off the rain and walked out from the Room silently, feeling better for the exercise yet not quite enjoying the high as he usually would.

That girl, maybe she really would amount to something after all?

Time to find out — Letje’s Orientation.


COPYCAT 


VARIK HAD HIS own version of The Room For Doing Dangerous Things. He and Marcus were more alike than either cared to admit. They had diverged, unquestionably, yet each came from a similar time and grew up in somewhat similar circumstances. Even their philosophies often converged — both believed in the power and importance of the natural world.

The main difference being that Varik wanted Mother Nature to be the ruler without man getting in the way — at all. He wanted people expunged from the records of earth. No more messing with the natural order of things.

Varik studied himself in the pool, the rippling water making his shoulder appear even more disfigured than it was, yet this did not stab at his vanity, quite the opposite. Great beauty was found in the repeated injury his left side suffered, wearing it like a badge of honor. It was an honesty, a mark of his acceptance of his impermanence. Varik stroked the latest tear to his pale Scandinavian skin, following the welt from the middle of his chest up to the huge messy knot on his shoulder, meandering on up to just below his ear lobe. He must remember not to startle his friend in the future, it never ended well.

Kneeling, Varik cupped water in his hands, eliminating his reflection. He splashed his body, letting the cold water dampen the heat that had built up through his exertions. After a few minutes he felt ready to go again, so jumped up and caught hold of a low hanging branch. Swinging out, he released the grip with his left hand and grabbed a higher branch. The right followed. Using pure strength as well as simple swinging movements, he made his way up the slender but sturdy tree, impossibly tall and narrow. The bone-white branches had been manipulated to contrast with the dried blood color of the now rusting leaves. Soon they would be gone, fallen to the ground as he relinquished his grip on its essence.

What he christened The Inside Out Room was a crumbling remnant of a five story tower constructed some time in the 14th Century. The round Room had lost its roof and floors, until all that remained were splinters of joists jutting out from the walls. The stone was so weathered it was almost back to its natural state. In fact, the whole circular tower was more like a natural wonder than something crafted by the hand of man. The floor was grassy in places, pocked in others, and in the largest of the craters, made by falling debris he had long ago cleared, the pool was a welcome refreshment after hard exercise. Varik used the rough walls, the beams and a number of deeply embedded, taut wires, and the tree itself, to hone his body to his own ideal. He spent countless hours in the place some days and reveled in the punishment he put his body through. But he especially loved the tree. He always spent time focusing on it when he was here, pushing it that bit further. A slender spike poking out of the tip of the tower, calling out its presence to the surrounding sprawling constructions that made up Varik’s Home.

He had business to attend to and it would mean leaving, but the tree would recover when he returned. He had total confidence in its longevity.

At the top, swaying on a slender branch, he looked down at the roof of his sprawling residence. It wasn’t an infinite sea of rooftops, but it was rather extensive. He had appropriated a very large building for his abode, expanding it until the Room count was exactly 365 — more than enough to keep him busy over an extended lifespan. All around birds darted to and fro, their cries at being disturbed music to his ears. The sun was high, but the temperature relatively cool, and Varik delighted in the gentle breeze against his skin. He crouched in the branch, lost in thought, then came to a decision.

Varik's shoulder involuntarily twitched just before he heard the air vacate a large space to allow his friend to land. So familiar was the subtle movement of air that his body knew when his companion would arrive long before he was conscious of the fact.

“Hello my friend. Do you want to visit Under with me?”

A tensing of claws and a rivulet of blood on his shoulder gave him the answer he had expected.

“Fine. I’ll go alone then.”

~~~

Minutes later he was getting dressed. Something simple, black and elegant. He took his time, adjusting his clothes so they looked just right, then picked up a small parcel from the table in the corner. He didn’t need to worry about making an impression, his guest would not be in the least bit interested in such things. But he did it for himself, it was part of the ritual, just what he did.

Varik descended well-lit steps, feeling the entombed cool air rush up to greet him as he opened the door. He caught glimpses of the outside world from the first lower level, open as it was on one side to the cliff’s edge. He walked across the Room slowly, feeling the apprehension build as it always did. At the far end, lost in shadow, he came to a pair of ancient steel doors, fading warning signs and instructions to wear hard hats and ear mufflers still just about visible. He took out a set of keys and unlocked the heavy doors, pulling them open noisily. An ancient elevator, carefully maintained, would take him down into the heart of the hill.

The elevator clanked at the bottom before he pulled the waist-high mesh gate open. After a short walk along rough ground he was greeted with another set of steps. He descended into the darkness, not wanting to break the mood by flipping the light switch, and entered The Tunnel. He knew his way without seeing, but gradually his sight adjusted so he could make out the rough walls, the struts and props that were still as strong now as the day they had been put in place. Down he went, deeper and deeper, until the man-made tunnel was replaced with natural rock; rock so old it made a mockery of his extended yet still totally insignificant life.

Cocooned in the damp warmth of the heart of the mountain, and at peace with the weight all around him, he entered a small chamber warmer by a few degrees than the surrounding caverns. A tiny pinprick of light could be seen far overhead, tiny tendrils of smoke making their way upward for their only chance at freedom. He stopped at a heavy wooden door and used the rusted knocker to announce his presence.

He waited for his father to open the door. There were things he wished to discuss, important things.


ALMOST THERE 


“I KNEW HIM you know?” said Marcus, looking splendid in a pair of tight denim trousers, matching shirt with three buttons open, a dusty cowboy hat and scuffed cowboy boots.

“Who?”

“Your great, great, great, great… um, gosh, how many is it?” Marcus paused for a moment, thinking of how many generations there would have been since he first welcomed Letje’s ancestor into his home. “Fifteen, that sounds about right. Did you know that generations have gotten faster and faster since The Lethargy? It used to be what, thirty years or so between a generation? Actually, before The Lethargy it was heading upward to forty. Not long after The Lethargy hit it went right down to fifteen if you can believe it? Then it went back up to around about twenty, and stayed just below that until recently.

"Now it’s impossible to tell. So few babies, it's more luck than anything. Used to be that people tried to conceive and rear children as early as possible in case The Lethargy took hold, now its gone the other way. Even those that try from a young age cannot seem to have children, we are a dying breed. It will change though, things are slowly getting better, a few more babies, more of them being born Whole rather than never making it far from the crib before their bodies give up... Gosh, I rambled on there didn't I? Sorry." Marcus bowed his head in mock apology. This was important, and he wanted Letje to know things without it seeming like some boring lesson.

Letje just stared at him, mouth agape until she realized what she was doing and quickly shut it. It wasn't that she wasn't interested, it was just overwhelming. “No, sorry, it’s me. I’m just not used to hearing other people speak, that’s all. Please, carry on. Oh, sorry again, but thank you for the bed last night, and the story, I liked it. Made me feel like a child again.” Letje bit down on the corner of her lip, something she often did when a little unsure about things.

“Well, yes, your Grandfather of fifteen generations ago, or maybe it was thirteen, was one of the first to visit me here just as it was nearing completion. Back then there was a lot of competition for Rooms, more so than now. Nowadays so few are Whole, and even those that are have no desire to become anything more, so don’t have the get up and go to try to make it in. It has to be hard, otherwise what would be the point? Anyway, he did very well. Left after a few years.” Marcus clicked his fingers, showing how little this meant in terms of time. “Here one minute, gone the next. He learned a lot, and from what I heard he passed on a lot of value.”

“He did, he was around for a long time. And he passed on all he could to his family. It’s only recently things seem to have reverted for our line. I’m the last, and my parents succumbed, not something that had happened before to many of us, and not normally until they were a lot older.”

“I can see how that can happen. I must say, I am rather surprised no others from your family ever came here. Guess they didn’t feel the need?”

“Um, well, from what I have been told I think a lot of them were scared to be honest. That or…”

“Please, go on.”

“Well, I guess they didn’t believe anymore. That there was something else? Beyond Whole? And I was told that they didn’t like how you went about things. There are stories you know? About cruelties, bad things. So many stories. As The Lethargy took hold they seemed to side more and more with The Eventuals, talking about The End being a good thing, better that it would all be over.” Letje was out of breath, talking so much was alien; about personal things too. It felt odd. Wrong. But exhilarating at the same time. Like she had conquered a mountain and stood atop it planting a flag, claiming companionship as her reward.

“Right, okay then. Down to business,” said Marcus, suddenly serious. Maybe Letje’s Orientation was about to begin? “I have a few things to do and then we can see you into your Room. How does that sound?”

Letje stared at him, not understanding. “Um, what about my Orientation? I thought I had to have an interview and… well, I’m not sure what I expected.” She was totally confused, nothing about The Commorancy, or Marcus, made sense. It was as if she was playing a game where nobody had explained the rules.

“Letje, my dear, please don’t be confused. Each person that comes here is treated differently. It depends on what I know about them, what I can see within them, even what mood I am in at the time if truth be told. But you are different, very different. I can see it as plain as the nose on your face. As plain as that fringe you should cut a little shorter.”

Letje flicked it to the side automatically as Marcus continued.

“You are different, even if you don’t know it yet. I don’t want to scare you or anything so I won’t dwell on this, and I need to have a think about things before we go to your Room. But trust me, you have a very interesting future ahead of you. You will be surprised what kind of young woman you will soon be. There is so much potential I can almost see it pouring out of your ears!” Marcus was getting rather excited, he hadn’t met someone like Letje ever as far as he could recall. He could sense in The Noise she had so much within her waiting to be unlocked she made The Awoken look like they were nothing but a specter of humanity’s potential as a race.

“Um, wow. Okay. Are you sure you have the right person?” Letje didn’t know how to respond to talk like this. She had never thought of herself as special in any way. Just a girl trying to stay safe and make her way in the world she was born into.

“Sorry to go on like that. Let’s just say you passed Orientation and in a few hours time I will take you to your Room. Please, follow me.” Marcus stood and gestured to the door. “If you can wait out in The Anteroom Room for a few hours I need to get a few things straightened out before your Room is ready. I want to ensure it is perfect for you in every way.”


"A MAN'S WORK...


…IS NEVER DONE. It really isn’t George. Sometimes I wish this place was a lot smaller. You know? Well, of course you don’t. You don’t think about it at all, do you? Now, where did I put The Rag?”

Marcus was in the habit of talking to George in a rather one-sided monotone whenever they were alone, which was most of the time. People came and went from The Commorancy, but it was infrequent, intermittent, and normally at odd times too. Over the years Marcus had found ways to keep a tight rein on himself to ensure he kept a semblance of structure to his day. Even though he often immersed himself in new passions for extended periods of time he tried his best to not become obsessive. He usually failed miserably — he always got consumed by his hobbies, to the detriment of much else.

So he was doing his utmost to stick to more regular hours and routines at the moment. Although he had lost count of how many times over the years he had tried to form the habit.

Marcus rummaged through a drawer in The Goat Room, finally he found what he was looking for. “Here it is boy, let’s get them all sparkly shall we? Yes? We don’t want you looking anything but your best for the new arrivals do we? Seems like we’re having rather a busy time of it lately doesn’t it? Bit tiring though, I must say.” Marcus absentmindedly poured a drop of oil onto The Rag For Cleaning Horns and rubbed away while he continued his monologue. “I guess some of The Rooms have been empty for a little too long anyway, so it made sense to get them occupied again. It’s just a shame I had to make the whole thing so damn easy. I think it’s getting worse out there you know? Of course you don’t you silly goat.” Marcus inspected The Rag, then continued.

“There used to be huge numbers wanting to get into The Rooms. Okay, okay, more than we had Rooms for anyway. But always full. Now? Yeah, sometimes not even half occupied. The Garden? Different isn’t it? You know people can stay as long as they want. As long as they need. Would you leave?” Marcus turned his gaze from the mid-distance to look at George. The well-coiffed goat seemed to shake his head. “Didn’t think so. You like it in there, don’t you, eh?” This time there was a definite nod of the head. “Well, that’s you done, looking good there George, very sharp.”

George shook himself, a tiny drop of oil not rubbed properly into his horns flew off and landed on Marcus’ shirt. As he wandered over to the corner of The Goat Room and lay down in a fresh bed of straw Marcus shouted after him. “Look what you’ve done you silly goat, now I’ll have to get changed again. Don’t you know we have a guest coming later? Come on you, no time for sleeping now, things to do.” George lifted a heavy lid and did his best to ignore Marcus.

On the one-sided banter went. It was some time later that Marcus and George left The Goat Room and made their way through numerous well intentioned spaces to The Room For Clothes, where he changed into something clean for Orientation later on that day. As long as the guest turned up on time that was, things didn’t always go according to plan for those that managed to navigate the many dead ends that finally led to The Commorancy.

Marcus was looking forward to the latest arrival — Umeko promised to be an interesting guest.

~~~

Marcus stirred in his chair, breathing deeply as if coming up for air from the depths of the ocean. Why were all these thoughts of the past coming back to him all of a sudden, and in such detail? First his youth, now memories of guests, it meant something, he was sure of it.

Knowing himself only too well, Marcus relaxed into the plush leather and let his mind wander back over the years once more — there was more to remember, so much more. He wondered where such memories were leading, but didn't try to force it. He'd find out soon enough, he was certain.

"Now, where was I? Ah, Umeko. Such a beautiful woman."

~~~

The Room For Clothes was sectioned up in a bizarre and complex system. Marcus often stood at the entry to wonder at the sheer dogged determination of the mind that could organize in such a manner. His mind. He sometimes puzzled at the way he chose to organize thousands upon thousands of complete changes of clothes, but knew that it was merely the best approach his mind could come up with to keep the largest collection of its type in any kind of order. These were clothes he loved. Not just any clothes, but antiques each and every one of them.

Nobody had made such outfits, any outfits for that matter, for an age now. Marcus had slowly gathered all kinds of tasteful, sometimes downright bizarre items of clothing from throughout the ages and sourced from every corner of the globe. That was just the beginning, it went far beyond that. Marcus had taken to matching his outfits with Room0, better known as The Orientation Room, when he was expecting a guest. Sometimes even when alone.

Marcus was a man of impeccable taste, there was nobody to tell him otherwise, so took perverse delight in having absolutely no single individual style whatsoever. He changed his wardrobe more often than a catwalk model of days long gone and delighted in looking different each time he did so. Often, on a mere whim, or an influence from current reading matter or movie viewing, he dressed not according to the weather, temperature was constant inside so was of no consequence, but mood and flights of fancy.

He wouldn’t admit it but what it came down to is that he often got extremely bored, so it amused him to change his clothes and to surprise himself when he looked in the mirror. A mirror, any mirror, of which there were numerous in The Room For Clothes.

The Room was accessed via an ornate Indian temple door, where multiple Gods fought a never ending battle for supremacy in lurid paint of many layers, peeled and repainted by generations of respectful worshipers, until it finally came into the hands of Marcus. Now re-homed to serve as entryway to a diva’s idea of paradise. Hidden lighting cast shadows on the door highlighting it perfectly, the subtle effect continued throughout the Room.

Marcus owned thousands of pairs of socks in countless colors, textures and materials. From cool and summery to those suitable for a trip to the Arctic. His hats took up a whole section and the complex system of organization meant that some were necessarily duplicated so they could sit with the rest of the matching wardrobe that accompanied them and must be worn as an ensemble piece. But still the area was vast, each hat in its own individual glass case, a perfect light highlighting it against the darkness that was the echoing chamber of the enormous space.

Trousers hung on special hangers that kept them perfectly pressed.

Shirts, belts, ties, beach shorts, three piece suits…. all had their own unique way of being hung or stored, ready to be donned at a moment’s notice. The whole system was like a tyrant’s idea of modern art — where money and time was of no import. Which was close to being truer than Marcus would ever care to admit. Marcus’ taste was not always quite as traditional as the styles of his youth, styles that quickly became condensed to a battle to stay warm. There had been no new fashions for so long there was no choice but to look to the past for new and exciting ways to make clothes more than just functional. Over time, he grew more and more eclectic in his tastes, delving deeper into the history of various forms of fashion, a hobby that consumed him for many months, and was still one of his main interests when he had the time.

There were whole sections for styles from Asia, the Middle East, Africa, every culture and continent on the planet. All organized by changes in fashion throughout the ages within their own sub-section, further classified and arranged in groupings of individual garments, often duplicated as complete outfits.

It even confused Marcus nowadays. He often found himself hunting around for something he assumed would be in the hat section of North Africa, only to find it had been classified as belonging to The Late 19th Century Complete Outfits With Moroccan Influence Section. As a result it often took him much longer than he set aside to gather his outfit for the day. Truth be told, he couldn’t even remember when he had performed such detailed classifications. Such slips in memory were not uncommon.

Marcus hunted through a particular section, his mood having switched from what he had worn before George had caused the blemish. He finally found what he had been looking for. After dressing and checking himself in the mirror he made his way out of the rows and rows of haberdashery and into the darkness enveloping the edges of the Room. He chose a door that was nothing more than a flat slab of material matching that of the walls. Marcus made his way via countless twists and turns to The Orientation Room.

His guest should arrive soon.


PLUM BLOSSOM CHILD 


UMEKO’S FATHER CALLED her his little plum blossom and often commented on her skin as she grew up. He became obsessed by it, checking her often for the slightest of blemishes, warning against sun exposure, always coming up with some new lotion he swore blind his ancestors used to have the clearest complexions in all of Tokyo. He would go away for days at a time, returning with beautiful hats for her to wear, clothes to contrast with her deep tone, and once he even found genuine plums he went into raptures over as he held the small juicy fruits up against her cheeks and showed her in a mirror how similar they were. It was true, her flawless, dark skin did almost perfectly match the deep richness of a ripe plum.

Her father had been a pale Japanese man, her mother a proud woman of Nigerian ancestry almost the color of the charcoal they used to heat their home. Umeko had landed somewhere between. High angular cheekbones with slightly oriental eyes sat angelically with a complexion as rich and deep as the most perfect of rare fruits. It was as if her face actually shone with light. As she grew older Umeko made it a point to highlight her cheeks with a touch of deep rouge; she painted her lips bright pink every day. The effect was startling in its simplicity and beauty.

The very day she was born her father had named her Umeko, literally translating as Plum Blossom Child. As she grew older, he explained that it was a name that also meant its owner craved freedom above all else. It fitted her perfectly.

Umeko often lamented that there was never anyone to see her efforts. She had been alone for decades now. Middle age was approaching and she hadn’t spoken to a soul in years. She was under no illusions — if it continued she believed she would go slowly mad. What use was life if you had nobody to share it with, or a goal to accomplish? She grew bored of her hobbies, disinterested in the wreckage of humanity she once took pleasure in exploring. Now she mostly just sat and read books quietly. Books printed two and a half centuries previously.

It grew monotonous.

Umeko had stayed in her family home, a simple place that her parents had uncovered. In truth, her mother had already occupied the house — her father rather abruptly moved in the day he came across it, as he wandered the country looking for company, ideally someone to call his wife.

Her father had stayed somewhat traditional Japanese, at least that is what he told her, never mind he had never been to Japan in his life. Neither had anyone in his family for centuries. He grew up in a very rare place: a community. A group of Japanese descendants had managed to stay Whole all through the years, trying their best to keep bloodlines pure without allowing their children to partner with relatives.

After a few generations it all went very wrong.

Adults succumbed to The Lethargy at earlier and earlier ages, meaning the children were born to younger and younger parents as a result, and the children themselves often died in childhood. By the time her father was a young man the community had dwindled to him and a few others who faded slowly but surely. The Creeping Lethargy, the worst kind, had taken hold.

He told Umeko all this as she grew older, one of his favorite stories as it told of how he met her mother, his wife.

The story went, for Umeko was sure it was a grand exaggeration on the truth, although her mother never contradicted it, was that he had been walking through the woods one day as a young, strong and virile man and came across a large horse. He saw it as a sign of good omen, for it was indeed The Year Of The Horse, so he made friends with the animal. After they had spent some time together and become great companions the horse suddenly galloped off one morning and he never saw it again.

Sad to be all alone once more, he did his best to track the animal. As he followed the progress of his departed friend, for of course he was a mighty tracker, he came to a house in a large clearing, with smoke coming from the chimney. There was a woman outside hanging washing on a line, and he watched her, enraptured, as she went about her chores. He watched her feed the chickens, shout at the pigs, and draw water from a well. He fell in love in an instant. Her beauty and grace took his breath away. Without ever thinking she would refuse he made his presence known and offered to be her husband and life companion — her defender against danger.

They had lived together for the rest of their lives, bearing but one beautiful child.

When they died and left Umeko all alone, she stayed at the family home, caring for the animals and tending the gardens. Year after year she did this until she realized that if she had The Lethargy she would never know. So used to the mundane was she now that it would come over her and she would die without ever noticing things had changed.

She found herself thinking more and more of the past. Of her mother, the time they had together, and more often of her father too. Remembering his many quirks and obsessions with her skin, his stories and the love he showed her. Dwelling on the past, the good and sometimes bad of her childhood, became almost an obsession. It was doing her no good at all.

So one day, without even realizing she was doing it, she packed a bag and went walking. Umeko never returned home, her wandering taking her from one end of the country to the other.

She walked for ten years. She never once got bored.

Strong-willed since childhood, once a decision was made she followed it through.

This time she had decided that she would walk.

~~~

One day Umeko found a place to call home for a while. After so many years walking she felt that settling down for a few months would be a welcome rest. She was no longer young. Forty years of living were almost upon her. She was one of the oldest women alive.

She still felt young however, and when she looked in the mirror to do her make-up she was happy with what she saw. Inevitably, her complexion had darkened as sunscreen was not something she often had readily available. Her father would not have been happy with this at all. A stay in one place for a while would allow her to rest her muscles, let her sore feet and shins recover, and allow her the luxury of not having to worry about where to spend the night safely. She felt it time for such a holiday, so thought about where to go and decided that if it was to be a vacation then she must holiday traditionally.

Umeko decided to live on the coast.

Her choice of residence had once been called Blackpool, now unnamed as it was unoccupied by anyone who remembered. The town was mostly gone, fire had destroyed huge swathes of the center and the suburbs. The rest just slowly decayed. Many of the roads had long since succumbed to the sea, sucked down by encroaching tides, changing the coastline slowly but inevitably like the creeping of a cat after a mouse.

She found an exception to the mostly collapsed or dangerous buildings — a huge edifice built in the 1950’s. An Art Deco concrete structure, all sweeping curves and glass, although the windows were mostly broken. It looked out to the ocean. Through the living room windows she could see the crumbling remains of a pier devoid of holiday makers, slowly being reclaimed by the sea. She later discovered it was one of three that had stood for centuries, but only the Central Pier, with ragged skeletal fingers of a huge Ferris wheel remained. What fun it must have been to ride on such a contraption, high in the sky looking down on the families walking the piers, children running around playing games, maybe looking out to sea where boats would be sailed just for the sheer joy of floating on the vast ocean.

Her travels all around the UK had meant she encountered several piers — they became a strange fascination for her. She found old books and postcards showing them in their former glory, packed with people eating ice-cream, something she had never tasted. Playing in the arcades, eating fish and chips and enjoying their brief vacation time. Most of these grand edifices from a bygone era had long since been washed away — a few wooden struts all that remained. But Blackpool’s Central Pier was different. Every morning she would take the short walk to the pier and gingerly make her way to its ragged end.

She would sit there for hours, enjoying the sound of the waves lapping at the supports beneath her feet, sometimes glimpsing dolphins playing far out to sea. Seagulls were everywhere, cawing at the strange presence, screeching warnings. Some even guardedly landing and walking close by on the wooden boardwalk.

Umeko had never taken a husband although she had offers over the years from the few men she encountered. But something always held her back. She felt that there was something waiting for her, a destiny that would need her commitment, so a life partner was simply not what she was interested in. She enjoyed her freedom, the ability to pick up and leave a place in the time it took to pack her meager possessions and put on her walking boots.

The decision to stay alone was not one she had taken lightly. She had lived with a man once. For years they had spent their lives together. Clinging to each other in the night, keeping busy in the day growing vegetables, feeding the small collection of animals they bred to sustain them.

It slowly went sour.

There were no babies, something they both wanted more than anything in the whole world. Blame began, nothing vitriolic, but tensions built, each wondering if it was their fault or the others’. It was all about children. The world needed them and being Whole meant that if you could conceive then you were doubly blessed.

Umeko was cursed.

As she grew older she had glimpses of her inner self and she came to understand that there was something in her stopping them from having a child. She knew it with certainty and one day she got up and left. All that remained of her presence were a few possessions and a note. She didn’t want to deny the man his chance at a family, slim as that was, and knowing that he wouldn’t leave if she told of her inability to conceive she decided it was best to go. It was the right thing to do. They weren’t how they used to be anyway. It would only get worse over the years, so best to make a clean break of it now.

Since then she stayed alone.

One bright spring morning, with the wind blowing in hard from the sea and the salty spray leaving a delicious tang on her glossy lips, a scrap of paper flew at her face and stuck there like glue. She peeled it off, about to let it flap away in the strong breeze, when something caught her eye. It was from an old newspaper somehow having survived all these years. Maybe it had been in a building that had just now crumbled? She never knew where it came from, but the headline had caught her eye: Tales From The Commorancy. A fable she had come across many times over the years, dismissed as nothing but wishful thinking from the few Whole remaining.

It fired something inside her, awakening her dreams about a destiny she assumed would now never amount to anything. She stood, clutching the paper tightly, looking around wildly as if for another sign of the whereabouts of the fabled place. A place where many believed the future of humanity lay. Controlled by a man that should have been dead long before she had first entered the world and her father had gasped, “Our little plum blossom,” at the screaming baby that was her parent’s most precious gift.

“Your little girl is going on an adventure Daddy, you would have been proud of me. I love you.” She thought of her parents often these days, a sure sign she had come to the end of one journey; it was time to begin another.

~~~

Umeko had real hope for the first time in years.

The more she came to learn of the fabled Commorancy, the more she came to understand her own body, and The Noise. Her journey had led her to read about The Eventuals too, their sick religion flying in the face of all she believed. It made her doubly sure she deserved a place at The Commorancy. She even dared to dream that once there she would be given the one thing she wanted more than anything else.

To have a child.

With each scrap of evidence she uncovered, the more confident she was that it was a possibility. There was no doubt she could change herself, her body chemistry, her brain function. Others had abilities far beyond such things. If the rumors of Marcus, and the stories of those that had left his hospitality were true, then anything was possible. She wasn’t interested in mind control or influencing others, but control over her own body, to allow her to have a child? She certainly wanted to unlock those secrets lying dormant within her.

So she found out how to gain access.

With fierce determination she got an invitation mere months later. Umeko was a woman of action. She got what she wanted.

She hoped.


SNICK


THE KEY MADE a soft snick as Marcus placed it carefully on the glass desk. He held it by the circular head then pointedly put it down right in front of Umeko. It was a rather ornate key, golden but worn, faint etchings still visible on the metal that had gone through hundreds of hands over the years.

“It’s yours. Your key,” said Marcus, smiling broadly. Today, or rather, tonight, for it was 3 a.m. Marcus was wearing skin tight jeans, flip-flops, and a cut off t-shirt. On his head he wore a Panama hat and sported a rakish neckerchief. The office was all metal and glass and having been inside for only ten seconds he was already hating it. Marcus never understood why he had gone for the dated industrial look. He scowled at the key as it was placed on the shiny surface. He wasn’t happy with the outfit he had chosen either.

“Sorry, my mind was elsewhere. I do apologize. Please come with me, let’s sit out in The Anteroom Room for a while, this Room is beginning to get on my nerves.”

“Um, hi, yeah, okay,” said a totally flummoxed Umeko, unsure whether to say hello, give it all up as a bad joke, or pick up the key and ask which Room was hers. She didn’t think it was going to be that easy though. She was right.

Umeko went first at Marcus’ signal, and he followed her out, the door whooshing closed with a strange sound that caught Umeko’s attention. Marcus stared at it with an undertone of annoyance.

Marcus led her out to the foyer, all bright red chairs and beanbags. He tapped a small sofa as he sat down. “Come join me, it won’t be long and we can go back in.” He smiled and tipped his hat. “I’m Marcus by the way, and you are Umeko, yes?”

“Um, yes. Hi. Pleased to meet you Marcus. The key? Should I have picked it up? Is this a test?”

“Oh, haha. No, not a test. Don’t worry, we’ll get to the down and dirty soon enough. For now, just relax. The Orientation Room, it’s wrong at the moment — it will be right soon enough. Just sit tight and enjoy the ambiance." He smiled at her again, tilting his head to one side, studying her quizzically. “You’re an enigma. Normally I know everything before people get this far. But you…”

Umeko stared back at him, unsure what to say, settling on a simple, “Don’t think there is much to say really. I’m just a normal woman, well, a woman that is abnormal I guess. I’m not dead inside like everyone else.” She was at a loss what to say next, so she simply stared around the… what did he call it? Anteroom Room?

It was a strange place, no doubt about it. The experience so far, combined with Marcus, meant she was having serious doubts about the whole thing now. A sick joke? Too elaborate. A madman? A possibility. Or the rumors and promises were all real and she was finally here. Hopefully it was the latter. She decided it best to cling to the hope that had kept her sane of late.

Umeko’s striking beauty was a rarity in this day and age where most people rotted in there homes well before they reached such lofty ages, and most that did somehow survive were things that looked like they should be dead anyway. She was different: radiant. Her skin was clear, her hair washed, her features bright and her life-force animated. It was impossible not to stare.

Marcus stared.

~~~

“Well,” said Marcus, “that’s about it I believe. It’s been nice meeting you. Any questions?”

“Haha, about a million. But actually, if I can just ask one?”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. He was quite intrigued. A rare event these days. “Of course, ask away. Anything.”

“Why seven? Why seven rooms? Why not eight? Fifty? Why any at all? Oops, sorry, guess that’s more than one question. Okay, let me re-phrase. Why seven rooms?”

“Do you know, in all these years nobody has ever asked me that? Crazy, eh?”

“Too right, it’s what the whole place is based on isn’t it?”

“Sort of, yes. Well, yes and no to be honest. But back to the question. I can tell you if you have time? Of course you do, there’s no hurry any longer is there? You have all the time in the world. It’s quite a good story actually, and you will be the first person I have ever told it to. Apart from George, and obviously he doesn’t count, do you George?” Marcus looked over to him. He was taking no notice and was just trying to eat the corner of an inordinately rare Sumatran rug that was older than The Commorancy by centuries.

“It all started a long time ago, a very long time ago. Back when The Commorancy was being constructed. No mean feat I can tell you, and not without tales of its own. So much was going on then, crazy times. Some of the things I did, the things I despair of… no matter, that’s all part of another story.” Marcus waved away that part of his history hurriedly. “So, when I was building this,” Marcus gestured around, arms wide, indicating far more than the eye could see, “I had a lot of different options. Infinite really. It was just my imagination that was the deciding factor in how I went about things. There was no-one else, you understand? Nobody to discuss plans with, nobody to say ‘Good idea,’ or ‘Don’t be an idiot Marcus,’ so I had to rely on what felt right. Most of what was built did, still does. But it took time for the real reason for The Commorancy to actually form. You know your history?” Marcus interrupted himself to ask.

“You mean about the early times? Before everything went wrong? Some, not a lot I suppose. Long before my time. And my father was prone to exaggerating when he did tell me stories.” Umeko couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her father’s reaction if he could see her now.

“Well, at first I wanted a place where I could be safe, where I could try to figure things out. There have always been The Whole, people that weren’t affected by The Lethargy, but I knew that wasn’t enough. It didn’t take long before things got a little crazy. Concluders, you know that word, right? Of course you do. People like me? People that went past being Whole, staying the same? I Awoke to the potential within. So did others. Most that managed to stay Whole, people like you, were amazed at their luck. But not all. And people like me, those that became substantially more? Well, some turned what I guess we would call bad. Sorry, I am probably just repeating things you already know?”

“I know most of it yes, but I’m still loving hearing it from someone that can confirm the truth. Please, carry on.”

“So, we have The Concluders, and within this we have people that want to see humanity through to lofty heights, greatness. Like me. But just as strong if not more so because of their fanaticism are The Eventuals. They get their own special name it seems, for being evil, while the likes of me don’t seem to have been given a name that has stuck — nobody ever uses the term Concluder anymore. The Eventuals, they began to systemically eradicate anyone they could find that was still Whole. Wild times. The stories I could tell. But you know this, it’s still going on now, why you are here in part?”

“Yes, and the other thing.”

“Of course, don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten.”

She smiled at Marcus, glad of the reassurance.

“As The Eventuals became more of a problem while I was building The Commorancy, I knew I needed something special. Something that was a true sanctuary. It’s what the whole place is in one regard, although primarily it is to keep me safe. And future caretakers. Selfish but there it is. I’m important, I know this. It weighs heavily at times. This isn’t arrogance, I simply understand it now. The problem, of course, was how to convince people like you, The Whole, that there was something better? Something more than the scraps of humanity? More than the disease, death, rotting bodies, blocked roads and burning buildings? Then it hit me: a myth. Survivors needed something special — magical. Something above and beyond the norm. Something fantastical and something exclusive. Everyone wants to join the club that won’t have them, right? Everyone wants to be in the best gang. Get the best food, the strongest powers, be a part of the biggest thing that ever was. This is what The Commorancy is.” Marcus sat back as if his story had finished.

Umeko waited. Marcus waited.

It got uncomfortable.

“Um. The Rooms?”

“Oh, haha, sorry. I went off on a bit of a tangent there didn’t I. The Rooms? The number seven. Well, I just like the number seven is all. It’s my favorite.”

“That’s it? That’s the reason there are seven Rooms? You like the number?” Umeko couldn’t hide her disappointment, assuming it would be something much more meaningful than just because he liked it.

“Yup.” There was a long silence as she took it in. “Haha, got you, didn’t I? That’s not true at all. Of course there is a reason, a real reason. As if I would build something as amazing as The Commorancy and all based around The Rooms just because of a favorite number. No, the truth is there are seven Rooms as I found doors I really liked. I had to save them so I built the Rooms. I have many thousands though. Doors. Loads of them. That reminds me, I haven’t been to The Room For Doors for a long time, want to see?”

Umeko was confused as hell and about as bewildered as it was possible to be.

This man is the greatest human in history and he is absolutely bonkers.

But it was better than staring out of a broken window at the remains of a pier and wishing for things that may or may not be possible. At least now she was finding out.

~~~

“Well, what do you think? Nice doors aren’t they?”

“Wow,” exclaimed Umeko. “Have you got many Rooms like this one?” Umeko was conscious her mouth was wide open. She didn’t quite know what to expect as she was led this way and that until finally being ushered into The Room For Doors. She found herself strangely capitalizing certain words in her head — she got the impression that was how Marcus named almost every Room in the building. If it was a building at all. “Is this a building at all?” she blurted, before Marcus had answered her previous question. She found the words coming out as she thought them.

“Gosh, you do ask a lot of questions. I thought we agreed there was to be one question?” Umeko looked worried. “Only joking, of course you can ask. I find most people so keen and focused on their Rooms that they don’t ask what are very important questions. But first, let me ask you one. The same one again. What do you think of the doors?”

Umeko stared around her again, marveling at the sheer volume of what Marcus rather conservatively referred to as mere doors. Each one hung from chains attached to a frame that housed it. The chains varied from delicate strands that wouldn’t look out of place around your neck to huge monsters that were thicker than your leg and looked like they should be holding anchors for the huge ships that once traversed the oceans.

“Oh, wait, wait… Ta-da.” Marcus interrupted her to flip a switch and the whole place was illuminated with delicate light. Thousands of them, lights highlighting each door, the effect was mesmerizing. Umeko now got a better understanding of quite how many there were. It was impossible. Doors of all shapes, sizes and ages. From small portals that must have been for tiny people, to huge towering slabs of wood millennia old. More, maybe. There were shiny steel doors and others that seemed incapable of staying intact, so ancient and worm-eaten were they. Such items were housed within glass, better to preserve.

It was dizzying. The scale of effort collecting them unimaginable. And this was just a single Room?

“I like them. A lot. Um, wow, that’s an understatement. This is one hell of a cool Room. Where do they all come from?”

“Follow me and I shall reveal all,” beamed Marcus, pleased to find someone who liked his collection so much.

He gave Umeko the tour.


RQZ


RQZ TRIED NOT to wince — that would be weak — as he crawled through the last quarter mile of tunnel that led into… well, he wasn’t sure what it would lead into. Just that it was definitely inside. Inside The Commorancy. His glorious gift to The Eventuals would be that he would break into The Commorancy and eliminate Marcus. He intended to succeed and claim his prize. Over the years there had been a few such attempts, none succeeded. Not even a whisper of their fate ever left The Commorancy — the only news was controlled absolutely by Marcus himself.

rqz was in a waste-tunnel that ran for over a mile and a half to the outer limits of The Commorancy and ended in a series of reed beds that filtered the sewage and other byproducts. He had waded through the reeds, naked and glorious with his new color, getting gradually covered in sewage and grease, until he made it to the opening to the tunnel itself. There he took out a portable propane torch from a small pack on his side and cut through the criss-cross of heavy gauge steel bars that guarded the entrance. Once through he flattened out the versatile pack and wrapped it tightly around his waist, first claiming a small leather pouch from within and activating the device he would use soon enough.

This was all he needed he was sure, and besides, anything larger would have to be pushed in front of him through the long tunnel. He looked back into the reeds, already his passing was hidden, the marsh birds and frogs had resumed their chatter.

With face set in grim determination, rqz, shaved down to the bone over his whole body, an incongruous and alien sight because of his color, put his arms out in front and slid into the foul-smelling tunnel that stretched before him into pitch black. His upper body was already weak with exhaustion, it had been a tough journey to get this far. The trip was incredibly convoluted so he could stay hidden.

He made slow but continual progress. He had a mission and he aimed to complete it.

His back still hurt from the recent innumerable needles. He ignored it best he could. He didn’t want to think of the infections that would already be consuming him. Open cuts seeped as he caught himself on jagged pieces of the reinforced concrete. He dismissed the pain and carried on crawling.

It was mere days since the last of his tattooing, so every time he scraped the top of the tunnel the just-formed scabs over the whole of his right scapula wore away more. But it had been completed in time that was the important thing. He was now red all over. As red as the Devil himself, as red as Varik, Leader of The Eventuals.

From head to toe, from intimate parts to the tip of his nose. Face, head, even the inside of his lips, all as red as fresh blood — each pin prick a permanent scarlet tattoo marking him out as one of a very select group of individuals.

He was now a fully fledged Eventual. Bringer of death, destroyer of the dregs of humanity that clung to their belief than man should inherit the earth. Truth was man should have no such gift, rqz knew himself to be an abomination, an unwanted presence on the earth. A scourge that needed to be eradicated. He and his kind were there to see that His wishes were completed.

So he crawled through the waste; he ignored the pain, simply reveling in his completeness while it lasted.

His name had been stripped from him, he could remember it, of course, but since he was first taken in he had been newly christened as rqz, a randomly generated name of 17,576 possibilities. A name so unimportant nobody even cared if it was repeated at some point. Varik had simply carried on the tradition of a trinity in his religion. Belonging was what counted, even if it was to be but fleetingly. He had been taught that life was temporary, that to try to live for extended periods, even worse, to succeed, was blasphemy of the highest order. Man should accept his place in the world. The Lethargy had proved just what He thought of humanity and what it had become. Now it was time for it all to come to an end, and rqz was to be a part of that plan.

Marcus’ promise of a chance of making it? This could not, under any circumstances, be allowed. So he crawled through effluent and shone in the darkness, tiny bugs highlighting his way as he crawled past them into the bowels of the last bastion of hope for humanity’s future.

He had no power, unlike Varik. rqz was as normal a man as you could find, in the traditional sense at least. There was no Creeping Lethargy, he was Whole; he had chosen his side long ago.

In fact, he had never met The Leader. He was part of a group of those that were Whole that followed the religion, and like most religions, believers never knew the founder. Those that chose his side often took on the color red as a sign of respect — of their devotion. Burned horribly, his face a mass of livid scar tissue, or so the rumors told, those that sided with The Eventuals forever marked themselves as devotees to Varik by getting The Ink. Poor Varik, breaking the taboo of extended life just so he could bring about His will.

rqz wanted to revel in the chaos, to witness the end of things, to be a part in it. So he had devoted years of his life to learning what he could about The Eventuals. It was as shrouded in myth as The Commorancy and Marcus himself, Varik hardly ever receiving any of his followers personally. Yet followers there were, and they built their own mythology around the mysterious man.

Over intermittent connections to the tatters of The Web they spoke to each other, spoke and planned. Never knowing they were silently watched by The Leader himself. Influenced, goaded.

Yet rqz had told no-one of his find, the location to what he believed was a way into the Commorancy. Now here he was, almost there. When his work was done he would send out his message on The Web for others to know of his glorious death, his martyrdom to the cause.

He had never known real excitement until now. His heart hammered so fast he thought it might actually burst.

~~~

Not far to go now, almost there.

rqz was incredibly tired. He had no idea how long it had taken him to get this far, he had nothing but an inner belief he was nearing the end now. He felt like his muscles would give out on him at any moment. The arduous journey to the home of Marcus, the crawling on his belly, knees and feet, his chest and elbows rubbed raw from the slimy concrete, his back now red from blood rather than from his Ink, all conspired to stop him succeeding.

He was hot. Oh so hot.

Infection had set in with a vengeance. Seeping into the initial open wounds from the recent tattoos, now taking advantage of each new piece of raw flesh as it became available. He was running a high fever already, it would only get worse, but he didn’t care. If he got inside then he could lie low and recover for a day or so and then complete his mission. All he had to do was keep on crawling. Martyrdom would be his. The Void would be waiting. The return to where there was no pain or suffering, where he came from — where he belonged. Where humanity should have stayed.

“Ow, ow, what the hell?” rqz kicked out his feet — something felt like it was touching them and he was sure it hurt. It was hard to tell, he was in such pain already, but there was something weird going on behind him and he couldn’t see.

“Argh!” There was no doubt, it definitely hurt, a lot. Something was trying to eat his toes. Next came a sharp prod into the calf muscle on his right leg, something was trying to shunt him forward. Then his hamstrings were banged hard. He felt something pierce the skin, felt a warm trickle slide down toward his feet, strong enough to be felt through the covering of disgusting sludge that made him retch intermittently.

He came to an opening on his right, but was nudged hard from behind, sent past before he had a chance to try for freedom from his attacker. It kept on shoving, jabbing, gnawing at his feet. He couldn’t see his attacker, didn’t know what the damage was. The would-be-assassin had no idea if he even had all his toes any longer.

The side access tunnels became more frequent. He was shunted past them. He tried to move faster, to get away from the beast behind him, but it was no use — he was tired, ill and utterly spent. The little energy he could still muster was being consumed fast by fear and infection.

Again, again and again he passed side tunnels, no longer even trying to gain entry, just mindlessly moving forward in a state of terror and utter helplessness.

Then, without warning, he was pulled back with a sharp tug to his flesh. He tried to move forward but didn’t have the strength. He was yanked harder and harder, finally understanding that he was to take the tunnel on his left.

With no other choice he took it.

It rapidly ended. Not soon enough, but it was over.

He found himself in an open space, a large waste holding pit that had freedom at the top, a ladder led upward and an access hatch was just visible in the gloom.

rqz rested as best he could, trying to get rid of the fear, to calm his nerves and to think about what to do. The thing that had attacked him was nowhere to be seen, but if it wanted him where he was then it wasn’t a good idea to stay put. If he went upward? Surely it was some type of trap?

He decided he would go back the way he came, wait a while then see if he could face the creature head on, kill it and gain entry any way but the way he had been goaded.

Then everything went black as he heard a hiss and the air grew heavy. He collapsed into the shallow foulness beneath him before he had the chance to move a muscle.


HEAVY BURDENS


THERE WAS NO chair.

Marcus stood in the center of The Room Of Responsibility.

He had equipped the Room in a way he'd thought appropriate, so although full of hi-tech equipment it was all hidden — apart from the heads of course, the heads needed to be there, spinning in perpetuity. All other traces of technology were minimized. Marcus had decided that as this was The Room For The Records, although uncharacteristically he called it something else, he would have the Room in the style of an American Homicide office space he remembered from re-runs of shows that had first aired in the 1980’s. As a kid he had watched lots of shows where angry, overweight American men solved heinous crimes and they had not a computer between them. It was all handwritten notes and filing cabinets. And they typed on typewriters, impossible to imagine, especially after all these years.

The minimal furniture was of an era — genuine, of course. Even the lighting was overhead fluorescent, a buzzing annoyance he regretted every time he set foot in the Room. Filing cabinets were dotted around the floor, not against the walls, they were too far away to give the right effect. There was a whiteboard too. The space was even broken with low dividers, and glass and wood walls sectioned off the office where further mementos, that were sometimes needed to spark his memory, were stored.

To business.

This was not a Room for relaxation, this was a Room for remembering. The one thing he had learned quickly, at least as far as his lifespan so far meant, was that with age comes not only responsibility, if you take that path, but real issues when it comes to brain capacity. It wasn’t something he had thought about for the first hundred years or so. But when he understood the very pressing issue, he had reluctantly taken control of what he liked to refer to as potential futures and created this most crucial of spaces.

A Room he had never actually entered since its construction, a folly he thought a great idea when built, was re-configured and put to a very specific purpose.

He needed to remember.

After so many years there were countless things he could no longer recall. Marcus may have unleashed astonishing powers within, but this didn’t stretch to expanding by anywhere near enough the power of memory. There seemed to be a threshold, one he had surpassed long ago. He found ways to compartmentalize much of what was important within his memory, locking it up small and tight, obtainable when needed. But even so there were limits. He needed an external organizational method to ensure that what was of prime importance was always at hand when needed.

These things were important. It was why he was here.

Marcus understood all too well he had strayed far from the path of what was considered normal before events made the word meaningless. He was also well aware of his indulgences, and that they were extreme. But he also understood the necessity of it all — time stretching out before you as it did for him was more than enough to drive you mad. Without the many ways he had to center himself he knew he would have descended into sheer insanity long ago.

This Room was part of the equation.

It was impossible for him to remember all the people that had come through The Commorancy. He forgot faces, names, which Room they stayed in, even whether they left alive. Not to mention what they had achieved if they left as one of The Awoken. It was too much to keep straight in his head. The early years were often those he remembered best, that and the most recent visitors. Those in-between could easily become a blur. There was so much to classify. When they had come. How long they stayed. Their Room. When they left. How they left. What they achieved: Awoken or still just Whole. And where did they go afterward?

So Marcus re-appropriated The Room Of Glass, even though when he picked it as the one to be changed and went to visit it he almost broke down and changed his mind.

Marcus stared at the countless slowly rotating heads. 3D holograms recorded when people both arrived and left. Each person had a record, a head spinning above another, younger on top, older below. On a plain metal desk below the hi-tech wizardry was a simple paper dossier. Not hand written, it was a computer printout of the information he entered for each person, printed and compiled when their stay, one way or another, was over.

He stood at the center, surrounded by spinning heads, remarkably lifelike as always. He walked over to one in particular. One of the first people ever to enter The Commorancy. He read through the file. The paper was still in good order, the Room kept under strict conditions to ensure that records stayed pristine, although there was always a backup in any case. This was just another sign of Marcus’ strict control over a life that could descend into chaos.

Satisfied, he wandered around the space, peering at the countless faces, trying to remember them all. His recall was good after the facial stimuli, but often he found himself surprised by a set of features he had no memory of whatsoever. Normally, it was those that had severely let either themselves or Marcus down. Some went insane in their Rooms, not up to the gift given to them. Others ignored The Rules and paid the price, while others simply never amounted to anything, even given the opportunity they so badly desired.

But of the many that made it, Marcus recalled plenty that left as something more than when they entered: one of The Awoken, just like him, but never quite the same. There was always something unique, something different in terms of what Awoke within once given the right set of circumstances. No two had ever been alike, and would certainly have grown in a number of different ways once they again made their way in the world.

Some of those that had left Awoken had records well after they left, although this was always an optional requirement, a request from Marcus that was often granted for sometimes extended periods of time. Waning as the years went by, a totally understandable consequence of living a life only dreamed of before The Commorancy for most that entered. Those that Awoke on their own, such as Marcus, had little need for such a place, yet the guidance was still invaluable and most passed through, even for just short stays, normally at the early stages of their natural Awakening.

The files were often depressing reading, yet he carried on his work and hoped for the best. Some were a joy, such as those where people had traveled and seen incredible sights still standing after all this time. Or those that had set up similar institutions in other parts of the world, learning incredible skills just to make the hazardous trip overseas. This was no longer a global traveler’s paradise, you had to make it on your own — somehow.

There were lots of success stories and numerous failures. Marcus liked to focus on the positive outcomes of his efforts.

Small pockets of people growing up Whole, passing down generation after generation, keeping humanity alive. Some going further still: small communities living off the land they could enhance on a small scale. Awoken communities well hidden, telling no one of their existence, just trying to cling on and slowly bring balance to the planet, if they could survive long enough.

Marcus often wondered if it was a fool’s errand. If he should just close The Rooms and indulge in his own private world without interruption. But regular visits to this Room kept him motivated to offer help. There was no leaving humanity to be hunted down by The Eventuals.

He would never let that happen.

Never.


ANECHOIC HOLE


HE HAD PLENTY of time, he always did, so Marcus was in The Room For The Hole. If his next guest arrived on time then he figured he had at least a full nine hours to enjoy one of the countless Rooms that made up his sprawling home, the greatest piece of construction for millennia. It would only take a short time to give Letje her Room before he dealt with the next arrival, but before he did anything else he had to center himself. He had to think about this young girl that was so unusual. He couldn’t understand what it was. Maybe not thinking of her would allow realization to dawn?

And all these other memories, they had to signify something. They were coming thick and fast and Marcus found it hard to know what was the present and what was the past. It was getting jumbled, he needed to switch off, let the thoughts and memories dissipate and leave him to focus on whatever was going to happen. For if Marcus knew one thing it was that these ancient memories, both good and bad, were leading to something, and he had to be prepared.

Even after all this time Marcus still had much to explore, and he often found himself surprised that a Room he entered was one that came from his imagination. No wonder he forgot, the haze of the early years of understanding the gifts he had been given, combined with dealing with The Creeping Lethargy, were more than enough to make the past a blur of dreams mixed with realities too outlandish to seem real.

Marcus would enjoy many tens of lifetimes to uncover Rooms he had commissioned and forgotten about. The Commorancy itself was so large he never really knew the actual size, just that it often took a long time to get from place to place — there was never any point hurrying.

The whole thing still overwhelmed Marcus now and then, things had moved fast for him, the build completed in a short space of time once he had found out how to speed up the work. Things he tried not to think about now, things he regretted. The result was a never ending number of places to visit, chores to do. Plus old favorites he liked to visit as often as possible. They were his refuge, his peace, his entertainment and his lifeline to sanity.

The Room For The Hole was one place he visited frequently. He needed quiet. Peace. Solitude. This space offered all of that and more. It was small, a normal sized space amid the epic proportions of much of the rest of the sprawling mess. Although empty, it was far from plain. The floor, ceiling and walls were all covered in strange shapes, jutting out at peculiar angles, all perfectly aligned to make for the most advanced anechoic chamber ever devised. The Room was not only soundproof, it also had no echo — everything was deadened.

This was the quietest place on earth.

Once he found the plans, he entered The Noise eagerly. Delving deeply he uncovered small ways to perfect the techniques he had learned. The result was flawless.

The floor was covered in a simple walkway so the fiberglass wedges were never touched. Then whole Room was encased in three more outer rooms — a Russian doll on an epic scale. Finally, the inner sanctum was set on delicate springs to keep any vibration to an absolute minimum.

Not satisfied with the assurance of quiet, Marcus had designed a huge hole that went deep down into the earth, the same odd protrusions jutting from the circular walls all the way down into the bowels of Mother Nature. Designed into the soundproofing were handholds so that Marcus could climb in and out. They were set into the concrete that formed the first skin at incredible depth. If you got stuck in The Hole you could scream for a thousand years and guarantee you would always be alone.

Not that it would be so bad, at least it would be peaceful. A place to just be, no distractions — Marcus was often tempted.

The lighting cast angled, some would say creepy shadows across the walls, the strange protrusions appearing deeper than they actually were. Even the lighting had been designed to be quiet, this was a Room for just being.

Marcus climbed down the ladder in his bare feet, all clothes removed in the outer access chamber. He made his way to the bottom of The Hole as if time no longer had meaning, then sat on the ground. It was warm, very warm, the depth giving a constant temperature throughout the year. Outside fluctuations had no effect this deep down, the earth itself provided all he needed.

The Hole was not a place for strict meditation, Marcus didn’t enter The Void or The Noise from the depths. It was a place to just be quiet, away from distractions. To put the rest of his normally quite occupied life behind him.

As he sat, he calmed. Bunched nerves relaxed, his shoulders dropped, and as he meticulously checked over his body from head to toe he felt each muscle and willed it to be still. Marcus then settled in to thinking about recent events and the increasing risk he seemed to be facing. Those that wished to do him harm were getting more and more brazen in their attempts; he knew his patience was wearing thin. Much as he wanted humanity to continue, he certainly didn’t want to let people free that would try to do him harm, or that didn’t want humanity to thrive. But it wasn’t quite that either that was bothering him. He could feel something else. The girl Letje? One of the other recent arrivals? When was the last one before her? Not the impostor, a real resident? His thoughts drifted to Letje again.

That wasn’t it. But he had a definite feeling of unease.

Something was going to happen.

A change.

No matter, time would tell. There was certainly no shortage of that for her, for him, for anyone that wished it within the walls of this epic piece of discombobulated architecture.

Marcus let everything drift away, let himself observe the eddies of consciousness. He watched himself, allowed thoughts to come and go, never stopping them, never allowing them to come into sharp focus either. He just enjoyed the dark, the silence, the complete lack of movement. Warmth enveloped him, a cocoon of earth all around him behind the walls. He felt unborn, still in the womb, not a care in the world. Marcus sat like that for hours. Time flowed without awareness of its passing. Just being, letting what would happen drift by.

He found himself observing himself thinking about one of the most recent guests before Letje, another person that had peaked his interest. It did seem like things were getting rather interesting lately. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a sign that life was about to take a turn for the busy.

It was such a shame what happened to that woman. Why could people not comply with even the simplest of requests?

Marcus corrected himself, breaking the silence. “Rules, not requests.” The anechoic chamber sucked up the noise. Peace returned.


BACK TO BEARDSLEY


WOW, THIS IS the man that basically controls the whole country? thought Loretta, not quite believing that she had made it this far, dubious that the odd looking man before her was actually Marcus, the fabled oligarch of The Commorancy, the only real bastion of refuge left in the United Kingdom.

The myth of this place of temporary sanctuary, temporary being a slight incongruity for if the rumors were true you were welcome to stay beyond what would be many normal lifetimes, had finally become real — Loretta was having a hard time getting to grips with her new, and somewhat bizarre situation.

Marcus had suddenly just appeared in a Room she had been instructed to wait in. He popped up standing beside a blue 1960’s Vespa scooter as if he had been there all along. If that wasn’t disconcerting enough then the fact that she had been greeted at the entry to the building by a very well groomed, haughty yet inquisitive goat, definitely was enough to unsettle her almost completely.

Loretta was expecting something altogether different, she just didn’t know what. A fog of mystery had surrounded the legend that was The Commorancy ever since it had first been whispered about. The myriad different tales of what to expect, what went on inside, and what it could do for you had led her to believe she would step through a door into a sci-fi wonderland — full of mind-bending machines and doors that went whoosh.

The reality was a little different.

After entering through an insignificant door almost hidden by overgrown foliage, set deep into a steep moss covered rocky bank where water trickled down and chilled the air, she found herself walking down a slight decline on highly polished concrete, walls clinical and white, recessed spotlights casting just the right amount of shadow to make it feel all futuristic and like you were in for the hi-tech surprise of your life.

The rest was a little disconcerting. After waiting inside the entryway for several minutes, the door opening when she approached, then closing behind her dramatically, the goat, proud and impatient, nudged her hand then turned and trotted daintily down the corridor. She shrugged her shoulders and followed; there wasn’t a lot else she could do. Then through another door, this time a huge old wooden thing, layer after layer of paint peeling and revealing the color choices of numerous generations. She then found herself in what could only be described as some type of bunker, definite emphasis on Soviet era minimalism; heavy on the concrete with extra gray thrown in to make sure the point was made. Along one wall were doors, each unique, with a very distinctive style as well as dimensions that either sat well, or clashed dramatically with the height of the ceiling forty plus feet above her head.

The whole space was cast in dark shadow, the corners disappearing into the gloom. No windows, no wall decoration apart from the lines where the concrete had been originally cast. Yet it didn’t feel cold. The highly polished teak floor, huge slabs of thick floorboards worn smooth by countless footsteps and daily polishing for lifetimes, made the space oddly welcoming. A cozy seating area with rugs, well-worn couches and chairs, added to the surprisingly comforting atmosphere.

She had little time to take too much of this in as the goat seemed rather insistent she follow.

With a whoosh a cool looking door opened. Although she was sure the door didn’t make the noise — it sounded like someone was just saying whoosh in their best futuristic sounding voice.

She entered what she was to understand was Marcus’ office, where newcomers to The Commorancy were greeted and their Orientation began.

Well, here goes nothing. I just hope I pass the interview. This has got to work out.

Marcus took off his helmet, revealing jet-black hair slicked back from a pale face with the strangest green eyes she had ever seen. They were unsettling in their intensity and all the more captivating as they told of countless stories that didn’t match with such a youthful face and frame. This was the ruler of what remained of the United Kingdom of Great Britain?

He was dressed in black. Dark trousers, the crease as sharp as a razor. A crisp linen shirt, black waistcoat, and a thigh length jacket with shoes so shiny they reflected the pale blue of the scooter.

“Do you like badminton?”

“What? Um, yeah, sure. Well, I haven’t played it for a long time, but it’s cool I guess.” Loretta was already feeling jittery, this was not making her feel any better.

This is mad, he wants me to play badminton!

Marcus replied as if she had spoken aloud. “Oh, sorry, I know it’s all a bit overwhelming. I get so used to Orientation that I forget how new it is to you, let’s start again shall we?”

“Okay, sure,” said Loretta, relaxing a little, but worried about her thoughts and if this man could see inside her head.

“Not quite, but don’t worry, I don’t bite,” he said, grinning amiably. “Now, before we get to your Orientation, and I go over The Rules, let’s go have us some fun, yes? It will help you relax, and I feel like playing badminton today. It’s been years, years and years,” he said wistfully, lost in reverie for a few moments. “This is George by the way,” said Marcus, ruffling his head and buffing a horn with his sleeve.

“Hello George,” said Loretta, at a loss as to what else to say.

George turned his head to look at her for a second, then ignored her and went trotting off towards the door.

As they passed through the door, Marcus grinned. “The door that goes whoosh,” he said, pointing out the obvious. “Cool eh? Silly, but I do love a unique door. Gotta keep things interesting, otherwise it can get a little monotonous.”

Loretta kept quiet, the last five minutes held more experience than she had probably had… well, ever. Now she was off for a game of badminton. Crazy.

They walked down the side of the open-plan Room, past seven doors of distinct personality. At the end was what appeared to be a blank wall at first inspection. As they got close, Loretta could discern the faint lines of a door. Marcus placed his hand against the wall at shoulder height and then pushed gently. It swung away smoothly.

Through the door they entered a different space entirely, a huge open area full of potted plants and random pieces of furniture from all eras, in myriad styles, colors and degrees of upkeep. The large space seemed to go on and on, but before she had time to take it all in Marcus was striding down the Room, heels clicking loudly. Loretta followed hurriedly. Their footsteps echoing then silent as they went over first bare floors then areas deep with expensive looking rugs.

“It’s down here somewhere, promise. It’s been so long since I played I can’t remember which Room it is. Ah! Rather obvious, right?” he said, pointing at the bench to the left of the traditional Victorian door, piled up with rackets and strewn with shuttlecocks. “Grab one and let’s play.” Marcus grinned like a child as he swung the racket back and forth.

She picked one, too dazed and confused to do anything else. Before she knew it she found herself through yet another door and in what she imagined must be The Badminton Torture Room. In a Room lost to shadows was a full court with pristine net, clear markings on the floor, strong light focused on the center. The rest of the Room fell into darkness. The echoes of their footsteps and the trotting of George hinted at a huge space, a roof somewhere high above, but it was impossible to tell.

~~~

They played badminton.

She lost.

~~~

Back in the office, with a sheen of sweat cooling on them both, Loretta was invited to sit. The Room was dressed in a style similar to Marcus as always. A definite baroque feel permeated the space. Blood-red drapes hung on a wall, closed and hinting at a window that may or may not have been present behind them. A beautiful Grandfather clock stood tall and elegant against a wall, pendulum swinging loudly, heralding the quarter hours with impeccable precision.

Animal skulls looked down, eyeless sockets watching the occupants impassively. Beardsley originals hung on the walls, Art Nouveau oddities arranged seemingly at random around the room on the few well placed sideboards and pieces of less obviously functional furniture. A deep lush green rug took up a large part of the floor.

When they entered, George wandered over to a spot of special interest and lay down for a snooze. Loretta relaxed somewhat. Marcus had been right, the exercise had helped, the endorphins bringing confidence, allowing her muscles to unwind after functional use.

“So, The Rules. Let’s get them out of the way first shall we? Then I can tell you a little about what to expect, let you ask any questions, and then if all goes well you can have your key. How does that sound, hmm? Good?”

“Oh yes, very good. So it’s true then, there really are The Rooms, and the keys?” asked Loretta eagerly, enthusiasm bursting out now it seemed that this wasn’t just the crazed fantasy of a madman.

A look of confusion crossed Marcus’ face. “Of course it’s true. Well, about The Rooms and the keys anyway. The rest of it? Well, that depends on what you know, or what you think you know. Trust me, what you believe is far from the reality. I know, as most of the lies and rumors were spread by me anyway.” He smiled sheepishly, then got down to business.


NO GOING BACK 


LORETTA GOT HER key and was shown into her very own Room. Now she was inside.

She was seriously wondering if she had made the right decision.

It was beyond anything she had expected, beyond her wildest dreams, but she was afraid. Maybe this wasn’t real? A dream? Was she drugged? She didn’t feel drugged, but then would you?

Looking around her Room, it was impossibly perfect. It felt like her very soul had been analyzed, her every desire laid out before her. Marcus had told her that each Room was unique, different for each occupant, that her Room would give her what she needed now, and then what she needed in the future. That would depend on how long she stayed, what she learned, and what was the right thing along the way. He hadn’t been lying. It was all of that and more.

She went cold, yet sweat beaded her brow at the same time. Her palms were wet and her temple throbbed. She didn’t know that she deserved this; it was too great a gift to be given.

This wasn’t real, it was a cruel joke. A test of some sort. She was definitely drugged, her head buzzed, her ears felt like they were vibrating, and she knew she was being made a fool of. There was no other answer for this, apart from it being real.

Loretta was overwhelmed. She couldn’t stand it. She decided to test out the reality of her situation in the only way she knew how.

Loretta moved back to the door and with a moment’s pause she placed her hand on the handle then turned it slowly — the one thing she had specifically been told not to do.

Nothing happened. “Damn, I knew this wasn’t for real. It must be dru—”

Loretta’s heart exploded in her chest. She dropped down dead at the foot of the door. Behind her in her Room, brightly lit and full of countless surprises, lay an impossibly beautiful future. Now lost forever.

All she had to do was obey one simple Rule.

She broke it and paid the price.

Marcus was not one to joke about The Rules. They were there for a reason.

They were to be obeyed.

~~~

“Shame,” said Marcus, as he poked at the keyboard, sending out a message to the next candidate.

She arrived a few days later.


THE ROOM FOR BOMBS


MARCUS SAT IN The Room For Bombs — unhappy.

He waited.

As he waited his anger rose. Anger he could banish if he so wished — he let it build and build, never quite reaching a crescendo.

It made him feel alive.

How long had it been since he had these feelings? Probably decades. Back when the last incursion was attempted — thwarted. Another red-faced idiot thinking they had nothing to lose and everything to gain. It had gone about as well for that unfortunate as it would for the one lying on the meter-thick concrete slab right now.

Marcus was in Oligarch mode, dressed accordingly. Sleeveless tunic, gold patterns swirling abstractly over deep tan cloth. Tight trousers with matching tan boots. He sat in a chair one might call a throne if one awoke lying on a cold floor realizing you were at the foot of the man that not only built The Commorancy but had just foiled your attempt to blow up at least a portion of it. And him.

rqz awoke to this realization, right after he pressed down on the plunger connected to the sophisticated bomb strapped to his waist, as thin as cloth, deadly for miles. Not only did it carry explosives but also germs deadly enough to wipe out anyone that came into contact with them once released. This was what rqz had been told, still believed to be true. Only problem being it was no longer attached to his body — the cable went nowhere.

“What the…?”

“It doesn’t work,” said Marcus matter-of-factly, anger somewhat stilled but his countenance raging. “I took it while you were out cold. You should try to come up with a better plan you know. All this crawling around in drains and the like, it’s a bit outdated if I’m honest.”

A less than impressed George had been cajoled by Marcus into the section of sewer containing rqz about three hours ago now, and while he slept he had brought him to The Room For Bombs where the device was examined remotely and dealt with. It was now disposed of, down The Hole For Dangerous Things where countless items had been dumped over the years. Yet he was a cautious man, so rqz had been kept in the Room to ensure that the rest of The Commorancy was safe if Marcus had missed something. He didn’t believe he had, yet it was just as easy to be cautious as it was to be reckless, so why take the chance?

“Still painting your face red and thinking you are all grown up then are you? You lot really need a new look, it’s a bit old now don’t you think?” Marcus waited for a reply, the young man lying on the floor scowled at him, trying to move into a sitting position. “Answer me, I asked you a question.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything. You think you have won just because you have caught me? You know nothing.”

“Not yet, no. But I will soon enough,” said Marcus with a grin, his eyes darkening as he penetrated rqz’s soul, his very being.

rqz gnashed his teeth together repeatedly, fear spreading across his face, a startled rabbit caught in the light of a lamp. Realization dawned.

“Of course it's gone, do you take me for an idiot? Stick your tongue in it, I don’t know how stupid you are but if it wasn’t there the first time it isn’t going to magically reappear, now is it?” Marcus shook his head sadly, wondering exactly where they were getting their new recruits from. Maybe they had to resort to those with the beginnings of The Lethargy to do their dirty work? Or The Creeping maybe?

rqz poked his tongue around his mouth, finally confirming to himself that his escape route if captured, the tooth that would release a poison when clamped down on hard, really was missing.

“I told you. Right, down to business. What’s your name?”

“rqz is my name, and you are an abomination.”

Marcus’ eyes glinted as anger rose, overwhelming anger consciously let loose. “Me? I’m the abomination?” spat Marcus. “You, you lie there, your name forsaken, your body tattooed, your life a failure, your religion one of death and destruction, and you dare call me an abomination?”

The screaming started.

Marcus was in no mood to deal with such juvenile antics, he had spent hours cleaning up the mess that rqz had caused. He entered the already warped mind of the child he discovered was named Paul and gave him a taste of what abomination really meant. It was something he was loath to do, had only done regularly when he was himself young and inexperienced with what lay under the surface of all things. As The Lethargy took hold so Marcus’ powers developed. Now he could wipe out the brain of this child in a second and leave him a gibbering wreck if he so choose. He couldn’t recall the last time he had inflicted permanent damage on another human in that way, but there was no escaping his past. He had a pit of certainty deep in his stomach that this child would not be the end of the attempted Contamination of The Commorancy.

Why were there so many interruptions lately? What was at the heart of all this turmoil? It couldn't have come at a worse time, Marcus knew he wasn't at his best — he was too caught up in events from the past to focus properly.

With a tic of the head he released his hold on rqz and left him shivering and crying for mercy on the floor of The Room for Bombs.

~~~

rqz awoke from a nightmare two days later to find himself amid a bleak landscape. The air so foggy he found it impossible to see his own hands. Then he realized it was fast drying tears and he got glimpses of his surroundings. The sweat caused by his dreams cooled the second he awoke, evaporating in the frigid air. Wind tugged at his body, the sensation pulling him to reality like jumping into a freezing lake. He was wedged into a crevice on an escarpment high in the hills. He had no idea where he was, there was nothing that he recognized, no reference points.

He was freezing and noted with dismay that he could hardly feel his toes or fingers.

Peeking out once he found the will, he looked around at rock strewn scree, scraggly plants creeping back to claim what had been mined for everything it was worth. Terraces were still visible although most had collapsed long ago.

He knew he was up high as he watched thick patches of cloud drift by, a fine drizzle leaving dark rock behind as it passed rapidly on the swirling breeze. A failure, that's what he was. There would be no silent afterlife for such as him. He had failed The Eventuals; failed himself. He quivered, pathetic tears welled unbidden, further shaming him as he was unable to control the flow. His body was not quite his own again, his whole frame shook like a child’s rattle. Bowels evacuated and his eyesight kept blurring with the salty tears of shame.

How had he been captured so easily? How had he failed so miserably? And why did nobody tell him of the power of the man that controlled The Commorancy? A man who was not half as eccentric and charming as he had been led to believe.

rqz was naked. The cool weather sent shivers across his skin, adding to the uncontrollable mess his nerves were in. The heated infection seemed to be gone, leaving him nothing but cold and alone.

How he hated Marcus — unforgiving and unapologetic despot that he was. How rqz hated him so. Hated him for trying to keep alive the dregs of humanity, trying to lead people forward, rather than letting what was left of the human race fade away with an inglorious whimper.

It was all a bad dream. How could he have failed so utterly after so much planning? Years of it. Years to find The Commorancy, the pain of his tattoos, the belief he would make a difference.

What a nightmare.

Realization dawned across his gaunt face. Even knowing it was futile he shook his head hard to dispel the vision. It remained. What had already been a nightmare suddenly worsened into deepest humiliation.

The change hadn’t registered through the fog of pain that devoured his whole body. Through the cold, tears and shame.

He waved his arms about wildly, stared at his belly, at his tattered feet, every part of him he could see.

His body. His skin. His beautiful red skin! The sign of the promise and commitment he had made to The Eventuals.

It was black, raven black. As dark as the surrounding damp rock; as pitch as the heart of Marcus. How he hated him more now than ever.

He rubbed at his scrawny legs. Scratched. Then clawed.

New tattoos. Black.

His beautiful red, his commitment, gone. He clawed until his shins were a bloody mess, he howled insanely at the bleak horizon, cursing Marcus a million times over.

Trying to stand, grabbing the slick rock that surrounded him to help him move, he clenched his teeth against the pain. A tiny click made his eyes widen and pupils dilate as understanding flooded through him. Before he died he sobbed pathetically, cursing himself for not realizing the tooth was firmly back in place.

He died in the cold a second after the poison entered his bloodstream, naked and blacker than the dirt that gradually buried him over the years, as the land slowly slid down the hillside.

It was of little consequence. Within minutes of his death he was ripped apart by dogs that caught his scent on eddying winds, wild and ferocious after generations of being trapped on all sides by an insurmountable obstacle.

He was lucky, they had his scent well before his death, Marcus had done him a favor by giving him a full set of teeth before banishing him from the confines of his home.


TIME TO THINK


OVER THE YEARS Marcus had countless opportunities to ponder how it was he appeared to others, and long ago concluded that he didn’t care. A long life was bound to bring out the character quirks everyone had, so it was natural his would be extensive. He grew used to spending long periods of time with no human company but his own. In a world where so few even had the life-force to put on a pair of socks in the morning he instead reveled in his unique situation, and as he got older he found he enjoyed life more and more.

Mostly.

One thing he never really thought of himself as was a ruler, even though he was The Commorancy if truth be told. He ran it, built it, lived in it and protected it, although he could hardly remember the last time protection was something he had to think about. He knew what he was, and understood the responsibility it entailed — able to offer what he did. Marcus accepted the burden, the flaws and eccentricities that made him a genuine human being.

Sometimes he wept.

He wept for the things he had done, the lives he had ended, the opportunistic side of his nature that had run rampant for many years when he was a much younger man and The Commorancy was being built. Some things were best left buried in the past, and the dark truth behind such huge endeavors as The Commorancy were not tales to tell children before bedtime.

It served its purpose: it helped humanity to survive. Although the cost had been high and Marcus often felt like a casualty himself. But people had to have a choice. That was what he strove for, so there had to be Rules. If you accepted the challenge then he firmly believed that those that lost their way once given a key had nobody to blame but themselves.

Age had given wisdom of sorts, but also a deep understanding of what it took to keep humanity from being snuffed out in its entirety.

He was not the only one.

There were other such places, on other continents, where the Masters were not as forgiving, where things were much darker, where motives were very different to his own. There were groups that would do anything to eradicate what was left of energized humanity.

Marcus had chosen his side long ago: life. He chose a way back to how things were, even if his methods were somewhat unconventional by anyone’s standards. He wanted people to survive as a whole, for the human race to get back its drive. For society to function again.

It hadn’t happened yet, even now the struggle was constant. But what else could he do but try?

Yet he was in no doubt about the double standard, the abuse of power he had wielded for so long, the foibles and wasted resources, both human and other. He accepted that the way he acted marked him out as a true oligarch in the greatest of traditions. He paid the price along with countless others. But it gave hope and it had to be as it was. Humanity needed something to cling to, there was nothing else left. So for it to work there had to be a safe refuge where people could be opened up to the future potentials that permeated everything and were endless in their possibilities.

Plus, deep down he found it fascinating that he could accomplish something as ultimately odd as The Commorancy. It wasn’t a job for the faint-hearted, that was for sure.

Sometimes he marveled at the life he had lived. He watched it from a distance and wondered just how mad he really was. He knew for sure that time was becoming more and more jumbled the older he got.

Marcus had a dark side, one born of his unique position in the world, the skills he had honed over the years, and the power that came with the opening of The Noise and the ability to gain mastery over his own body. And that of others.

It was obscene. Yet somehow always justified.

He didn’t discover lost science, didn’t stumble upon some mad mix of drugs that could awaken you to your true potential. No, he simply found out that the human body contained all it needed within to transform into something more, something above the normal standard before the sickness took hold: Awoken.

He understood that humanity could never rise again while there were those out to destroy his work. Sooner or later they would have to be dealt with once and for all.

The Eventuals. Those that felt the winding down of the populace and eventual death was inevitable. The fools that wanted to eliminate anyone that showed signs of resistance to the coming end, then kill themselves and let the planet rest once again.

Well, not on his watch, and he planned on being around for a very long time to come.


WHAT ARE THE ODDS?


“YOU THINK IT’S easy, easy to do what I do? To keep on after all this time, trying to avoid people like you getting control? Wiping out the rest of us? For your stupid belief? Propaganda that leads you to looking like a goddamn tomato?” Marcus spat his words at fpk, incensed at the attempted break in, yet also angry at the religion that had turned what could have been a decent man into the mockery of humanity before him. Most of all he was angry that these people seemed intent on ruining his days at the moment. There was no doubt as far as Marcus was concerned that a concerted effort was being made to destroy him. This wasn’t a few fools acting on their own accord, it was planned, even if they themselves didn’t know it.

The problem was that Marcus found it all so ineffectual. He had serious doubts that the person behind it, which he assumed was Varik, would be so crass and blundersome if he wanted to seriously threaten Marcus’ existence.

Something else was coming, but what?

“To… toma… tomato!” blurted fpk. “How dare you mock my commitment to The Eventuals. This is a sign of my belief, my trust in The Leader, showing respect for his sacrifice, his burnt face, his willingness to go through the pain of fire to help us on the true path.”

“Let me tell you something about your Master. He has no scars, at least not in the way you think anyway. He never went through any fire, he’s actually a very good looking man. You want to know about real suffering, real commitment to a cause? Let me show you. You people make me sick. What is wrong with you? How can you be so stupid? C’mon, you want to know what it takes, real commitment? I said let’s go!” Marcus was getting angrier by the minute, it had been a bad day so far and it wasn’t getting any better. It wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle, but still, he found it an extreme waste of his time and a real interruption to the ordered, if seemingly outwardly erratic structure of his days and nights. Marcus thought of The Room For Evening Drinking wistfully, wishing he had built a morning, afternoon and any time of the day version too. Which was exactly why he had done no such thing.

He grabbed fpk by the collar and dragged him to the door. It opened as Marcus pressed his hand just off center at naval height. Silence enveloped them in a small ante-room. The door closed behind them.

fpk felt like he was moving although in which direction he had no idea. Some sort of elevator, a moving platform? What? He was disorientated and couldn’t tell up from down. Then his stomach told him he was still again.

“Move,” said Marcus, pushing him forward. He stumbled to the floor so Marcus grabbed him and pulled, scraping his body against a hard floor. He was dragged onward, his body raw, unable to resist with the tight bonds securing his arms by his side, his feet together. Marcus paused, then fpk felt himself pulled by the cord tying his feet. He was spun around and Marcus continued his journey. He heard a door open, then close to a chill that instantly set his teeth chattering. Wind sped past his face fast. Was he outside? Another door, now warmth, no wind, and down a passage where echoes were muffled and footsteps non-existent. It went on and on, he lost count of the number of doors, different sounds, sensations and surfaces, let alone temperatures. What was this place? He wished he could see it.

Then they stopped. All was still. He was pulled to his feet by incredibly strong arms. He tried not to scream with the pain.

“You want to know what real commitment to a cause is? Want to know what a real Master is capable of? I’m talking to you, open your eyes and look.”

fpk opened his eyes and was confronted with a cavernous space that stretched on into infinity. Thousands of beds in lines, running up and down, side to side — never ending.

“This, this is what it takes. You don’t know the truth. You don’t even come close to understanding what is involved in being responsible. You think having a tattoo and just claiming you are right actually makes it so? You are a child. A baby. You know nothing.”

Marcus slammed the door shut on the tens of thousands of Lethargic in The Room For Hope. Kept alive just in case. Maybe one day they could be brought back to health. The Room had seen countless incarnations as each unfortunate died so they were replaced with another of the fewer and fewer survivors. The numbers dwindled rapidly over the years.

~~~

Varik’s lips turned up in a smile of devious satisfaction.

Finally, he had what he was looking for. He knew there would be a real weak spot — he had found it at last. Marcus, lover of humanity, had just made his first major mistake. It was one Varik intended to exploit to the maximum — with Marcus’ life, with the lives of his guests, and certainly with the lives of the thousands of Lethargic he had stored away in the bowels of that damn Commorancy.

He released his hold, gentle yet firm, on the poor creature known as fpk and slowly he came back to his own surroundings. Bird was asleep on his shoulder, a sliver of blood trickling down Varik’s pectoral reminding him to feed his friend well this evening. His grip was always firmer when he was hungry. He didn’t mind, his old companion was part of his family after all.

Varik moved slightly. Bird stirred irritably, opened one intelligent eye and peered quizzically at Varik.

“Not yet my old friend, you go back to sleep.” Bird continued his dreaming before Master had the chance to finish his sentence.

Bird was having the loveliest of dreams.


STROBE EFFECT


NEON SCREAMED PINK on the checkered floor.

The disco ball spun languidly.

Beats pulsed through Marcus’ entire body as techno from the last decade of music ever recorded played at an insanely high volume in The Disco Room.

Marcus wasn’t a dancer, but he liked to sit and listen, to enjoy the vibrations running from head to toe, to soak up the strange ambiance that only an empty nightclub, devoid of anything but sound and strobing light effects can produce. Sometimes the overwhelming weight of his situation, his past and the future laid out in front of him, simply got too much.

Madness was always beckoning. He was a freak of nature, a delusion, a being so opposite to what remained of the dregs of humanity. Being Marcus often almost overwhelmed his sanity.

Tonight he was on the brink. The intrusions, the deaths he had to take responsibility for, and the whole damn premise of what he was doing tried to crush him. He knew that there was a lot more to come, and soon. He could feel the stirrings in The Noise, the whispers on the wind of a disruption to his life, to those he promised to keep safe — the risk it posed for the future of humanity.

Marcus needed distractions from his responsibilities, it was enough to drive a man to extremes of all kinds.

He sucked down his fifth cigarette of the night, a rarity for him but a vice he indulged in maybe once a decade. Tonight, he felt that he deserved it. He moved back and forth from The Room For Evening Drinking to The Disco Room, a rather outdated moniker for a Room that never played actual disco music. Marcus favored heavy guitar and screaming vocals, but was in the mood for something a little more dance-worthy.

He looked up at the DJ booth, an empty space with nothing but turntables and more advanced technology that was currently running on auto. The backdrop was a huge wall scroll, ruby red with a black silhouette of a stylized dancer, all abandon and frenzy. Freedom. The walls of the room were painted black with neon tubes running around in abstract patterns, blacklight paint splattered on the walls and ceiling adding to the manic effect.

There were stools running along a counter, yet no barman to serve the non-existent guests. Various more comfortable booths lined the walls, tables empty — forever polished.

The Room had been a mistake, he shouldn’t have come. Sometimes he did the wrong thing, ignored his emotions and let his guard down, pursuing activities that would darken not lighten his mood.

Marcus had never felt more alone in his entire life.

What was he doing? Sitting alone in a Room that people would laugh at if there were enough left to care?

There weren’t.

So he wept quietly as the pink neon highlighted his tears and his chest racked with the burden of a long life and no idea what to do with it when the darkness fell and the thoughts spun around his head at a mile a minute.

He lit another cigarette, puffed the smoke out fast. It sparkled in the flickering lights as the music blared, drowning out his screams.

His tears fell, unseen, to the floor.

He cried, he choked, he coughed and he couldn’t stop. He stood, grinding the cigarette under foot on the clean floor, then spun, and spun again. Faster and faster. He was a whirling dervish, a crazed thing revolving manically, the blood rushing to his head, his body a rag doll.

His grief overwhelmed him.

Alone, all alone, the Room could have been packed with people, he would still have felt alone. A life that was not meant to be had dangerous repercussions. Emotions built, brain activity went haywire occasionally and tight control was sometimes lost. Tonight was one of those nights, so Marcus spun yet faster still as he screamed louder and louder, voice raw from the smoke.

Spittle and tears spun in all directions.

He finally fell to the floor, the pulse of the music vibrating his bones, his body shaking, his face sopping from the tears, his clothes soaked with alcohol tinged sweat.

There was nobody there to watch — to care.

Marcus' mind became jumbled, days lost meaning and he wondered if he would ever find himself back in the true present, if such a thing even existed for the likes of him.


I CAN CURE YOU 


MORE MEMORIES. THEY were coming thick and fast now, leading up to something, Marcus had no doubt. He let the past envelop him, knowing he had little choice in the matter. He felt his mind split in half, as if he experienced two lives at once, his and his guest's. How many more to go? Silly question, Marcus knew the answer to that. Eyelids grew heavy and Marcus was once again flung into the past…

~~~

Marcus’ office was purple. He wore an immaculate three-piece suit in deepest black, accent tie to match the walls. His felt hat had a matching puggaree — to complete the effect. He was feeling gentile this morning, so had the Room reflect his mood. A fire blazed in the hearth, the richly paneled walls exuded age and comfort. Bookshelves were lined with solemn tomes and the rugs were ancient Afghani of the best possible quality. The whole Room oozed Old Money with overriding odors of wax, smoke from the hearth and expensive, no longer manufactured cigars.

Marcus’ hair was slicked back, his complexion darkened with a light covering of bronzer. He was tired and it hid the bags under his eyes, although the main reason was he simply felt like dressing up today.

“Take a seat please,” said Marcus, gesturing to the green leather wingback.

“Thank you Sir, um… Marcus. bunnies, sugar, dirty teabag.” Astolat put her hand to her mouth, trying to pull back in the words she had spoken.

“Why do you worry about the words?” asked Marcus, getting straight to the point.

“Why? bugger, donkey, glass of milk and a biscuit. Because they ruin my life, that’s why. Well, what little there is of it anyway. I want it gone. I want it gone for good. honky, beefcake, baby bunny feet.”

“It’s why you are here yes? To get a key? A Room? To have your wish granted? To become what you want to be? You want me to give you that?”

Astolat nodded her head vigorously.

“Well, I can do that right now for you, no need for a Room. Just say you don’t want it — the Tourette’s syndrome, and I can take it from you. Like that.” He clicked his fingers, the sound sucked up by the rich rugs and paneled walls.

“What do you mean, take it away? furry feet, have a banana, monkey bum, fluffy ears.”

“How do you think? You know where you are? Well, to some degree at least, yes? You know that you are eligible for a Room and there are Rules, which I will go into soon. But you also know I am a Concluder — Awoken. More? I am not like you, even as you are not like most of the dregs that are left. And my gift? I can show you the way to get what you want, or, in this case I can take it from you. See.” He closed his eyes for a second, then opened them again.

“But if you take it away from me, have I learned how to control it myself? Have I changed? Am I still me if I let you take this thing off me without me doing it through some form of conscious action?” Astolat realized she hadn’t burst out with anything inappropriate. She let out a quiet, “Oh.”

“Well, therein lies the quandary does it not? I can take it from you, but are you still you? What else has been taken for you to eliminate the TS, which is what they call it still, yes?”

“Yes. sparkly donkey, dirty rabbit, nice jelly cake.” Her eyes widened as she realized it was back.

“A complex issue, and one I have spent a long time debating with myself. You decide. I can give you a Room… for as long as you need. Company even, if you want it. Anything you want to feel happy. And I can show you the way to control it. Techniques. More than that. You want more, I know. The Tourette’s is not the reason why you came. If it was you would not have gone through so much, and I would not have admitted you anyway. But think about it. If I take it from you like I just did, you must be comfortable that what is left has not changed the rest of you. Excuse me. I am feeling overdressed, I will be back shortly.” Marcus rose and strode from the Room without another word. It was an excuse to leave the woman alone for a while with her thoughts. But now he came to think about it he did feel somewhat confined in his formal-wear.

Marcus returned some time later, hair hanging limp, a checkered shirt on and a pair of Bermuda shorts, sunglasses sitting high on his head, a pair of table tennis bats in hand.

“Do you play? I so seldom get to play games any longer. Fancy a game before you decide? There is a lot to go over if you are staying. I find exercise helps to clear the mind and prepare you for a better understanding. And besides, it’s one of The Rules. Well, for today anyway.” Marcus smiled, hoping she understood he was joking — about The Rules, not about table tennis.

Astolat’s head was spinning. Who was this guy? Was it even the same man as earlier? He looked so different. And how the hell had he got all this when he was so young? She was beginning to wonder if all the trials and tribulations over the last few years to get here had really been worth it.

Could The Noise lie? Had she been cheated somehow? He might just be a Whole living out his days in Daddy’s mansion rather than one of the few Concluders on the planet — as was the mythology around Marcus Wolfe.

~~~

Astolat Boria had struggled to find out much at all about The Commorancy in her search — she didn’t know where to begin.

She was tenth generation Whole; the beginnings of The Lethargy some two hundred years ago were lost to her apart from tiny scraps of information she had managed to scrape together. Her parents had been tight-lipped people, sad, uncommunicative — not very loving at all. She lost her father first, then her mother to an accident rather than The Lethargy, and by the time she was barely a teenager she was alone in the world.

Astolat had never seen a computer, never heard of the Internet. There were never more than a handful of books in the house. She had been taught rudimentary reading and writing skills but little more. Her parents told her next to nothing of the history of humanity and became extremely uncommunicative when she tried to ask questions. All she really knew was that once upon a time there was a world full of people and there was no such thing as being Whole or having The Lethargy — everyone was just the same. She never believed that people were all like her parents though, she knew from a young age she wasn’t.

Her parents were far from unique for people still Whole. A little knowledge could be a bad thing. Knowing of past glories for the human race sent many spiraling down into manic depression as they grew to adulthood, lamenting the world they were born into, everything they had lost. So they decided not to tell Astolat of what might have been, thinking it would shield her from a condition they were both aware they had, but did their best to fight. She knew nothing of this at the time, it wasn’t until much later on when she found a diary of her mother’s that she finally understood why they had been the way they were.

It was too late by then. Self-taught, she was well read, well educated, and had traveled the UK extensively, but she still had TS and it drove her crazy.

It wasn’t as if she had people to talk to as such, but on her travels she had encountered a few, some past caring whether she spoke or not, others understanding but bemused by her way of speaking. No, it was more that she annoyed the damn hell out of herself when she was trying to just get on with her life — talking out loud just to break the silence shouldn’t be a struggle. What could be more annoying than talking alone, for company, when you kept interrupting yourself with mindless inanities about teapots and donkey bums?

One day it all got too much and she decided to try to get a Room in The Commorancy. She had picked up whispers of it on her travels, had found mention of it in old magazines and newspapers in the various libraries she discovered — that hadn’t been burned to the ground or ransacked for books for fuel to keep warm.

But she had no idea how to use a computer, or how you went about generating your own electricity to power one. She did the next best thing she could think of: lived in the woods and learned how to enter The Noise. She had seen and heard enough to know it was a real thing. That if she was Whole then she should be able to one day at least enter and effect things, herself. Unlock powers she didn’t even know existed. There were numerous old books on the topic, some even written by Marcus if they were to be believed. Not everyone had any kind of crazy special power lying dormant within them, but many people would at least be able to exert influence over their own bodies. To live longer, stay young, feel good.

Astolat felt she was destined for something and getting rid of the speech impediment along the way would be a welcome bonus.

So if she couldn’t gain entry to Marcus’ lair via clues in the virtual world, then she would find him in The Noise and let herself be known that way.

It took a while.


ARRIVING


ASTOLAT WASN'T UNIQUE in the way she gained an invitation to occupy a Room, but she was unique in how she was introduced to The Commorancy.

Marcus had helped spread the rumor that there were countless numbers of hoops to go through to gain entry, that the way was convoluted, full of dead ends, lies, false clues and more. This was all true, but people’s paths into The Commorancy were ultimately decided by one overriding factor: Marcus.

He made it a point of following up on nearly every single person alive in the UK at any one time. He did this on a regular, if somewhat erratic basis. So although many people followed paths that took years to complete, until finally receiving an invitation which was often as frustrating as their initial search, it was all an orchestration to ensure that people really wanted their place, and to give Marcus time to investigate the applicant.

Marcus had found it easier to monitor people as the years slipped by like a dream — the less there were, the easier it was to keep track of them. The growing concern was the rise of Whole that turned to The Eventuals.

It was perfectly understandable. Although he had little patience for those that would harm others, at the same time he understood their choice to at least end their own lives. What he couldn’t, and wouldn’t put up with was people taking it upon themselves to destroy the lives of others. There was scant enough humanity left as it was, and they were precious, so each year he grew more and more exasperated with the growing number of Whole turning to a pseudo-religion he knew to be a lie. He was well aware, even if they weren’t, that it was based on a mythology built and spread by Varik — a philosophy that was a lie.

If it was a competition then Marcus was still winning. More Whole either lived quietly, not getting involved in the affairs of man in any way, or sought out The Commorancy rather than join The Eventuals. But it was still a major concern. As the years passed attempts at infiltration, and on his life, had grown in number.

Because of this, the way people were now accepted into the bosom of his home had changed. What began only via computer technology had morphed as humanity crawled back into the dark ages. As solar panels failed, batteries no longer held their charge, and knowledge of technology faded with the generations, Marcus adapted as he always had.

So after Astolat had her rather unique invitation, Marcus thought it would be fun to introduce her to her temporary residence in a rather exciting way: he met her in a hot air balloon well away from The Commorancy and took her back via the clear blue sky of unpolluted England.

~~~

“You understood the message then?” shouted Marcus, as he descended from above, trying not to scare Astolat too much. He closed off the propane burner fully and pulled on a rope, opening the vent wider at the apex of the envelope — a nylon balloon that was apple green, with a stylized skull and crossbones emblazoned around its circumference. He was glad he had decided not to bring George along after all. What had he been thinking?

Astolat was standing in the middle of a field surrounded by huge towering stones in a rough circle. Some had toppled but many still stood proud, with horizontal slabs balanced on top. Her invitation had led her to a few such landmarks until she had gotten the distinct impression she was being played with.

As she looked up at the sudden sound she found that she couldn’t speak. The sight of a man hanging over the side of a huge basket, with a noisy fire throwing flames upward into an enormous balloon, was sufficient for her to lose her power of speech.

“Are you, wonky wotsits, fluffy bum bum, Spanish mustache, Marcus?” she finally managed to shout. “Damn,” she added, now absolutely not being the time for her condition to get worse than normal.

“Ta-da!” shouted down Marcus, battling with the cumbersome flying machine, hoping he hit none of the rocks. “Grab a rope will you, and tie it to something sturdy,” he quipped, hand to eyes, scouring the countryside for a suitable tether.

Astolat was dreaming, she must be. Nonetheless, she tied one of the long hanging ropes to the base of a huge rock, then grabbed another from the other side and balanced out the tethers. Marcus, she assumed it was he, adjusted things up in the basket and soon enough the whole huge bizarre flying machine sort of crash landed to the ground, dragging the basket along sideways with Marcus hanging on for dear life. He scrambled out and pinned short ropes firmly into the ground. He swept his hair back from his face, smoothed down his clothing, rubbed at the grass stains on his knees and walked over to Astolat.

“It’s a hot air balloon. Hi, I’m Marcus. Fancy a lift.”

“Hello Sir, I’m Astolat. Thank, piggy wiggy, curly tail, balloon bum. Damn. Thank you. Um, is it safe?” Astolat thought that maybe now would be a good time for a little lie down and a cry. This was not what she had expected.

“Please, call me Marcus. And safe, well, I’m here aren’t I?” Marcus tried to sound confident, so squared his shoulders and puffed out his chest. It had been a somewhat adventurous journey and he had decided almost as soon as he took to the sky that he would only use the crazy contraption for part of the trip back to The Commorancy.

Pleasantries continued for a few minutes, then the pair were soaring above the ground making a rather wobbly and mostly very unnerving flight back towards the home of one of the most influential men history had ever known.

The irony was not lost on Marcus.

Astolat just thought she must be dreaming, so tried to ignore the whole thing. It was hard to do though as Marcus kept pointing out landmarks from the past, now reclaimed by forests and spreading plant life.


HOLIDAY... CELEBRATE


MARCUS WAS IN The Fighting Room (Simulated Meat). How had he got there? One minute he was lost to the past and the next he was firmly in the present, energy waning. How long had he been in this Room?

Every muscle on his body screamed, lit by unflattering, stark light. Sweat sprang from open pores like miniature geysers. Veins wriggled around his arms, trying to escape the punishment he was putting his body through. He slammed his fists into the spookily realistic replica of a human foe for the hundredth time and winced at the slick thud his calloused knuckles made as they hit the pseudo-meat. He despised such training, but it was necessary. You could never rely on weapons of any but the human kind, it was a motto of his, one of many. More than he could remember.

The full-sized mannequin was state of the art training equipment for defense forces back in the early 21st century. Marcus had numerous similar, very intelligent training tools. It was the next best thing to actually punching and kicking a real person, not something he had ever had to do on more than a handful of occasions. Marcus relied mostly on his intelligence and mental powers to defend himself and his environment, but inevitably sometimes physical fitness and strength had come in very handy. So he made a point of not only exercising hard, but of training for hand to hand combat regularly too.

The naked body jabbed out punches at Marcus. He ducked, weaved and rallied in return. Sometimes it even landed a punch on him when he was overly tired — it had resulted in quite a few lost teeth, black eyes, and several broken noses over the years. Made of flexible plastics, it had endured centuries of regular beatings and showed no sign of wearing out any time soon. The makers really knew what they were doing back then.

He jabbed with his left, twice to the face, then slammed out at lighting speed with his right hand into the area where the kidneys would be. A dull thud echoed around the room, the blunt force pushing back the mannequin. Marcus followed through with a kick to the head that sent it crashing to the side, only to be righted by the strong pneumatics.

He was tired, worn out from exertion — more. Running such a place as The Commorancy was mentally taxing — there was always something that needed his attention. He often thought back to the early days of his home, and wondered whether he should return to activating the assistance that had made life an awful lot easier, but left a very bad taste in his mouth.

That had been so long ago, he was different now. Wiser, more compassionate. Not so keen to manipulate. But he really was very tired.

Sometimes he felt old beyond his years, older than he should be, older than was natural. Lost, like swimming uphill against a strong tide.

Marcus hadn’t taken a vacation for almost half of his entire life. Back when people were Whole many would go once or twice a year. Marcus hadn’t had a break for almost a hundred and fifty years.

He sat on a bench, toweling down, catching his breath, thinking back to his vacation, a memory he didn’t need a dossier to remember. It was glorious, he had lost himself in relaxation, drink, and the wonders of the planet for almost an entire decade. But most of all there was love — and sadness. Such grief. He never thought it possible.

The vacation?

Like a dream. Venice, Paris, Athens, the Pyramids, the Grand Canyon and so much more. Many of the buildings they had seen would be nothing but crumbling relics now, he wondered what they would look like if he took the time to send cameras to witness what would surely be nothing but a disappointment — a slow demise into just a few more ancient remnants of what was once the peak of human achievement. He knew Venice had sunk, much of Paris, including the Eiffel Tower, decimated by raging fires, then perversely the flooding of the Seine.

It wasn’t the tourist attractions themselves that had appealed, it was the company.

His second love, his second intimate encounter and his escape from an increasingly heavy burden he was glad to unshackle himself from, if only for a while.

She had never been a guest however, never had a Room. She was an incredibly intelligent woman, short, somewhat stocky, unerringly optimistic and unstoppable when it came to wanting to experience the world.

Marcus had loved and loathed every minute. Loved the intimacy, the chance to lose himself in another person. A real live person that cared for him and wanted to know his deepest darkest secrets, ones he could never share with her, for fear she would turn from him in disgust, leave him to return to his isolation, his work. But these were not normal circumstances; now he had human contact. A connection that was surely something that should be a part of everyone’s life, sadly missing since he was but a mere sapling of a young man.

She loved him, made fun of his obsession with clothes, smiled at his lame attempts at jokes, and never asked of his past — something he would be eternally grateful for.

She got horrendously drunk and made him do likewise. They danced beside the fallen Tower of Pisa and they shouted to the heavens atop the heights of the only remaining wonder of the ancient world: the Khufu pyramid at Giza. Together they lamented the loss of the whole of Yellowstone National Park to the huge thermal eruption that had been overdue for centuries, and they marveled at the northern lights, shaking their heads as if the spectacle was nothing but a fantastical mirage.

But more than anything, Marcus forgot.

Was he really the oligarch of what remained of humanity? The last resort? The only chance of salvation? It seemed impossible. The Rooms? Really? That was his life? The convoluted maze that made up his home? For a decade it seemed like a century and a half was nothing but a dream. An alternate reality that was nothing to do with him. He felt young again, like a newborn experiencing the world. He was no longer a rather eccentric man that ran the last bastion of salvation for humanity.

Then it all ended, as he knew it would. It was inevitable.

Again.

He had seen it from the start, of course. She was a failed applicant, one that had not passed the countless tests to ensure suitability. She would have been an ideal candidate if not for one thing: Lethargy. Even so, Marcus put himself through the torment of loving a woman for the second, and last time in his life — knowing with certainty what the outcome would be.

Everybody died.

If you stopped loving because one day they would pass from your life then what would that say about you as a human being? So he loved fiercely, knowing his love would be taken from him and he would be alone again.

The last time he saw her they had been in Peru, at Machu Picchu. He walked down the ages worn steps to thicker air and left her atop the hill, watched over by a coven of ancient women he knew would care for her until she passed back into The Void, as everything did — as even he would one day.

Still, it was one of the happiest periods of his life. What a decade! No point lamenting the death of a loved one — it happened to everyone eventually. Almost everyone anyway.

He wondered about that; came to a decision.

Marcus threw the damp towel over his shoulder, picked up his things, and went to take a shower, wondering how long his love had survived at the ancient Inca site as she slowly turned into nothing but a shell of a woman. All knowledge of him and their time together forgotten forever, lost into The Void like everything else.

No longer even a dream.

Just nothingness.

~~~

When he was looking at her failed progress in The Room For Doing Things With Computers, Marcus was struck by her beauty. Something clicked for him and he did the most unusual of things: he went and found her. Actually ventured outside and traveled to the edge of the country, to the coast, to do… well, he didn’t really know what. All he knew was that he was drawn to this woman and had to meet her in the flesh.

He walked up a well maintained drive surrounded by flowers in deep borders. Actually feeling nervous, Marcus knocked on a door weathered by the ocean air, pieces of bone-white driftwood and shells dotted artistically on either side.

It had felt strange performing such a simple task as knocking on a door. He never knocked on doors. He was used to being the owner of the doors.

The woman had answered after a few minutes, not really knowing how to react. Nobody came visiting, there wasn’t anybody.

“Hello, I’m Marcus. Sorry about the intrusion, but may I come in? It’s been a long trip and I could do with sitting down.”

The woman stared at him wide-eyed, mouth agape. After what felt like a lifetime to Marcus she slowly smiled and invited him into her home.

They sat together in a spartan but clean kitchen, drinking a pleasant mint tea from plants she grew, and slowly got to know each other. She hadn’t spoken to anybody for a year or more, was still reeling from the rejection from The Commorancy. From Marcus. He talked her through it all, through the reasons why. She understood. He had vowed to hold nothing back, so politely explained that her time was limited. It would be no sudden Consuming Lethargy, she would have years, more probably, until she would forget things. Names. Places. People.

Memories would all fade.

“And then?”

“And then you just shut down, bit by bit, until you have no interest in anything, no memories at all. No knowledge of what you were, what you did.”

“Better make the most of the time I have left then, hadn’t I? No point wasting this life, it’s the only one I will ever have. Right?”

“As far as I’m aware,” said Marcus, smiling. “But you never know. Hey, how about a little trip?”

They stayed together for ten years.

The best time in his life since he was a genuine young man.

Now it was all gone. Such a long time ago. There had been no other long trips, no loves, no sightseeing.

Marcus was institutionalized and didn’t even know it. Or if he did he refused to acknowledge it.


ALPHABETTI SPAGHWETTI


HERE WE GO again, thought Marcus. Today was a bad day for such things. He wanted to get back to the girl at some point, but had been rudely interrupted. He wasn’t in the mood for this, but he had to deal with it the right way.

The latest group of would-be-assassins were pretty pathetic as far as Marcus was concerned. In the past at least they had tried harder. The futility of their attempts at destruction always struck Marcus as childish. He detested the indoctrination much more than he did the philosophy of the religion behind their devoted actions.

Nature worship was a fine thing, the last society was surely warning enough that you ignored the natural order of things at your peril. But he strove for a balance in all things: man and nature, not one or the other. He had often pondered the fervent belief of The Eventuals that man should be no more. He understood the sentiment and the belief, but genocide didn’t sit well, and besides, man had been punished more than enough. He wanted a return to higher population numbers where babies could come kicking and screaming into the world then grow up to appreciate the myriad wonders such a tiny planet in the infinite Universe could offer.

Yet there was always somebody out to spoil it. Why did people want to ruin anything that they saw as an abomination when they themselves went against nature to create abominations of the human kind? He never could tie the philosophies together.

Never mind, it was not his place to bring salvation to those that had already chosen their path. It was the beauty but also the curse of free will — something he had interfered with in the past with less than satisfying results. He was certainly no Saint, as those before him would soon find out, but he at least had respect for his species and wished for its continuation.

Yet Marcus was not above dealing out punishment of the foulest kind when he felt it was called for. He wasn’t one of the most influential human beings on the planet without reason.

Marcus could be ruthless when the need arose — according to him.

Now was one such occasion.

He sat upon a throne in The Room For Punishment, dressed in his most serious outfit for the occasion. There was no whimsy, no jaunty angle of a hat upon his head, no nod to styles long dead.

Punishment Clothes were the order of the day. The death of human beings called for suitable attire.

Marcus wore The White Outfit.

The only color on Marcus was the red of his cheeks as he fought hard to still anger and cruelty that could well up and consume him. Hundreds of years of pursuing the most important task in the entire history of humanity — saving it — meant that he had to be ruthless when the time came. It had come.

On a raised platform of crimson red Marcus waited for the men below to wake from their enforced slumber. Each of them was dressed in nothing but their skin. Skin that was now bright blue. Sores covered their bodies where the ink had penetrated, stained them forever once again. Gone was the red. The blue mocked their death color and shamed them with its light pastel tint. Marcus shifted.

The men stirred.

He smiled, not out of delight for what was to come, but more at the folly of humanity when so few were left. Maybe The Eventuals were right after all. When this is what man did to man, maybe they should be gone from the world? The irony was not lost on him. Here he was, about to kill those that would kill him, and before they died they were to be shamed. What did that say about him? Them? The tattered remains of humanity and those fresh to The Lethargy slowly losing their grip on their own reality?

Sometimes life got very complicated indeed.

Marcus watched as they awoke to a living nightmare.

Below the raised platform, on a heavy wooden floor silver with age, reclaimed from an outdoor Japanese chaseki (place for tea), three men sat in low wooden Shaker-style chairs, inexorably elegant in their simplicity. The same could not be said for the men. In front of each of them was a small mirror, sat on an obsidian black cloth. Other items were present — all arranged perfectly. There was to be a ritual for these men, a mockery of a Tea ceremony: Seppuku — Commorancy style.

“Death is what you wanted, so death is what you shall be given,” said Marcus, a whisper echoing around the chamber as if he stood in front of each man. “You may have wished for some kind of imagined martyrdom, but that won't happen. Or maybe it will,” mused Marcus. “I guess that still comes down to your state of mind and your seeming lack of intelligent reasoning. What a waste though, with all you have been given, you squander it trying to…. Oh, I don’t know, I’m tired of thinking about it.” He finished with a sigh. Life was better when he kept to his routines. He liked them. His hobbies, the occasional visitor to the Rooms, news of improvements by ex-guests, out there in the world at large helping to make things right again.

The three men sat spellbound by Marcus elevated before them, their indoctrination gave him a distinct advantage for creating an impressive presence in front of fanatics. When you believe you are doing His work, and are eager to martyr yourself, then a vision in white on high is rather impressive. Something Marcus was well aware of.

He mocked them with his pantomime. In part. He also had a sense for the theatrical, and knew that deep in his heart he enjoyed the spectacle. He was not afraid to both pass his verdict and carry out the sentence as needed.

The men were in a line facing the dais, the high wicker backed chairs holding them fast via razor sharp wire around their necks. One of them screamed out as a trickle of blood ran down the center of his chest.

“Please don’t wriggle about, if you move your head about too much it is liable to come clean off, and we wouldn’t want that, now would we? Hmm?” The men stared at him, wide-eyed and afraid, anger vying for dominance, fear overriding all. “Please look to your right. No! Don’t turn your heads, just swivel your eyes. You will see before you a mirror and other items we will get to late—”

“You won’t get away with this, we are doing His work. The Master knows all about you, you Devil.” The man blurted out his accusation, righteous indignation overcoming his dread.

“As I was saying,” said Marcus, casting a dark look at his interrupter. “Please pick up the mirror and hold it to your faces.” Marcus waited until each man had seen what had been done to them.

The hysterics began and continued for some time.

Once the shouting, the crying, the name calling and the begging waned, Marcus continued his Death Ceremony. “For your crimes I have found you guilty on all counts, and the punishment is death. I haven’t got time to deal with you all individually, I have a guest waiting after all, so let’s get this over with. On the cloth beside you is a knife, be careful, it’s very sharp,” quipped Marcus. “I will allow you to take the knife and to end your own life. If you choose to do this please pick up the knife now. Be aware there is no possibility of you ever leaving here alive, so it is your choice how you go.”

Marcus looked at the men and sighed. “Gosh, not that again? Really? No, your stupid suicide teeth don’t work. It’s very obvious you know?” He watched the men bite down repeatedly, not believing him. What was wrong with them? “In many cultures it was an honor to be allowed to end your own life even after the shame you had brought upon yourself and others. You have shamed all parties involved. Yourselves, for allowing such ridiculous notions to take up space in perfectly normal, Whole brains. Your Leader, for failing to accomplish a task you were given. But most importantly you have shamed me, for thinking I would be so easy to eliminate. Don’t you know who I am?” Marcus roared his question at the top of his lungs, spittle flying from his mouth, all restraint gone.

“I can see into your very souls, reach inside and turn you into The Lethargic in an instant. I can make you gibber in a corner for the rest of your lives, begging for an end to it all. I can make you so much more besides.” Marcus sat back, tired from the outburst and exasperated with humanity as a whole. It really was depressing when all you wanted to do was to help those less fortunate. Now there would be fewer precious people left on the planet. It made him so angry he forgot himself.

“Have some dignity please. Take my gift and leave this world. I won’t offer again, and there is no easier way out.” Marcus dozed off on the throne. Anger and the frenzy of recent activity taking its toll on him as it always did. He came to with a start, moving his head a fraction to the side just before the knife was even thrown. He knew where it would go, he knew the hate of the man who would throw it. As it clattered harmlessly to the floor behind him Marcus shouted, “George.”

George had been standing deep in shadow, part of the architecture, as still as the masonry. He moved forward to stand by Marcus’ side, tail swishing, ears twitching, his eyes gleaming brighter than his freshly polished horns.

“Attack,” whispered Marcus, and dread crept through the heart of the man as the words resonated in the deepest parts of his brain, forcing to the fore primal emotions that tingled up his spine and sent him into a freezing cold sweat in an instant.

George, product of countless selective breeding processes, switched from haughty perfumed companion to death-giver in an instant. Marcus knew the value of such a companion — he had saved his life once before, and his ancestors had done so on numerous occasions. His ace-in-the-hole performed flawlessly. Much as Marcus hated to do it he gave George a slight helping hand, gently entering his small brain and directing the course of actions yet to play out. It was an intrusion, one he had performed on grand scales in the past without a second thought, but now he understood and respected the sacredness of free will, even for animals. Selective breeding was one thing, outright mastery via forced action another. Thankfully, George was more than willing. He just needed steering in the right direction.

Marcus flicked the switch in his head. The visual of a hand turning the power off triggered an instant reaction through The Noise. He neither wanted to, nor would, witness the death of the human beings before him.

~~~

George chewed languidly from side to side, his protein rich meal an unusual arrival for his stomach. The screams didn’t bother him, neither did the kicking. Or the blood. He spat a nail out onto the floor and took his next bite, adding to the small pile that grew in front of him as he bent to his meal once again.

As the movements diminished shock set in, sending his prey into a state of mind-bending disbelief as he was gradually ripped from his reality. George slowed, then stopped his ruminating. As the life-force ebbed so did the power of his order to attack. He was no sadist, just a goat with a penchant for the macabre, and like Marcus, for the theatrical.

~~~

Marcus returned to reality to be greeted by the sight of George asleep beside him, a man with much of his lower body chewed off, death coming from the deep gouge in his throat, his head lolled back, a twisted vision of a mouth wide open caused by the huge dark gaping slit at his throat.

The other two intruders had used their knives in the fashion intended. Open wounds spilled out their guts like Alphabetti Spaghwetti, the treat he had always pronounced wrong when he was but a little boy and such things were still put on the table regularly.

Marcus rose from his throne and as George awoke he patted him on the head. He went to go change into something suitable for the remaining part of his day.

“I really need to have a lie down though. I am getting too old for such a busy life. Makes me wonder why I didn’t just decide to live in a cave and grow a beard. Know what I mean George?” asked Marcus, rubbing George’s head as they wandered out of the Room and to The Room For Clothes. “You know something? Just once it would be nice if you could answer me. Just once.”


TESTUDO GRAECA


“IT DOESN’T DO much, does it?” said Letje, poking the bizarre creature, turning to get an answer from her father.

“Well, what would you want it to do? Tricks? Sing a song? It is what it is Letje, it’s a tortoise and this is what tortoises do. They move around a bit, eat, and mostly just sleep.”

“Does it have The Lethargy? It seems like it does. It’s so slow,” Letje whined, pushing the small creature from behind to see if it would speed up, maybe start running on its funny little legs. Six-year-olds are rather impatient when it comes to pets.

“Haha. No sweetie, it doesn’t have The Lethargy, it’s just naturally slow. Kind of like a thoughtful rock,” mused her father, staring down at the creature as it poked its head out to say hello and take in its new surroundings. He had found it on his most recent excursion. This time he had been gone for almost a week. When he arrived home Letje was jumping up and down with excitement as he had told her he had a great surprise waiting. She was feeling somewhat deflated, thinking it might have been a new dress, or a rare piece of fruit.

They were sat just outside the kitchen, her mother inside preparing a meal that smelled delicious, from some of the goods her father had brought home. She was stood over the tortoise, her father sat next to her on a weathered cedar chair. He smiled down at his daughter, glad to be home. Back to safety and his family.

All around them were plants and vegetables. Growing in pots, in the soil, in old wheelbarrows and random containers. Her mother grew a wide variety of herbs and the smells were almost overpowering as the breeze carried their scent and the bees buzzed happily at the news of fresh nectar.

Letje pulled another lettuce leaf from the nearest plant and pushed it close to the strange creature. It took hold of it with its beak-like mouth, chewed, then released it and pulled its head back into its shell.

Her father plucked a ripe tomato from a vine and as he bit into it sweet juice squirted down his shirt. “Damn,” he said, smiling at his daughter and the new addition to their family.

~~~

It was an odd memory to recall and Letje wondered how much of it had actually happened. She saw the scene as if hovering above the ground, watching herself poke the tortoise, seeing the happy smile on her father’s face. She watched the events happening, saw herself, an impossibility as she could only really experience things from her own point of view. This was a common trick the brain liked to play on people, mixing memories in impossible ways, yet always based on true events — the perspective simply somehow skewed.

“What’s his name Daddy? Does he have one?”

“His name is Constantine Alexander III,” replied her father grandly.

“Why? Why is that his name Daddy?”

“Because that is what he is called.”

Letje frowned, thinking about it for a few seconds, then replied as only young children can. “Okay Daddy. Hello Constantine Alexander III, how are you today?” Constantine blinked a heavy lid then continued munching on his lettuce leaf.

“Now Letje, I want to be serious for a minute. Letje, are you listening?”

“Yes, I’m listening.” Letje didn’t take her eyes of Constantine. The funny creature was walking and she wanted to see what it did.

“Look at me then. You can play with Constantine again in a minute. Good. Now, little Constantine here is a tortoise, and they need to be looked after properly. I will teach you all about that later, but first you must tell me if you want him as your friend or not.”

“Of course I do, he’s funny.”

“I know, but you must understand that he will live for a very long time. He will probably live longer than me and Mummy, and he may well live longer than you. Tortoises can live for many years if they are looked after properly. Do you want to have that responsibility? He will be with you forever. A friend that won’t go away as long as you care for him in the right way. You must always make sure he has food and water and stays nice and warm.” Letje’s father looked down at her seriously, making sure she understood that this was a real commitment, but also that it would mean she would always have company. Letje didn’t know it, but her father was trying to ensure that she was never truly alone if something should happen to him or her mother.

“Daddy, I will love him and I will take care of him. And he will be my friend forever. I promise,” said Letje, standing up straight, clicking her heels and saluting her vow.

“Great. Now, let me tell you how to look after our little friend here…”

~~~

The memory had been sparked by the sudden appearance of George in The Anteroom Room. He was an odd thing but Letje kind of liked him. Letje had finished her Orientation, and seemingly she had passed with flying colors. Marcus had excused himself, asking her to wait while he attended to something he felt couldn’t wait. So she had been left to her thoughts, which drifted

It was the knowledge they would be apart — that hadn’t happened for a long time. Sure, he hibernated, but she could never resist peeking in on him most days while he slept for months at a time, shutting down so completely he was on the fringes of death.

She smiled at the thought of her little companion, so glad her father had brought him home all those years ago. She never knew where he found the tortoise. Now she would never know.

“Thank you Daddy. I miss you. And Mummy too. You wouldn’t believe where I am now. It’s—”

“Sorry about the wait. Hey, are you all right?” asked Marcus, as he entered with a flourish.

“I’m fine,” said Letje, wiping away a tear and smiling at Marcus.

They talked for a while before Marcus disappeared yet again, promising he would return soon, saying that he had fish to feed. Letje asked questions, Marcus sometimes answering, sometimes going off at total tangents. He even gave her a bit of a tour before he dashed off, leaving her yet again in The Anteroom Room.

What a strange man. What a strange place.

Letje would never forget the vision of countless virtual heads spinning for eternity as long as she lived. It was just one of countless wonders she experienced that day, shown to her by Marcus who seemed inured to the craziness going on all around him — that he himself had created.


ANNOYING KLAXON SOUND 


ANNOYING KLAXON SOUND, Annoying Klaxon Sound!

A high-pitched computer generated female voice screamed its warning, ripping Marcus from his peace; destroying the tranquil space — an infinite dry ocean of perfectly raked gravel, spread out until lost in a shimmering haze on the horizon.

I knew it, this is what all the madness has been about.

Marcus was in The Zen Garden (But Indoors) Room feeding the Koi. The huge natural looking pond was filled with numerous breeds, from huge fish as large as a child to tiny specimens as delicate as a seahorse. The fish had been bred over many generations in special tanks and were perfect specimens if ever a fish fan were to inspect them. They were tame enough to feed from the hand — mouths agape sucking at the treats — and Marcus had been sat on the edge of the pond idly feeding them for some time now. After numerous interruptions lately he was enjoying the quiet, the peace, being alone. It was his natural state now, so he found it tiring to deal with people without months or years between encounters. He often wished for distractions when the months bled into years alone, yet when activity came calling he usually wondered what all the fuss was about. Why would he want such complications?

Annoying Klaxon Sound, Annoying Klaxon Sound! continued the voice from hidden speakers, not showing any sign of getting less brain crunching. It drilled into Marcus’ skull, yanking him out of his peaceful meditation with a jolt like a spike to the eardrum.

“Damn. I really have to get that changed,” grouched Marcus, for not even close to the first time. Over the years it had gone off whenever danger peaked to a certain level. Sometimes it was intruders he had missed, more often than not the sensitive surveillance equipment picked up on animals that had found a way to where they weren’t supposed to be. Each time Marcus lamented the wit that had amused him for so long when he devised the systems for The Commorancy. He was infinitely glad that the fire alarm had never once gone off — he was dreading hearing what he had thought the height of drollery all those years ago.

Slipping his flip-flops back on, Marcus stood then checked his bermuda shorts for creases, and tugged at the neck of his white vest. The incongruous nature of his choice of clothes for such a space was not lost on him. Marcus drifted from the world for some time as he stood at the edge of the water, the tinkling of the moss covered waterfall slowly fading away. The islands of rock amid the endless gravel faded to mist and the swirls around the perfect boulders shimmered and rippled as if truly come alive as the waves they represented.

He looked inward, searching for the cause of the annoying klaxon sound, and found something not quite right. This was no animal intrusion, or foolish would-be assassin. This was something altogether more serious.

The warning sound screeched and hammered through the whole of The Commorancy bar certain Rooms. In those Rooms the temporary guests were oblivious to the danger the warning signaled. At least now Marcus knew why he was recalling meeting his guests, they were the ones he would have to disturb — the thought sent a shudder through his entire body.

Marcus tapped at a small tablet he had strung around his neck by a simple leather cord — something that never left his side now as losing it could mean weeks of searching. The noise stopped and he frowned at the ceiling. “Stupid idea, really stupid idea.” He threw a handful of food to the fish and made his way out of the massive space.

This was serious.

For the first time in the history of The Commorancy guests would have their stays cut short.

Marcus’ face darkened. His fists clenched as veins pulsed at his temple.

He didn’t like interrupting people. It was the height of bad manners.

The cause of The Contamination would pay dearly for making Marcus look like a bad host.

After a lengthy walk Marcus came to the exit, lost in thought, planning what to do next. Then he halted, came to a decision, and turned back to the garden.

No point letting such a nice day go to waste.

~~~

Crunch, crunch, crunch.

Marcus made his way deep into the heart of the garden, passing through sections containing Bonsai specimens over a thousand years old, others mere years, with lifetimes of training ahead of them. He passed the waterfall, the ionized air making his skin tingle, energy sparkling in The Noise, waiting to be turned to use by anyone with The Knowledge. The ground sparkled with tiny droplets. Marcus kept on walking.

He crossed a field of moss, sinking ankle deep in the lush vegetation, until he was on the gravel. He headed out into the sea of perfection, trying not to disturb the perfect contours so painstakingly raked around a large rock jutting out of the ocean like a beacon of tranquility on a stormy day.

Emotions dissolved as Marcus sat on a simple bench and stared.

How could a rock be so beautiful?


APOCALYPSE? WHAT APOCALYPSE? 


THE APOCALYPSE CAME as quite a surprise to Calvin. He missed it by almost two years.

When he did finally realize that society no longer functioned, that people were little more than mindless skin and bone, and that his mum couldn’t be bothered to move from her chair, his first concern was whether there would be a third installment of Death Givers — the game he had spent the last few months playing — almost mastering.

It had been the disruption of the game that awoke him to the state of the world he lived in. There came a creeping realization that it was the end of life as he knew it.

Calvin was a young man with pale skin, hair that needed a wash, and eyes red-rimmed from constant gameplay. When the power went out just as he was about to deal the winning blow to the Lord of Chtorm, after sixteen hours of deeply focused concentration, he nearly had a heart attack. Once he had calmed down enough to walk, and with stress-sweat beading his oily brow, he left his room for the first time in days with pixels dancing around his retinas.

Calvin went to see why the power company had ruined his life. Then maybe try to get some food while he was up and about. He had no idea when he last ate, or what it might have been.

He shuffled to the door wearing dirty white socks stretched out of shape. Clothes, plates, cups, bits and pieces of equipment in various states of disassembly and all manner of accumulated detritus littered his way. Cables waited to trip the unwary, soggy packs of forgotten food squelched underfoot, and stacks of game cases lay strewn about as if they didn’t each cost almost a days wages for the average citizen.

At this time in his life Calvin was deeply entrenched in life as an Otaku.

Ever since he finished his schooling, making good grades and with a bright if depressingly commonplace future ahead of him, he had barely been out of the house. He spent almost every hour of his life locked away in his room, playing games remotely with others around the world — many of whom were just as caught up in a similar existence. His mother brought most meals directly to his room; he ordered whatever else he needed online.

It was not that unusual an existence at all. What had begun as a way of life for many Japanese youths, resigned to being social outcasts for obsessive interests, had quickly spread. The extreme isolation and refusal to leave their bedrooms taken up by countless disaffected youths around the globe. It became a badge of honor with virtual acquaintances to brag about how long you had cut yourself off from what was becoming a less and less appealing reality of enforced conformity.

Why leave? Everything you needed was available at the push of a button or the touch of a screen.

Things began to change for Calvin. As he passed through his late teens and into his early twenties he found that it was harder to order games and books online. Disconcertingly, the number of new releases dwindled. Social media sites became quieter, the conversations and memes less interesting. He was unsure whether this was because he was getting older so such things were losing their attraction, or because people were getting more boring and the huge wave of interest in self publishing and game design was just naturally fizzling out. He didn’t pay it that much thought, there were still more than enough books to read and games to play to last a lifetime.

Over the days, months and years, many of the social media sites ceased to function. They closed down through lack of interest, finance issues, or, if the rumors were to be believed, a scarcity of available, or more importantly, capable staff. Virtual stores went the same way. There was less choice, ordering issues often arose, and it could sometimes take months of frustrated waiting for packages to arrive. Packages that would have once been delivered within days.

It all happened so slowly, and he led such a sheltered life, that it never really registered as anything out of the ordinary.

Never a high energy type guy or particularly interested in the opposite sex, he wasn’t really aware of the slowing down of the people he encountered. Virtual friendships waned and disappeared as was inevitable — he took it all in his stride. Conversations grew excruciatingly boring even by his standards. Soon his favorite gaming chatrooms became virtual deserts. No new hacks or shortcuts, no animated discussions about the latest cheats, or virtual high-fives for levels completed and devilishly complex games beaten. His family grew less concerned about his lack of social inclination, which he took as resignation on their part as to how he lived his life. The few family members that visited seemed less full of life, then their visits became sporadic at best, before stopping.

One day he woke up and realized he was alone in the world.

He dressed in days old socks, a clean pair of underwear, something he had always been fastidious about, a crumpled t-shirt and a pair of months unwashed Levis. With no power in his room he scowled at the large monitor, no longer the latest model, and went out to investigate and see if he could rustle up something to eat while he waited for the outage to get fixed.

He found his mother stood at the kitchen sink. He noted just how scrawny and unkempt she was. What had happened to her? How long had she looked like this?

She stood there, a chipped mug in hand, staring vacantly at the back garden of waist-high grass — once a lawn that was her pride and joy. The tap was on, just a trickle of dirty brown water dripping into a bowl full to the brim with dishes covered in rancid grease. The overflowing bowl was covered in drowning or deceased flies.

The whole place stank.

Linoleum on the floor was sticky even through his socks, the walls weren’t much better. The refrigerator door was ajar, revealing the extent of his ignorance to what had been going on all around him. Inside was a furry carrot, a carton of milk on its side that had leaked, the spill now thick and green, and half of something that looked suspiciously like corned beef from a tin emptied onto a plate. He shut the door quietly, grossed out by the stickiness of the handle as he did so. Something fell to the floor as the door closed and he stooped to pick it up. An old photo, when he was still in school, smiling like a fool and glad to make his parents proud of his academic achievements. Now it was covered in goop and must have been stained even before it hit the ground.

All the while his mother, who had loved that photo, just stood there, staring vacantly through the broken blind at the window over the kitchen sink, unmoving and seemingly unaware he was even there.

“Mum? Mum, you okay?” Nothing. She didn’t move or blink, just carried on standing there. He put an arm to her shoulder, confused by the feel of bone where once there would have been a plentiful layer of fat — she never was the healthiest of eaters. He put his other arm on the opposite shoulder and spun her around to face him. It was then he realized something was very wrong. Her eyes were sunk deep into her skull, the parchment-thin skin the color of the rancid milk in the fridge. Waving his hand in front of her face she blinked and smiled at him vacantly. A trickle of drool fell from the left corner of her mouth, her rictus of a smile exposing teeth obviously not cleaned in many months. The smell almost overpowered the other odors that permeated the kitchen, and the rest of the house now that he came to think about it.

When did he last clean his own teeth? Have a wash? How long had the water been funny?

He let go of the skeletal shoulders and tried the tap, just to be sure. He turned the hot and cold both ways, holding his breath against the rancid grease smells emanating from the sink bowl, and all he got was the same brown trickle that splashed into the bowl when he first walked in.

What the Full Metal Panic! was going on?

It wasn’t the best of mornings.

~~~

Later that day, after trying to rouse his mother from her narcosis to no avail, and finally managing to walk her in her sleep-stupor to the living room and sit her on the once immaculate sofa, he began to pay proper attention to the house he had lived in his entire life.

How had he missed the degradation of his home to such a degree of unhygienic disarray?

How could he not notice the dark stains on the usually pristine carpet and upholstery, the dirty marks all over the walls? And why the hell were there stinky clothes and unwashed plates all over the living room? His mum hated mess, only allowing him to have an untidy room as she wasn’t ever allowed inside. Once he looked, it was enlightening how filthy the house had become without him noticing. Taking stock of things as if for the first time it was incredible just how much it had gone to the dogs. He went to look around the rest of the small three bedroom terraced house. A modest home yet still out of reach financially for anyone that hadn’t had a very well paying job for a long time. So why bother even trying?

He thought the kitchen was bad, the living room a disgrace, but it got worse. The main family bathroom, one he never used as he had his own small en-suite, was the stuff of nightmares. A once gleaming toilet bowl was black with stains — feces and urine covered it both inside and out, even spilling over to the floor. The flush mechanism had obviously broken long ago and either his mother simply didn’t notice or didn’t care, neither of which helped explain what the hell was going on. The basin was covered in long strands of her hair, gobs of toothpaste stuck to the bowl. There was even a toothbrush abandoned on top of a piece of soap that was disintegrating slowly in its little dish, now full with water and covered in things he couldn’t even begin to explain.

Did she shave? Where the hell were all these little bits of hair from? What’s that!?

He couldn’t imagine what had happened in this small room that smelled like it could kill you if you remained too long.

The shower was no better. The dark stains around the plughole and massive build-up of limescale on the shower head suggested it had not been used for months and months. Spiders, alive and dead, filled the bath, along with countless other insects, some of which he had never seen before in his life.

Where did they all come from? This place hasn’t been cleaned for months and months.

All across the floor were sodden towels festering and damp, mold growing happily. Used toilet paper was stuck to not only the floor but also the lower parts of the wood-clad walls. Once painted a turquoise blue, they were now turning black due to a lack of ventilation in the closed room.

It was the same in his mum’s bedroom, the hallway, the dining room, and even in the small office his mother used to "go on the inter webs," as she called it when she went online a few times a week.

By now he was seriously spooked out and in need of food and a drink. He banged around in cupboards and searched the usually well stocked pantry, but found the provisions consisted of hundreds of bottles of water and tins of meat and fruit. He had no idea how long this had been going on for. Thinking back to when he last ate, and what it was, he realized that for months now when his mother had brought him food it was usually some odd concoction dumped on a plate of a disconcertingly random size. But more and more often he had found himself realizing he was very hungry and grabbing whatever was left in the fridge, or just some cereal, eaten dry from the box.

When was the last time he saw her on a regular basis? Actually looked up from the screen and had a conversation? Looked her in the eye and talked? He had no idea.

Come to think of it, when was the last time he looked at himself in the mirror? Was he in a similar state? Did his room and bathroom look like the rest of the house? He went to find out.

Wiping his bathroom mirror with a towel to clear a patch, he stared hard at his reflection. Okay, his eyes were somewhat sunken, his oriental complexion, thanks to some great grandparent or other who hailed from Mongolia, was very pale and had not a hint of the usual dark skin tone his ancestors had bestowed upon him. Epicanthic fold eyes stared back at him through unwashed black hair, flakes of skin screaming like a beacon that he had not taken care of his limp locks for at least a few weeks.

His teeth? When did he last brush them? Shower? Shave? Not that he could ever grow much of a beard.

He stripped naked and took a long hard look at his body from head to toe.

It wasn’t a particularly pretty sight, but then it never had been. He had always been a skinny kid and his ramped up metabolism had followed him into adulthood. He never ate a great deal, even when food was readily available. But since his voluntary incarceration in his room however many years ago it was now, his diet had degenerated in proportion to his lack of social interaction. He knew all of this — he looked no worse than he expected if he was honest. His ablutions had always been hit and miss as he often got caught up in games for days on end and forgot to eat, let alone wash, or brush his hair and teeth.

He studied his room, concluding it was about as much of a state as you would expect from any self-respecting Otaku. It certainly wasn’t akin to the rest of the house. He hoped not at any rate.

Next came the important stuff.

What the hell was he supposed to do? His mobile phone didn’t work, the house landline didn’t work. Power was out so the Web was down, and he had no idea what any of the neighbors were called, or what they even looked like.

Checking on his mum, who hadn’t moved, he put on his black Converse then grabbed his keys and wallet. After a final shake of his head, and with a million questions still rattling around in his skull, he reluctantly went out the front door to get help of some sort. From who, and what help, he wasn’t sure, but there was obviously something wrong at home. He had no idea how long it had been going on, or what to do about it alone.

Outside, on that Thursday morning, he realized, a few years too late, that the apocalypse had descended and he had missed it.

How?

He had been busy playing computer games, or talking crap on social platforms with people he neither knew nor cared about.

He had plenty of time to think about it now, there was nobody left to talk to that he could see. Odd, as they lived on a busy street that normally teemed with foot and vehicular traffic — they were only ten minutes walk from the busy town center.

There wasn’t a soul about. Nobody walking. Nobody driving. Nothing.

What the hell was going on?

~~~

A week later Calvin found himself in a large, roughly converted warehouse space lined with close to a hundred mismatched tables, desks, chairs and computer consoles. Ranging from the last models ever manufactured to battered laptops clocked to run faster than intended, cooled by fans as diverse as the machines themselves.

He was one of a number of people — kids and adults alike — who had found sanctuary in the only environment they could understand: a virtual one.

He was lucky to have gotten in, after all he had missed the apocalypse by a few years. When he told people he hadn’t realized, he was surprised to find out that many others hadn’t noticed either. Heck, there were still plenty of people that didn’t know now, he was assured. How would you? Nobody talked to their neighbors, had real friends, or went anywhere anymore anyway. It was the way things were now, wasn’t it?

Row after row of people sat at desks, immersed in their games, mostly now playing solo as the Web was down or sporadic. He had found the place when the lights suddenly came back on at home and he powered up the laptop to see if the Web connection was live too. Actually delving around online, checking almost forgotten acquaintances, most of whom had not been online for months, on old, mostly defunct social media accounts, he came to realize that his situation was nowhere near unique. The apocalypse had passed him by as he hadn’t bothered to take any notice.

Trying to find the start of it all, the reason for it all, led nowhere. Nobody knew, things fell apart with a whimper. Nobody could explain it. What was very apparent was that more and more people were succumbing every day to a condition known as The Lethargy. It wasn’t instant, this alone made it absolutely terrifying. People just gave up. They didn’t care. It was as sickeningly simple as that. Those suffering lost the incentive to do anything. Infected became gradually more listless until they finally just stopped doing anything at all.

It was as freaky as hell and those still able to act normally were few and far between. Billions had already died, humanity had ground to a halt in the space of just a few years.

Delving deeper, he uncovered small groups of people that banded together to survive; he ended up traveling to a local town where he became a part of the ever decreasing populace that still had anything like their wits about them.

What did they do with this gift?

They played games on their computers and went online, sometimes to try to find a solution, more often than not to carry on talking to the few people around the world that could be bothered, or able to power-up.

Day by day the rows of faces highlighted by the flickering visuals on their screens grew less and less animated. The faces dulled, just like the screens dimmed, until they finally just sat there in their rows in a stupor, staring at a black screen and unmoving.

All apart from Calvin.

Once again he found himself alone, the only difference being he was now alone in a room full of people.

Then he heard of The Commorancy.

~~~

Calvin sat alone in the large open space, the monitors around him staring back blankly, powered down so he could run his own machine longer without stressing about the rigged batteries running out of charge.

Rumors of The Commorancy surfaced soon after the build had begun. Unknown to Calvin, most, if not all information concerning the place was orchestrated by Marcus, the already mythical man at the heart of the endeavor. By the time Calvin looked into it properly it had been five years since The Lethargy became known to him, seven since it had first taken hold of humanity.

It had taken Calvin this long to get an invitation. As The Commorancy ascended to dominance it was a route full of countless twists and turns that led to the offer of a Room.

But he had made it; he had one more thing to do before he left.

Calvin went home and shot his mother.


OTAKU BLUES 


CALVIN WAS IN his Room, and what a Room it was. A geek’s wet dream come real. Shelf after shelf after shelf lined with every computer game there had ever been.

Every. Single. One.

Lines of cool looking cupboards and bookcases stacked with movies, graphic novels, and even original games consoles not seen for generations. Mint condition, working perfectly.

As the door closed behind him with a parting, “Tap away,” from Marcus, Calvin stared around in astonishment. His Otaku nature gloried in the gift he had been given. Here was the stuff dreams were made of for his kind. He rubbed his heavy-lidded dark eyes and tried to take in all he could see. It was impossible to count the number of things he wanted to get his hands on straight away. He could spend a lifetime here.

He did.

Then one day he realized one very important thing: it got boring.

Over the years, that stretched into decades, more and more often his mind would wander. He would find himself lost in reverie, the console hanging by the wire near the floor, forgotten, his grip relaxed. The game over, the passion to complete it gone. He thought more and more of the past, of what had happened to everybody. He often thought of his mother, of her slowly wasting away, of the state he first found her in when he awoke from his Otaku dreams to find her half dead, the house in months long disarray. The world as he had known it at a standstill.

He pondered yet again how he had missed such a catastrophic event, how he didn't notice the degradation of society down to almost nothing. The cessation of human activity that was the glue of a functioning society.

What had he done since?

The same as he had done before. Locked himself away and tried to forget about the rest of the world.

Damn.

Calvin learned an important lesson. He wasn’t here just to waste his time doing what he had done before, this was his Room. He was here for a reason.

Time to find out what it was.

~~~

Calvin responded to Marcus’ interruption with a wry smile. It was what he needed: to be asked to leave his Room. He had the feeling he could stay forever otherwise, and that wasn’t what he wanted deep down. He was old and wise enough now to understand at least that much. Marcus had sent a simple message via one of the computers, a brief explanation flashing up on the screen with a smiley face at the end.

He felt a bit nervous. After all, he was re-entering society — of a sorts.

Calvin showered, then quickly shaved the wisps from his chin. There was a smile on his face as he walked to the end of his expansive Room, turned the handle and went through his exit. He had come a long way since his Awakening — he understood more than he thought humanly possible. Calvin had searched deep within until he uncovered what had been seen in him, what led Marcus to give him his own place within The Commorancy.

It had begun simply enough.

After the understanding that he had wasted years doing what amounted to nothing, just playing games and wishing for the past, he began to feel the connection. It wasn’t an instant enlightenment or a sudden Awakening. It was slow, painful, always just out of reach, but gradually something clicked. Now it was a part of him.

Calvin could see the heart of computers.

He felt them buzzing, could feel the electrical impulses running through the wall, understand how they worked, how they really worked. Calvin could close his eyes and see the binary code running all around him. He could play a game and see the work of the coder behind the pixels, read it like it was written in English. He had learned basic code early in his life, but this was different. This was knowing.

He understood it.

There was no mystery to the workings of digital equipment. From the pulse of electricity that powered devices, to the inner computing power of the smallest micro-chip, he could see it. He could read the life of a battery, tell you the history of the copper cable, see in his mind’s eye the knowledge contained within the voltage all around him.

It was dizzying and he had multiple instances of information overload as he absorbed his new knowledge. It was a slow and painful learning experience, one that he had to take in a little at a time lest it rip him from reality altogether. He knew it would be easy to give in to the data, to become absorbed in a digital reality that had consumed his life for all those years. But he took things slow, steady, growing along with his powers.

When he emerged from his Room he was a changed man. A man with infinite knowledge, of abilities beyond his understanding. All waiting for him wherever there was technology or electrical currents — he could see the truth of it all. Follow paths, read the intent, manipulate the flux like it was putty in his virtual hands.

Calvin was no longer a young twenty-something with no interest in life. He was centuries old with multiple lifetimes spent exploring The Noise, following the history of the things all around him, at one with the electrical pulses as clear as day to his reconfigured brain. A man. That’s what he had become.

A man.

He just wished he could grow a proper beard. You would think that after all that time it would be a simple thing to do, but Calvin would forever be a young looking man with Asian skin, heavy eyelids and a youthful frame that belied the adult watching with eyes that saw the tiny electrical impulses firing in your brain.

If he wanted he could read those impulses.

He could see what you thought.

~~~

“Welcome to a new beginning,” said Marcus, all smiles and hugs.

“Um, thanks,” said Calvin, smiling himself, feeling like he had stepped out of a dream into a reality endless with possibilities.

“It is you know… endless. For those that realize it there is no end to what can be achieved, what can be dreamed, what we could do. It’s always a matter of choice though. Always a decision to be made alone. You can’t rush these things, no point. Best thing? Get it out of your system. Yes? Be who you should be, deep down. When the rest is done with and you are left with what you know for sure you really want. So, let’s get started then shall we?”

Calvin was confused, not just a little.

He tried to think back to the time he had spent in his Room, to count the days or even months or years. Then something obvious struck him. How he looked in the mirror, how Marcus looked now. He paled, no mean feat, and staggered to a chair.

“How long was I in there?” gasped Calvin, dizziness threatening to bring a blessed unconsciousness.

“You knew the rewards, right? The rumors too? Not all is as you would see it. No, often they are different. It has been a long time, to answer your question.”

“Trickery then? A drug? False memories? If I try to think of it then it must have been a lifetime. I must have been in that Room for years, decades? How do I look the same? How do you?”

Marcus told him.

“You know, I imagined it was going to be a dream, a drug, or something like that. Every day I would wake up and think it couldn’t be happening. But it was. And the years, they just passed, as if time had sped up.”

“It sort of did,” said Marcus. “Once you began to enter The Noise, to learn about your body, about the computers? Well, things change, you change, time isn’t as important as it once was. It becomes more fluid. You pass through it at the speed you need to, the speed you need to understand what is going on. Sometimes fast, sometimes slow.”

“Well, that makes absolutely no sense. But it doesn’t matter, it took as long as it took, right? As long as I needed to take to become Awoken?”

“That’s the spirit. No point dwelling on all the details, it’s the wider picture that is the main thing. And sorry for cutting your stay a little short, but you were ready to leave anyway. My fault really, there were just a few things left for you to learn, to better understand, then you would have been heading for the exit. But things are changing so I felt it best that everyone stays together. Just in case, you know, you are needed.”

“Marcus, that’s fine. I can’t thank you enough for this. Why don’t you tell me what has been happening, what I can do to help?”

“I will, I promise. Later. But first we need to go get the rest of the occupants and make certain we know everyone is all right. And I’m afraid I have left a young girl with infinite potential alone for too long. The poor thing hasn’t even had the chance to enter her Room yet. We will see her first, she’s in The Anteroom Room.”

As they talked, Calvin looked about him in surprise. The doors, the walls, floor and ceiling, all were lit up like a Christmas tree to him. The level of technology embedded all around him was staggering. It pulsed with power as he watched it within The Noise — invisible to others, he could see it as plain as the jaunty hat on Marcus’ head.

He turned to Marcus to ask his questions. Marcus smiled back at him before he had the chance to speak, and said, “Later, all right?”

“Definitely.”


THAT'S AGES 


SNICK.

“Hello Stanley, sorry to disturb you, we have a slight issue I’m afraid,” said Marcus, waving his hand dismissively. “But I think it’s time anyway, don’t you? You’ve been getting ready to leave for a while now, haven’t you? Did you get what you wanted? What you came here for?”

Stanley rubbed his eyes unhurriedly, as if caressing a genie out of a bottle.

“I think so, yeah. Just been… um, getting ready to leave, you’re right. It’s just so nice here, seemed a shame to rush things.”

“You certainly didn’t rush things, I can tell you that, yes? Been a long time, almost since the start of The Commorancy actually. You’re practically an original.” Marcus smiled, keeping the rusty metal door ajar with his foot, wondering if it would spark some interest in his long-term guest. He had to admit it though, it was very nice in Room5, very nice indeed.

“You look the same,” noted Stanley matter-of-factly.

“So do you.”

“How long’s it been? I gave up trying to keep track of time… well, I don’t know when.” Stanley smiled sheepishly.

“Exactly? It’s quite a big number you know, don’t want you to get all freaky on me or anything.”

“Hit me,” said Stanley, the first sign of animation crossing his face in years.

“Okay. Two hundred and ninety-seven years, one hundred and eighty-nine days, five hours and,” Marcus consulted his watch, “ten minutes or so now.” Marcus watched for a reaction. If Stanley had got what he wanted out of Room5 then he should be able to cope with the answer. If not, well, it had been a waste of a long occupancy. Marcus had complete faith. Even back then in the beginning the selection process was extremely accurate.

“That’s ages,” noted Stanley, more interested than amazed. Such things no longer came as a surprise to him.

“Mm, mm,” agreed Marcus, noting how relaxed Stanley was at such news. “So, did you get what you wanted? Have I disturbed you too soon? This isn’t exactly my normal protocol, as you know. I’m breaking my own Rules here by opening the door.” It was the first time Marcus disturbed his guests in such a manner — it went against the whole purpose of The Commorancy.

“I got what I wanted, and I can’t thank you enough for such hospitality. For such a gift as the one you have given me. But it was time for me to go anyway, so don’t feel bad about opening the door. I can go out of the other one if you want? If that will keep things as they should be?” Stanley looked off into the distance, at the exit, the only way out of the Room, or so he had been told by Marcus all those years ago.

“No, that won’t be necessary now. Something is about to happen.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Well, we have a slight potential Contamination problem if truth be told. We need to make the place more secure. It’s been so long since anyone tried anything like this I may have gotten a little lax on the old security if I am honest. It’s easy to let these things pass you by when there’s not really anyone left to worry about.”

“So it got worse? Out there? In the world?”

“Oh yes, a lot worse. But you knew that, right? Of course you did. It’s why you came. Let’s just say we are now very much in the minority.”

“What, people with any motivation you mean?”

“No. People. Not many left now I believe. It all just withered and died: society. Just like the people did, as we knew they would. You and me both. It was inevitable. Nobody did anything and it all drifted away. Like it was all just a dream and had never happened. Poof, and gone.” Marcus blew a speck of dust from his finger as if to illustrate his point.

“All just a fleeting dream of a butterfly enjoying its glory in the sunshine then back to dreaming of the planet it imagined and brought to life for a day. All gone now, just us and a few others, but enough for there to be a problem. Quite a bit of a problem actually. Let’s get you ready shall we? I may need a little help I’m afraid. Not sure yet, I’m just thinking worst-case scenario. Sorry to impose and all that.”

Stanley nodded, not surprised in the slightest about the current state of the remains of humanity. All those years ago, back when it all began, it seemed a foregone conclusion. What other way was there for a civilization that had lost its mojo and gradually given up on even the most basic of daily activities? The energy that made society as a whole function, and humanity reach for the stars? All gone now.

Marcus could see Stanley touching The Noise, pulling back the past to the present. Although there were matters to be dealt with he thought it only fair to allow Stanley a few minutes to contemplate what had been and what now was. “You take a minute, gather the past and bring it up to date, then we’ll be on our way. Okay?”

“Thanks Marcus, it feels like the last bit of unfinished business, you know?”

“I know. Better than anyone, I know.”

~~~

Stanley let the past envelop him. Hug him with its familiarity as if a long neglected friendship took off again right where it left off — the intervening years seeming little more than a brief interlude.

He thought back to what he now called his first life. A life when society was as it had always been. When people were busy, when they got things done, when he went to work every day and so did everybody else.

His life had never been glamorous, just comfortable. Stanley worked for the local council as a glorified groundsman, taking care of communal spaces, mowing, weeding, moving around his local town daily, watering hanging baskets in popular locations, planting thousands of summer flowering bedding plants that helped the town look pretty and win numerous awards every year he worked there. He enjoyed the outdoor work and liked the banter with the other guys — they usually worked in teams. The others laughed, but he even enjoyed the rain and the wind, but the summer months were always especially joyous — when the plants came alive, sucking up moisture greedily, basking in the ever unpredictable British sunshine when it fleetingly peeked out from behind the clouds.

There was no particular day when things changed. Looking back on it now with so much distance between events it was still impossible to give a date. A gradual process of diminishing activity in every aspect of society went mostly unnoticed for some time. More and more often he found himself staring about the parks and the sides of roads as he mowed and planted, wondering where all the people were. It used to be a thriving town, now it seemed as if fewer people ever ventured out of doors. All at home on their computers, is what he assumed. To a degree he was right.

In the large parks there were only a handful of people walking their dogs, but plenty of dogs roaming without owners, then in packs. Finally, it became a real danger to perform his duties.

Often, the water he needed to keep the planted displays healthy was not forthcoming — the local water company were having issues with staff apparently. Soon enough this impacted the simple turning on of a tap at home, until water had to be hoarded whenever it became sporadically available. It had to always be boiled as he got very ill otherwise if he drank it.

Fewer people turned up for work; often he worked alone. Occasionally they would be at nearly full capacity, but the banter between the guys lessened until they worked without a word from anyone but him. Once good mates seemed distant, half dead and listless.

Soon enough, he worked alone most days, and when he reported in at the office the women there were often missing or half asleep — sometimes impossible to communicate with. Vehicles became run down and dirty. He regularly had to get fuel himself, until the council pumps and garage stayed unmanned.

It wasn’t a unique situation, and it wasn’t any one thing that suddenly changed. Things just became different.

Slower. And slower.

Things stopped working. People stopped working.

Life just fell apart, the batteries run low.

It was depressing as hell. There wasn’t a thing he could do about it, or anyone left for him to talk to. It was hard making sense of it all. He woke up one day and felt like he was the last man left alive on the planet. The phone didn’t work, the shops weren’t open, the taps dripped poison. The power was down and he hadn’t been paid in months. Not that there was much to spend money on anyway. The roads were empty, nobody made deliveries so the food in the stores was tinned or rancid. What there was he picked up and just walked out with. All that was left were automated checkouts anyway, it had been that way for years. Nobody delivered the mail and nobody answered the phone when he got a signal and tried to call somebody to find out why his Internet connection was sporadic, then dead.

Cash points failed, the banks didn’t have any staff, the town was empty and the traffic lights stopped working.

Flowers died so weeds and grass took over. The roads began to be covered in layers of leaves and native plants monopolized this new growing surface. Buildings were abandoned, offices burned lights but nobody was there working. He sometimes saw people shuffling around the streets but they were almost always unresponsive — it got worse and worse.

The life was sucked out of everything. Society just slowly crumbled away with apathy.

But it was all so slow, over years probably, although he couldn’t be sure. Things had changed suddenly in society anyway as the Web grew and took hold. Kids stayed indoors; adults worked from home rather than traveling and interacting with others.

Shopping was done online.

Books became digital and soon you couldn’t find a high street bookstore. The same with music. Then nobody paid for anything recreational, just downloaded it for free.

Stores closed. His beautiful town was a shadow of its former self. But Stanley didn’t know if that was the beginning of the end or just a readjustment in how a healthy society functioned. It was certainly true that nothing disastrous happened instantly, just over time those he knew became more distant, withdrawn, then disappeared from his life. They stayed at home, unable to find the energy or will to do anything much at all.

With no manufacturing and nobody to deliver it nothing new got produced. Nobody farmed the fields or tended to the cattle. He noticed the gradual change to the surrounding countryside. Cows and sheep dead in fields became a common sight. Crops were left to rot and broken farm equipment was abandoned in lanes and fields. The land wasn’t plowed, crops were less and less often planted, or picked. The original nature of the British countryside crept back as if just waiting for a chance to eradicate what man had presumed to impose upon it. Once open fields were eventually full of young saplings, others returned to grassland. Hedges grew massively tall before toppling and blocking the way.

You never even thought about it when it ran smoothly, but something as simple as a hedge needing to be cut twice-yearly was all that stood between access via road to anywhere in the UK or near total isolation. You simply cannot clear miles of fallen overgrown hedges that block a road yourself. It took just a few abandoned vehicles after a crash to halt hundreds of miles of traffic. Huge swathes of the country via road became lost in a matter of days.

And all because nobody could be bothered to come cut the hedges or come tow the broken down truck that delivered food to the local supermarket.

Every single aspect of society may have functioned separately but it was all part of the larger picture. It was all connected and the slightest hiccup led to disaster. It happened to everything, but nobody did anything, or cared.

One day Stanley found himself alone.

He found that he liked it.

He thought back to the first day he had been truly happy, a day that was forever imprinted on his memory.

Stanley had taken his old bicycle and gone to work as normal. He did this as he simply didn’t know what else to do. He was late, he had a puncture on the way and forgot how to repair it — it had been so long since he had done such things. Finally, he figured it out and pedaled fast to make up time. Stanley was a punctual man. When he arrived at the staff car park he noted that today there was not a single vehicle: no motorbikes, no bicycles, no cars.

Wheeling around to the rear where the works vehicles were kept he hopped off his bike and lay it on the ground. No need to worry about locking it any longer. He fished out his keys and jumped into his usual van. Out of fuel. He got out and went to the side of the vehicle and checked the gauge on the water level for the tank — nothing. It too was empty. He couldn’t water the plants if there was no water, now could he?

He looked over at the small council forecourt, noting it was locked up. The pumps wouldn’t work without somebody to man them — he would have to break the glass and push the switch himself if he wanted fuel. All assuming the power was working today.

So Stanley went home instead.

A day off, that was what he needed. It ended up being the best day of his life. He cycled the empty streets home, seeing a few people shuffling around outside their houses, nothing more. When he got home the power was out again, and checking the cupboards resulted in nothing more than a small foil-packed cube for making gravy plus a jar of pickles. He loathed pickles.

He went out to the garage and rummaged around for a while, eventually coming up with his old fishing rod and tackle box. It had been years since he last went fishing, but as he wouldn’t be missed at work any longer he decided that he should take advantage of the glorious weather and go see if he could catch something for his lunch. He was sorely in need of nourishment, his once overweight frame was now lean, the skin sagging. His pallor was waxy, verging on yellow due to the lack of vitamins. Some sunlight would at least give him vitamin D, and maybe he could forage for something to accompany the hoped for fish.

Tackle box checked over, fishing rod wiped clean, and a rather dusty reel cleaned off then attached, he loaded the panniers on his bike with a blanket and various odds and ends and made his way out of town to a lake he had often fished at when a much younger man. It was different to how he remembered it: smaller, although still beautiful. A natural paradise for those that enjoyed their nature unspoilt by human intervention.

Stanley set himself up in a nice spot midway down the side of the lake, where a natural rock outcrop gave him not only a warm place to sit but also a vantage for casting off. He settled himself at the edge, feet dangling in the cold water, his trousers rolled up easily over his calves. He sat and listened, concentrating on birdsong. He lifted his face to soak up the warmth the sun offered for free. Content like he had never been, Stanley stayed like that for a long time, until he felt a tug on the line which he slowly reeled in. His first catch of the day! Later, after more peace and more fish, he lit a small fire and as the evening crept forward and the lake gave off cool air he snuggled up in a thick jumper and drank rum from the bottle as the fish crisped in the flames. He smoked a cigarette as he drank. With nobody to tell him otherwise he ate the fish piping hot with his bare hands.

It was the most beautiful day of his life, although it wasn’t until the next day he realized just how perfect it had been. He was enjoying the end of the world, if that was what it was.

He spent many more days in a similar fashion, enjoying the peace, the lack of responsibility in his life. Over the months he became adept at hunting, fishing, and scavenging for food and drink. He grew tough, lean and sinewy, sagging skin now taut around newly built muscle. He roamed around on foot or even sometimes by car if he passed one he took a shine too. But most of all he liked to use his bike. He loved the outdoors and he loved the freedom it gave him. Plus it meant he was not as confined in his travels. So many roads were blocked and impassable by car, his trusty bicycle was a different matter entirely.

Then things changed.

Things took on a sinister edge. The beauty began to go out of life; fear gradually crept up to replace it. Stanley didn’t like it one bit. Being the last man on earth was enjoyable, the peace was an almost constant euphoria, now it was getting spoiled.

It took years, but things turned dark and the joy left his life.

Rumors started; people came. Not all of them seemed like they would be nice people. So he followed up on the hints and snippets of information he could uncover about what was going on in the wider world. It seemed like he had missed a lot — he was nowhere near the last person on earth with the ability to fend for himself. Far from it. There were those that ruled him without him even knowing it. There were those that wanted to destroy everything and bring about The End. Then there were those in the majority — those that just didn’t care one way or the other, slowly fading away.

He cared, he really did. He actually liked the planet he was born on, plus he liked the peace it now offered him, so he decided that he would very much like to visit The Commorancy. He wanted what it had to offer, if the tales were true.

If only he knew.


WHICH ONE? 


SY COULDN’T BELIEVE it. All this time, all this energy, energy that was damn hard to come by these days, and this was all he got for his troubles?

[image: ]

The words burned his retinas. It hurt to look at them now. Three days, three whole terrible days he had been turning the piece of paper over in his hands, trying to find a secret that would tell him more.

Nothing.

It was just a scrap of paper, nothing special — white notepaper, seemingly just torn out of a pad at random, the words printed with style; mocking him.

Sy had racked his brains, thinking back over the countless dead-ends and clues he had picked up on, followed, steps retraced, whispers chased, and it came to this: a cryptic note that meant nothing. England had countless goddamn trees, it was about all it did have these days. Nature was the ruler now, the rain free of acid, the waterways clean, the earth teeming with healthy microbes. Chemicals leeching into the soil now a thing of the past. Sy didn’t even know such things had existed, his world held no farming, no pesticides, no growing of commercial crops, no water treatment, sewage or manufacturing.

Those that had enough life in them to realize The Lethargy was not how things should be sought out one of the few places that would welcome them. More than that, a place that could make your dreams come true.

The Commorancy.

And the only clue he had as to its whereabouts was a piece of cheap paper with some daft message on it about a bloody tree. He could weep if it didn’t mean he risked washing away the ink on the paper — it was all he had left.

Sy was born well after The Lethargy crawled over humanity. The world he was born into knew little of what came before as there was nobody left to school the children. His parents were slow to fade away and it wasn’t until he was knocking at the door of his teenage years that he became truly alone in the world — part of him thankful for the release. Ever since he could remember he had cared for his parents as they drifted further and further away, slowing down, caring less and less about themselves — about him.

It was all he knew, and the release was a blessing when the time came. It was his mother that went first, followed shortly after by his father. Tending to them had gotten increasingly difficult over the years, and when he looked back at it he was amazed he kept them alive for so long. Spoon feeding, wiping their backsides, bathing them best he could, all of this and so much more had been carried out daily for years. No job for a young child. He didn’t even want to think about the extra difficulty of grubbing around for food, everything stunted and just as slow as his parents.

When he finally had his freedom from burdens he both loved and loathed at the same time, he found himself alone in a world well past caring.

There were no neighbors; his street was deserted. Most people had succumbed to The Lethargy within the first year or two of it becoming a worldwide epidemic. Others lasted longer, some drifting into coma-like states imperceptibly, day after day, year after excruciating year. And this is how his parents had been. It was a curse more than a blessing. Nobody should have to see their parents eaten away in such a way. Creeping Lethargy was what the few people he had encountered called it. Those people were long gone now. By the time he was a teenager he was alone.

The street he had lived in his whole life was as if waiting for inhabitants to take up residence. But they had already been and gone, fading as they gave up any interest in the world around them. At the time it had all seemed so normal — the lack of people, the unending sadness. A heavy weight that bore down on you, threatening to take you with it deep into blissful ignorance. Why not simply allow yourself to wither on the vine, joyless and stinking? What else was there now anyway?

But Sy had not succumbed to The Lethargy, Creeping or otherwise. As the planet was cleansed and modern life as it had once been known became nothing but the stuff of legend, Sy stayed fully aware of himself and the cesspit that was the world he had been born into. Whole, that’s what he was. He remained one of The Whole, a rarity just a short generation after billions died because they could no longer muster enough energy to feed themselves or take a sip of water.

Sy was somewhat of a miracle: a birth that matured into adulthood, with no sign of dying a pitiful and premature death. He stayed alert, actually grew as a person once the shackles of parental responsibility were shaken off.

Yet loneliness threatened to take away his gift of life. It was soul crushing in its intensity. He had wandered the towns, cities and tiny villages of the United Kingdom looking for something, anything that would break the unending misery and monotony of nothing but his own company. His travels made his head hurt. So much of the previous world he had been born at the tail-end of relied on social structures and rules so complex it was impossible to believe they were true.

There had been constant streams of traffic — road, air and sea — making the economy function. Hospitals cared for the ill and had regular medicines delivered. Schools taught every child in the country, for free. Everyone had a car and everyone had enough money to buy food and shelter. Now things were different. His world was one of desolation. Nature claimed back what used to be hers, slowly and methodically what was built by man was returning to green. Much like The Lethargy slowly chipping away at what was once a Whole person, so the plants and vegetation took back what was once theirs.

The animals came out of hiding.

Sy saw it all as he traveled the motorways where possible, the small roads, the lanes and the tunnels and bridges which he loved so much. Roads were mostly impassable, blocked by traffic rusting where it stood. There were small cars, huge trucks, motorbikes and lorries with tons of food, now all rotten or long gone. Once he even came across a huge airplane, the biggest thing he had ever seen, just sat there across a six lane road. He dared not go inside for fear of what he might find.

Towns were nothing more than piles of debris and a reminder that man once dominated all. Now the trees grew inside shopping malls, and the animals made their homes in once glorious palaces.

Yet he continued roaming. He picked up hints here and there of something hidden. Of an escape, a promise of salvation. He caught whispers in ages old books, scraps of ancient newspaper talking of a man, a person more than just Whole. Someone who went beyond what it was to be a normal human in the traditional sense. Someone who had power. That person had built The Commorancy.

He found graffiti hinting at such a place, talk in the papers and magazines that littered the floors in tiny shops, signs hanging on their doors saying "OPEN" — still welcoming paying customers. The owners long dead, too far gone into The Lethargy to even close up shop.

Then he found The Web.

Sy discovered that he wasn’t alone. There were others: good people. Bad people too. There were more like him. There were people that were Whole, people that wanted to rebuild. To take back what had once been humanity’s and build it again, but to do it right this time.

They all tried to make their way to The Commorancy.

Myth and legend abounded, the hints he found scattered across the UK were nothing more than a tease to someone who dreamed of having a genuine conversation with another human being.

So when Sy discovered there was a virtual world inside computers that contained more information than he ever knew existed he thought he was in a dream. Why had nobody told him such a thing was even possible? How could he have gone so long without such knowledge?

It was simple — his parents never knew there used to be a thing named The Web. Let alone that Marcus, the leader and absolute ruler what remained of the United Kingdom, had resurrected it soon after it had gone dark, years before Sy had even been born.

Now there was nobody left to use it apart from a handful of hopefuls that had followed the convoluted path that weaved back and forth, finally leading you to a salvation of sorts. Marcus’ home.

There was a dark side too. This was not the only path. But Sy was of a positive nature and could see what had once been. He wanted a part in what was to come, not to speed up what The Lethargy had begun. That was the vision of The Eventuals, with their permanent head to toe red tattoos and their unbending belief He had wanted an end to humanity and they had been chosen to speed things up any way they could.

Now it had all been for naught.

Was this really how it ended? With a scrap of paper that told him nothing, nothing at all about what to do next? It was enough to make you give up, crawl into a hole and let the world creep over you and take you down into The Void.

~~~

Years ago, too many for Sy to comfortably think about, he began his quest to find The Commorancy in earnest. The more he delved, the more fascinated he became. Ruled by Marcus, self-styled oligarch, absolute autocrat of what he himself had built over who knew how many years. The building, if it could be called that, had been born of whispers and as The Lethargy spread it passed in and out of myth and legend until nobody quite knew whether it existed or not. Was Marcus still alive? How old would he be now if he still was? Did somebody else run it now? It was a long time ago that such rumors had begun, Sy was sixth generation after all.

He made it his business to find out.

Travel was abandoned and Sy settled down to uncover best he could what he had to do to gain access.

It took years.

He read books in all forms: digital — which had been coming into its own before nobody could be bothered to write anymore — magazines, newspapers, periodicals, novels with obscure references, fact, fiction, and more. He became consumed. He had to find the tyrant’s lair and become a part of the only thing worth a damn anymore.

Sy scoured The Web for days, then weeks, then months. Coming to dead-ends, having false hopes, following downright misleading paths. He gave up time after time. The Web was nothing like it had been, as he discovered the more he delved. It used to be all-encompassing. A Worldwide Web is what it had been called. Now he had a UK only version, run, he suspected, from right within The Commorancy itself. How else could it be up and offering information, if of a somewhat limited nature compared to the original Web used by those lucky enough to have lived long before Sy was even conceived?

Marcus the despot was playing with him, this he became convinced of. If not him then one of his descendants, or his acolytes.

He grew resentful, spent days in tears, days angry, ranting at the fascist ruler of a secret he seemed unwilling to share with those in need. Yet he always returned to his studies eventually.

Then he found it, what he was looking for. A way in if the information was to be believed. So he followed the leads given, paid the dues asked, and completed mind-bending tasks then questionnaire after questionnaire, designed to peer into his very being, or so it seemed.

Now here he was, staring yet again at a cheap scrap of paper delivered somehow to his pillow while he slept. He didn’t have a clue what to do next.

Thwack.

Sy smacked his head with the flat of his hand. How could he have been so stupid? It was obvious. He quickly searched The Web for what he was looking for, the answer so clear he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it straight away.


NO NEED TO PANIC


“OKAY, NO NEED to panic, I’ve got plenty of time,” grouched Sy to himself as he made preparations to follow his invitation. He felt sick to his stomach that he had wasted so much time staring at that damn piece of paper, but no matter, it was done. He was sure he was on the right track. At least he hoped he was. There was always a little nagging doubt that he was totally wrong.

The problem was that trees had become a symbol early on once The Lethargy had been given a name. There was that weird Oak growing in Birmingham, a twisted symbol of the rising factions that wanted humanity gone, but he never could get his head around how that tied in with forcing something to grow in such an unsuitable environment. But other trees had featured too, and Sy was born just soon enough to still remember talk from his parents about other aberrations that had appeared almost immediately after The Lethargy contaminated the planet.

In his stressed-out state, once he had received his rather cryptic invitation, Sy had forgotten a tale told to him as a young child about the rise of Marcus.

But the story, he finally recalled the story. Good job too. He would never find the answer to the riddle on his invitation otherwise.

Sat in the place he had called home for years now, although it never felt like it, he thought back to when he was a young boy. Now a man of twenty-one it wasn’t so easy to look back to his youth — his memory had never been good — but he remembered enough to recall the story with vivid detail.

He was about eleven he guessed, maybe a bit older. His parents had him at a relatively young age, but were confident they would remain some of the lucky ones. They showed no signs of Lethargy when they tried to conceive, feeling it their duty to have children, hoping they too would remain Whole.

But by the time he was eleven Creeping Lethargy had taken a hold of his parents, particularly his mother. She was little use by now, a ghost, a sickly shadow haunting their home, always making him jump as he came across her in random places, normally unwashed, unkempt, often naked. His father did his best, but he too was beginning to show signs of the most horrible of ways to lose yourself — he knew what was happening and had to try to look after his wife and son while he faded into nothing.

Sy fidgeted with his hair that was always a mess, he brushed it to the side away from his eyes, across a heavy brow that somehow suited his swarthy frame. He lost himself in thought as he recalled the time his father had told him the story falteringly. This was right before the shell of a man before him was lost completely. Sy ached for such companionship but knew he would never have it again.

“But why Daddy, why did it fall?” asked Sy, sat cross-legged on the floor at his father’s feet, wide-eyed and engrossed in the story of a time hard to imagine, yet a very real part of his heritage.

“Well, as more and more people worked from home, as everything got more automated, or people had no jobs at all, then a lot of technical work was carried out by computers. The whole world was connected. Everybody had a device that allowed them to talk to any other person on the planet instantly. Even Daddy had one.”

“Really? What was it like?” Sy played along, knowing his father was getting confused, but trying to keep him alert enough to finish the tale.

“Oh, just a little thing, nothing special. I never kept up with the latest models or anything. Anyway, where was I? Ah, yes. So, lots of things were automated, and it meant that there were lots of satellites in the sky. Thousands of them. Some as small as your hand, some as large as big houses like the house on the corner that I know you go to play in even though I told you not to.” Sy’s father looked at him sternly, but then smiled as best he could.

“Sorry Daddy, I won’t do it again.”

“Don’t tell lies Sy, it’s one of the worst traits people have. Now, all of these things flying around the earth were for making phones work, for other communication, watching the weather so we knew if it would be sunny or not, and… oh, countless other things. Lots of countries had them, many owned by governments, others by the big businesses that controlled most of the jobs and the money.

"The thing is Sy, everything else was getting automated too, so when you went to do things you used machines, you never really saw many people anymore. In lots of stores you did your shopping, paid a machine, and left without ever being served by a person. It all stopped.

"I’m not saying it was bad but it was different. You won’t have experienced any of it, neither did I, but it was like the world was locking itself away, and I guess maybe that was our punishment: The Lethargy. Maybe that was it beginning and we didn’t even notice? Nobody knows.”

“Daddy,” moaned Sy. “The story, carry on with the story.” Sy’s father had a tendency to drift now, recalling things he himself had been told by parents and grandparents. Sy wanted to hear about The Tree.

“Sorry. Well, lots of satellites fell. They were abandoned out above the earth. When nobody monitored the computers they broke, or people lost track of what was where and the satellites collided out in space. Most are still up there you know, just orbiting the planet, and they will forever. But some lost their courses, others crashed and changed direction. Some just inexplicably headed back to earth.”

“Did they get The Lethargy too?” asked Sy, wondering if machines could have what Mummy and Daddy now had.

“I don’t know, maybe,” said his father, waving away the question with a skeletal hand. “England was lucky, nothing hit us at first. We are so small we are easy to miss. But eventually an old thing from who knows when hit the south of England causing total chaos. It flattened a whole village and killed everyone. It left the houses in ruins and the countryside black. There were just enough TV stations left for people to see it on the news, but you know what the worst thing was?”

“Nobody did anything?” Sy was all too familiar with how people acted by now to guess any other way.

“That’s right, why would they? Damn, sorry, they should have is what I meant. I’m sorry Son, and please don’t remember me like this, or when I get worse. Remember me when I would run around with you and we would go do things and see things together. The crater was huge, but nobody did anything. People were trapped, dying, and all they got was a poor haggard woman on the television telling that this village was ruined.”

“And then Marcus saved the day didn’t he Daddy? He saved everyone.”

“That’s not entirely true, Son, not quite what happened. Now, you have to understand that at this time the power was not reliable anymore, although I know you find it hard to believe they used to have such things all the time. It would come and go but it was weeks later when we got it back for a while and all there was on the television was a repeat message from Marcus telling how we shouldn’t give up hope, and that he would find a way to make it better, or at least help people.”

“But…”

“Yes, Son?”

“Nothing Daddy, carry on please.” Sy knew his father was getting confused again, telling the story as if he had been there, rather than re-telling what he had been told. He understood it was best not to correct him, he wanted to hear about The Tree, and Marcus.

“He was too late to save most people, they died immediately. But he got some people out of the buildings alive, and he did plant the tree. But it isn’t in the way you think. It was a dark time and Marcus may be what we have, but he isn’t a Saint by any means. He enslaved people.”

“He made people slaves? How?”

“Well, this is it isn’t it? Nobody knows how he did it, and you must bear in mind that he was very young too. He was one of the few that were known as Whole, but he was more as well. Awoken is what I think they call it now. He had powers, or he found powers inside himself. I was Whole once too, and for a long time, just like your mother. Marcus was different. This was before he disappeared, never to be seen again, although there are rumors about him so I have heard.

"He did something to The Lethargic, sending them to dig up the bodies. It was on the news, he showed clips, and it wasn’t pretty. These poor people were blank-faced, lost to The Lethargy, almost dead. He controlled them and they did what he wanted. They dug out the bodies and then they died.”

“Who died Daddy? The Lethargic?”

“Everyone. Those that dug and those that were dug out. They were all gone to The Lethargy like nearly everyone else. But it was a sign, and Marcus didn’t stop there. Huge numbers of people filled in the massive crater, they filled it until it was gone. Then they cleaned up the debris and they cleared the countryside. Marcus planted a nice tree right there on top of the broken village at the center of the deserted countryside. Then he made a promise.

"He promised that the tree would grow to be a great tree. That it was a symbol of man working with nature, not against it. It was a symbol of man’s ability to do right, to respect nature and make something beautiful. It was just a simple thing, not like The Oak, that freak of nature. This was just a simple tree planted amid the carnage man had caused to himself and to the earth. I think Marcus wanted to make a point, that his way wasn’t one that needed more destruction, unlike the followers of The Eventuals.”

“Was he a bad man then Daddy?”

“You mean is he still a bad man? He is still alive you know? Although I find it hard to believe, he says he will be for a long time to come. Who knows? Was he bad? Well, there is no easy answer to that. There is never a simple answer. We all do bad things, maybe even sometimes when we think we are being good. He had noble intentions that is for sure. And he gave people hope. Hope that people could rebuild, do things better. Mainly, he showed that not everyone was going to simply give up. Most had. Whether or not they had The Lethargy the days of a community were pretty much over. Marcus controlled people against their will, that isn’t right. At least I don’t think so. But then, if he used me to do something good once I didn’t know? Well, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all.

"Marcus disappeared not long after The Tree grew, there were some who didn’t like what he did. I think it was just the beginning. There are a lot of rumors about him now. People seek him out. Maybe it’s all myth, I don’t know. I’m too tired these days to think about it to be honest. Sy? Sy? What’s the matter?” Sy was in tears at his father’s feet, his dirty face a mess, sniffing and trying to stop the flood.

“I don’t want you to die Daddy, I don’t want Mummy to either. But I can’t stand seeing her like she is, or you. And it doesn’t seem like anyone is good, not even Marcus.”

“Welcome to the world Sy, it’s not going to get any easier.”

“Daddy? Daddy? DADDY!”

His father never said another word. He faded away until he died from starvation many months later. He never left his chair.

~~~

Sy dried his eyes just as he had all those years ago. He tried not to think about the passing of his family — he had mourned enough, more than enough. He packed his few belongings — he had nothing he cared about anyway — and set off on a bicycle to find The Tree that his father told him about as if the events had happened to him.

The burning question was how did Marcus know that Sy knew the story? Had he left a trace of his knowledge somewhere? He didn’t think so. There was an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. He had the distinct feeling he had been violated in ways he knew nothing of. It made him feel dirty. Yet he completed his journey, making it to a beautiful understated tree sat alone in a field, on the remains of a once picturesque village in rural England. Above him the sky promised a future alive with potential. Cluttered as it was with unseen satellites making their cold, repetitive journey around the earth once more.

Below? Just an insignificant burial ground for a small population that nobody but Sy and Marcus even remembered existed.

~~~

Three days later he was being led down a corridor by what can only be described as a rather petulant goat. At least he was in. Sy was the latest in what was to become a long line of visitors to The Commorancy, last bastion of hope for humanity in a world where The End didn’t come with a bang, it just fizzled out with barely a whisper.


GRAB A SPADE 


WELCOME TO THE garden, read the little wooden sign, paint peeling, letters barely legible. It was staked into the grass a stone’s throw from the entrance. Marcus and Kirstie were standing just inside the door to Room7. Marcus wasted no time — he already had bare feet so he could enjoy the delight of the soft blades tickling his soles. Near to the welcome sign was a twee collection of other small signs: Keep off the Grass, Clean up After Your Dog, and even a garden gnome or two with fishing rods — ever hopeful, but never likely to catch a thing. Marcus had thought it funny, a great antithesis to what you experienced when you allowed your eyes to wander around the delights Room7 had to offer.

“You can stay if you like, others have. Some a long time, others not so much. Ah, the grass feels delightful,” said Marcus, wiggling his toes deeper into the lushness. He looked at Kirstie with concern. “What? You don’t like it?”

“Like it? Are you serious? How is this possible? Is this real, I mean really here? Things like this don’t exist, not in this world, not now, not for me.” It was too much, she knelt in the grass, the impossibly lush green grass. Kirstie wept.

Marcus stood there, concern on his face, but mixed with happiness. You couldn’t be unhappy when confronted with the view of The Garden when you walked through the door. Or from any other vantage point, of which there were inestimable.

“This is beautiful, beyond beautiful,” said Kirstie, tears drying, better to appreciate the glory before her.

“As I said, you can stay if you like. This is your Room. You wanted something, I am trying to give it to you. Many have stayed. Well, some. But I think this is truly your Room, you fit here. If you choose to leave, then the door is at the far end.” Marcus pointed off into the distance, the exit impossible to see from such a range. “If you feel a little funny then don’t worry, you will get used to it.”

Kirstie was too stunned to take in even a small part of what lay before her, so she tried to focus on Marcus, for now. “Why would anyone leave? It’s… it’s… exquisite. So beautiful.”

“You know. Stuff,” he said dismissively. “Things. Expectations. Wanting something different. My fault really. Giving people the wrong door maybe, not what they truly wanted. I’ve got it wrong a couple of times, learning, refining the selection process, understanding what is needed. Not anymore. Now everyone gets the door they should. Everyone. You too. This is what you want?” Not a question, he knew. But still, it was polite to ask.

“I don’t understand,” said an awed Kirstie. “How can this be here, through one of the doors? It makes no sense. I mean, I thought the building was an old bunker or something, you know, like a nuclear shelter, an army thing, something like that.”

“Whatever gave you that idea?” smirked Marcus. “Ah, the concrete. Yes?”

“Well, yeah. That, and it all seemed so utilitarian, and, you know, kind of like what you would expect when you go somewhere that has Rooms you get locked into until the time is right. Like The Rules say.”

“The Rules are mine. Not all the same. Rules for people, lots of them. Your Rules. The ones I give to you, are for you. Others have different ones. Only one Rule is the same. Once the door closes, and I lock it, you are never to try to leave by the door, you must not touch the door. You must not try to leave by the door. Nobody leaves that way. Ever.” Marcus made sure he emphasized how important it was. He had measures in place, ways to keep the Rooms secure, to make it impossible for uninvited to ever get in. It meant those inside could only ever leave the way they came in if he allowed it.

“I won’t, I promise.”

“Good. When you can leave by the door I will open it. When you fulfill your part of the promise. Yes? Then the door opens. Not before. But for you? Another door. That way,” he said, pointing. “This is a good Room, no doubt. I’m actually still surprised by it. Really puts things in perspective, right? And you may leave, via the other door, any time. Not this one though.” He pointed to the open door, the old lock oxidized, the bolts and hinges appearing to be hanging in place by rust that would disintegrate at a touch.

“Doesn’t look solid, secure. No?”

Kirstie shook her head. The lure of Room7 overpowering her with its sheer impossible beauty.

“No matter. Appearances are deceiving. I like my doors. The texture, the history. But The Rules stand. Leave the door alone. Now, there are a few things to go over, I know you are a hard worker, that you love nature. But this,” said Marcus, waving his hand around, spinning 360 degrees, “is just a bit special. The maintenance is not for the lazy. You up to it?”

“You betcha. Where’s the spade?”

~~~

Kirstie was third generation Whole. Born into a world where The Lethargy was all there was for the majority remaining. By the time she was a teenager worldwide news traveling around the globe in seconds was a thing of myth — you couldn’t imagine such complexities in the world she was born into. She was told of the power of technology, how it had worked, how information had been so readily available.

It often seemed her parents marveled at such wonders more than she did — she was happiest just playing in the dirt, climbing trees. She wasn’t concerned with rebuilding what had once been, it sounded horrible — people rushing around all over the place, roads clogged with smelly vehicles, buildings blocking out the sunlight and everyone so stressed out about making money they died young and ate things made in factories that would kill them.

To Kirstie it sounded like The Lethargy had begun long before it had actually been labeled.

Since she was a child Kirstie was all bubbling energy and thick dark curls, constantly up to mischief, obsessed with growing things. The perfect candidate for her Room many years later.

She was happy as a child. She played, she explored, and she had enough to eat. The random way people are born in one place or another, to parents not of their choosing, in a period of history that is entirely arbitrary meant Kirstie happened to be born to strong-willed parents that taught her as much about the world that was, and the world she now lived in, as they possibly could. She was taught of how humanity once thrived, then what it had been reduced to.

Much of it she thought of as fairy tales told to young children to keep them amused, but as she developed into a young woman and things took a turn for the worse in her life, she came to understand that what she had been told was, for the most part, entirely true.

As she hit her teenage years her family fell apart before her eyes. Depressingly slowly. Up until then she had the good fortune to live with not only her mother and father, but an aunt and her grandfather on her mother’s side. The rest had passed from natural causes before she was born, or when she was very young. Since The Lethargy descended on humanity only a few from her family tree had succumbed, those that did passed quickly, often confused with mere old age. It was a strong line she came from on both sides, and rare indeed for so few to perish. But few children were born from either line — there were no other relations left after three generations.

A once happy life fell apart as her grandfather passed — going from a strong, huge gnarled bulk of a man, to a frail, decrepit, haggard shell of a human being within less than a year. It took over quickly, ravaging his body. For much of his final time on earth he was nothing more than a vegetable. Eyes unseeing, all motivation dried up like a grape left in the sun too long. Dessicated and ashen-faced, he died without ever knowing it was his time.

Her parents went in a similar fashion. Her mother passed first, in a similar way to her grandfather, but the responsibility was Kirstie's, and it tore her apart. It took away her joy at the world, almost breaking her entirely.

Then it was her father’s turn. The day it became apparent filled her with a dread she had never experienced since.

“Kill me Kirstie, you have to do it.”

Kirstie just sobbed. Her father had asked before when he roused from The Creeping Lethargy that taunted him and his daughter. He could be vacant for days, unable to fend for himself, then have a burst of normality for a few hours, coming to as if from a dream of a half life. The horrors of what he had become crowding his awareness.

“Dad, I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t.” Kirstie held back the tears — there had already been too many. She didn’t have any left for the husk that was her father.

“Then let me do it. Get me the gun, I can do it now. I’m okay at the moment, but I can feel this damn curse inside of me, ready to take me again. It’s horrible Kirstie, it’s like being a fish, swimming around in a little bowl, all hazy and clouded like you need to breach the surface and take a deep breath of life. Except you don’t know it’s happening, not really. You just feel like a wisp of what you are… oh, I don’t know, it’s just horrible is all.” He looked at her with imploring eyes, begging to be allowed a final release from his living hell.

In the end she just left.

As he became lost to The Lethargy, never resurfacing for a last taste of life, Kirstie settled him in his favorite chair out in the garden, set up the parasol so he was in the shade, and walked away from her life — from what remained of his.


IT'S BEEN A WHILE 


UGH, AT LEAST this is the last one for now. Marcus felt terrible, he'd never had to disturb a guest before in his long life, now he was about to do it again. It was odd, but seeing people he hadn't spoken to in the flesh for so long was kind of nice; maybe he was getting lonely in his old age? No time to dwell on personal matters though, there were things to do, and this was just the start. Ah, that's why I'm almost happy, adventure awaits!

Marcus made his way to Room7: The Room For The Garden. His favorite, yet least visited Room for way too long. The Room was unique, the only one in the long history of The Commorancy occupied by more than one person simultaneously. Marcus now enforced a single person per Room rule after allowing it right back near the beginning. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but he thought it may lead to complications so never repeated the experiment. Kirstie had been inside for two and a half centuries now, and things had changed significantly since her arrival. Sadly, he had to interrupt her life to warn her that things may become a little out of the norm fairly soon.

“Hello Kirstie,” said Marcus. “It’s been a while.” He beamed, happy to see her again.

“Oh no, I knew it was too good to be true.” Kirstie’s world collapsed around her in a heartbeat, happiness replaced with dread that her suspicions were true.

“What? You are happy, yes? You have led a good life now? I gave you that?”

“I thought so, yeah. But look at you. You look the same as before. What did you do? This some type of virtual reality? You’ve just been tricking me and messing with me?” She stood, putting down her pruning shears, rising from the mat. Still youthful, she felt like she was aging by the second as her world disintegrated into a lie. “So, none of it’s real, right? I should have known. This place, a husband, a baby? Too good to be true.”

“I don’t understand. It’s all real, it’s what you wanted.” Marcus was playing, he understood her concerns, it had happened before, many times. It was impossible for people to truly believe what happened in The Rooms, even when their own senses told them it was true.

Too many obsessions with technology, he mused. People think virtual reality and nanobots are real.

“Look at you, you haven’t aged a day. Same clothes, same hair. Same bloody face. How did you do it? What’s it been, like a day in some messed up virtual world or a weird memory implant or something?”

“Kirstie, you give me too much credit. I couldn’t do any of that even if I wanted to. There isn’t that kind of technology left. Well, we never got that far to begin with. No, this is all real. It’s just that there has been an, um, interruption, and it’s only fair to warn you… to come get you. Sorry. And me? Well, I’m just feeling nostalgic today, going through a punk phase I guess. I didn’t realize it was what I had on before when you first came here. You have my apologies, sincere ones,” he said, tugging at a Ramones t-shirt, his favorite.

“And let’s just say I have some very good moisturizer and leave it at that for now. Maybe one day I will tell you more, but now isn’t the time. Your husband, I am sorry about the loss. But you had a long and happy life together here? The baby? Where is he? And anyway, what about you? You haven’t exactly aged like you should have, have you? I told you this at the start, so why is it so odd that I look the same?”

“Well, haha, okay, I’ll give you that. But have you seen the lines? Look at my eyes.” Kirstie got up close to Marcus, turning her head so he could see the fine crows feet at the corners of her eyes.

Marcus recoiled in mock horror. “My god woman, you let yourself go didn’t you. You look positively ancient!” said Marcus, holding his hands to his face, peeking through fingers at the haggard old crone before him.

“Okay, fair point, I guess it’s not bad for all this time is it? I did the daily exercises, we both did. I guess we convinced ourselves something weird was going on and it hadn’t really been so long. How long has it been, really? No funny business mister, I’ve got your number.”

“How about a round two-fifty give or take a bit? Sound okay?”

“Years? Damn, that’s pretty cool.”

“Of course years, it wouldn’t be days now would it. You have the honor of not only being one of the longest staying guests, but also having the best Room by far. Only a few were here before you, and they… never mind.”

“Not bad is it? I can’t thank you enough Marcus, all of us.” Kirstie wondered what happened to those that came before her. There were a few generations so it could have been quite a few people she guessed.

Marcus and Kirstie both stopped to look upon Room7, by far the most labor-intensive part of the whole of The Commorancy. It was a legacy, a "just in case" as far as Marcus was concerned.

When he first realized what he could do entering The Noise, he made it his mission to avoid the extinction of humanity, yet he made an awful lot of mistakes along the way. He was manipulative, oppressive and downright wrong in those early years. The one thing he got right was building a sanctuary. A place of learning, a place to hold onto humanity. To teach, or to simply offer an escape. For the right people their future was guaranteed for a rather long time if they managed to get an invitation. Just like The Eventuals that slowly came into existence, Marcus had a deep love for the natural world, he merely wanted man and woman to be a part of it. With The Lethargy being a brand new phenomena, and nobody knowing what would happen in a few generations, Marcus not only built the place as a whole but he built The Garden too. A Room like no other.

It was vast, mile upon mile of incredibly beautiful landscape that felt like it was occupied by magical beings — perfect, all shimmering and full of beauty. There was no magic here though, just the most perfect piece of landscape that had ever been created by man. Marcus built it to ensure that if something obscene happened to the world then at least there would be a tiny slice of it left.

He never imagined how hard it would be to build.

Marcus was pulled from his reverie by Kirstie beaming at him, a tiny bundle in her arms. “He was sleeping. Say hello to Uncle Marcus then. Dale? Dale? Ah, he’s tired, very hard being a baby you know, all that sleeping and pooping to do.” Kirstie beamed down at her three-month-old baby, joy spilling out into The Noise, making it almost a physical object to Marcus.

A tear trickled from Marcus’ eye. He wiped it away, happiness making him forget why he was here in the first place. “He’s beautiful Kirstie, gorgeous. And about time too, I thought you would never get around to it.”

“Hey, we had lots of practice I’ll have you know. The little man just took his time deciding to make an entrance. Better late than never though, eh? It’s just a shame his daddy never got a chance to see him. How I wish he did. Are there many left Marcus? Many babies? Many people?” Happiness turned to sadness in an instant as Kirstie thought about the state of things when she first left the outside world all those years ago. It was so sad out there back then, hopefully it would have gotten better by now. It couldn’t have got any worse.

“It’s worse.”

“Damn. That’s not what I wanted to hear.”

“But look on the bright side, you have a baby! How amazing is that? Nobody has them anymore. They are so rare. Most that are born have The Lethargy… sorry, not what you want to hear.”

“No, I need to know it Marcus. He is all right though isn’t he? I think he is, he likes to kick I know that.” It was the one thing Kirstie had been dreading more than anything else — finding out that her precious son would be unable to fend for himself, that he would succumb to The Lethargy, eat away at himself, never be bothered to go out and explore the world, do things. Her Awoken mind told her he was Whole, that he would never succumb. She could see it running through him — a strong life-force.

Marcus smiled widely, pleased to be the bearer of good news. “He’s perfect, don’t you worry about that. More than perfect. He won’t succumb, he is entirely Whole, more so, just like you. Unlike your husband. Sorry, but it’s best to be honest. Your family line has great promise Kirstie, infinite potentials, myriad futures are out there you know, infinite futures lived by infinite yous. You just have to pick which one you want, and the little man can do the same too. He can become anything he wants to be. Anything.”

“Oh, wow. Not sure I was wanting more than for you to say he was healthy and Whole, but thanks… I think. If Mike could see us now. But we had a long life together, and I will always thank you for that Marcus.” Kirstie smiled quizzically, really not sure about Marcus’ words. All of a sudden the responsibility had grown tenfold. If there were hardly any Whole being born, or any babies at all, and hers could be something grand, then it gave a whole new meaning to parental responsibility.

“Ahem.”

“What? Sorry, miles away.”

“I was saying, I would love to stay and chat longer but can you please come with me? We need to have a meeting, a communal powwow. Sorry, I am very embarrassed to have to ask you to leave your Room, this is entirely a unique and most ungratifying situation I find myself in. I need your help I’m afraid. We need to go.”


UNCOMFORTABLE GROUPING


“WELL, HMM, THIS is a little awkward,” said Marcus, dressed for the occasion in leather trousers, a bright red sweater and a rather large, battered felt hat. “Gosh, it’s been a while since I had the pleasure of being in such a large group of people… sorry, just trying to remember when it was… long time ago. Anyway, no matter, to business I am afraid.” A dark frown crossed his face fleetingly, thick veins pulsing at his neck, before he calmed himself and the blood pumped slower. He shook his head as if making space for something.

The disturbed guests were crowded in The Very Comfortable Room. Marcus had led them there after rousing each from their own private dream-life and collecting Letje, who had waited so long she began to get a little bored.

The furniture and surroundings may have been plush and aesthetically pleasing, but the guests were somewhat quiet and uncomfortable. There were murmured conversations, a few hesitant introductions, the only real sounds being Umeko cooing over Kirstie’s beautiful baby. The minute Umeko had seen the child she had gone up to Kirstie and introduced herself, then asked to hold the baby. Kirstie knew that it was the right thing to do, that this was a good woman, a woman ready to have a baby of her own, so handed over her precious bundle gladly. Dale was more than happy to meet somebody new. He smiled up at the plum colored face that beamed down at him making soothing sounds. It was obvious Umeko was born to be a mother.

Letje shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, aware that she was very much younger than the people present, yet not knowing by quite how many years. Others, such as Stanley and Calvin, were quiet yet content to do as Marcus wished. Calvin was especially silent, still reeling from the information overload going on all around him. Astolat murmured with Sy, but most of all everyone was wondering what would happen now.

“Please make yourselves comfortable. I know this isn’t ideal but I will be back shortly, I just have a few things to attend to. There is no need to panic, I am sure everything will be dealt with in due course. Make yourselves at home, get to know each other a little, although I know new social situations can be awkward. Please, don’t worry.” With a flourish and a fast departure, the guests were left alone.

“Oh,” said Marcus, his head popping back around the door, his hat almost falling off his head. “Letje, to you most of all I apologize. This must be very disappointing for you my dear. Here I am promising you a Room and all you do is hang around then get moved with little explanation. I’m sorry, I will make it up to you. I promise.”

With that, Marcus was gone.

Letje sat on her seat and tried not to blush at the undue attention this had drawn her way.


SLAUGHTERHOUSE AESTHETIC


MARCUS NEEDED TIME to think — to formulate plans and go through potential scenarios as The Contamination loomed ever closer.

He had on a crisp white jacket, utilitarian, not for evening wear. White shirt and trousers, even white rubber boots. Finishing off the look was a matching hat along with a pair of long rubber gloves that reached up to his elbows.

The only thing that ruined the pristine outfit were the splashes of blood that spattered the ensemble — he looked like a butcher with a penchant for abstract art.

There was nothing like some good old fashioned butchery to take your mind off being rude to your guests. Although he intended to make up for it.

Marcus was in The Slaughter Room. Located conveniently next to The Room For Future Meals. Unsurprisingly, it was to be goat on the menu for his guests, although he found that he had been somewhat lax in keeping stocks topped up in the freezers. Sometimes things just got away from him, there was always so much to do — to remember. The selective breeding programs Marcus was engaged in, which were numerous, meant there were always plenty of animals dotted about The Commorancy in various appropriately named Rooms. Rooms he made sure were as close to natural conditions as he could muster but still cope with. Every so often the animals needed to be culled, either to keep bloodlines pure or as sustenance.

It always struck Marcus as somewhat incongruous that in the past people would eat animals yet squirm at the thought of having to have anything to do with their death. It was an important lesson he felt: if he was unprepared to deal with what was involved in the killing, dressing, and caring for the animals then he didn’t feel he had the right to consume their flesh. So an awful lot of the meat he ate was prepared by his own hands. Not all, but enough to keep his conscience clear. The animals led good lives, he was never cruel to them, they were treated humanely.

Bending to his task, Marcus was lost in thought and ever so slightly distracted, yet he still dealt with the carcass like a professional butcher.

A goat lay before him on the stainless steel work bench — he had already slit its throat and bled it out, then expertly taken off the skin. Now he set to butchering the young carcass with a grace fascinating to watch. The knives were large, razor sharp. Marcus moved sparingly. He cut through the body as if it were butter, so sure was he of where to slice to show maximum respect — to make cuts of meat that resulted in as little waste as possible. In a few minutes the goat, a relative of George’s that had not exactly been friendly in life, lay before him in numerous perfect joints. From legs, ribs, to more delicate morsels he would serve his guests, Marcus chopped, snipped, split, shaped, sawed and diced his way through everything edible — it would all be consumed.

It was about respect. That meant doing justice to the meat he butchered with pride and consideration.

He paused, running his favorite knife up and down the honing steel three times, then resumed his work. With a few final flourishes he was done. He then methodically packaged what would not be eaten immediately and stored it in a huge walk-in freezer, full of various animals all similarly well treated yet not what he thought his guests would appreciate for their supper. Certain things took a while to get accustomed to.

Marcus had left his guests to get better acquainted alone, thinking they might relax a little if he wasn’t there to be the center of attention. He also disliked that very thing — he was not a man used to large groups of people. The butchery allowed him to gather his thoughts, make plans, and to enter The Noise whilst he worked, feeling for what he knew was coming. It was still some distance away but gaining every hour.

Not to panic though. He was confident the defenses installed would be more than sufficient to deal with the intended incursion. If the old installations worked as they should then The Eventuals shouldn’t get within a quarter mile of his fortress. Even if they did, there were plenty more surprises waiting for them.

“Right,” said Marcus, clapping his hands together. “Now it’s time to make a culinary masterpiece with you.” The goat, understandably, did not reply.

George was nowhere to be seen. Marcus wouldn’t be so crass as to invite his friend into such a Room.

~~~

While Marcus cooked he finalized his plans. He thought about contingencies first then compiled a list of likely outcomes for what would inevitably be a situation that could not be foreseen with total accuracy. He was unconcerned about immediate threats, those he felt he could deal with easily. But he knew there would come a time when things would be somewhat challenging, so he ran through various likely scenarios in his head, all the while moving around his expansive kitchen, stirring pots, searching for herbs and spices, occasionally just standing in front of the large fire he often used to roast the meats.

On a large spit, one of the freshly butchered joints turned slowly, aromas tickling his nose gloriously. It promised to taste as good as it smelt. Marcus clanked about the huge space making quite a mess, stirring pots, banging pans, and trying to devise something special for his guests. It wasn’t often that he cooked for other people, usually it was for only a single guest at a time. It was just a shame that it wasn’t a better timed evening meal.

Marcus could feel the approach in The Noise so he went deeper, the cooking forgotten. A small contingent of The Eventuals were coming. He knew from where. What he couldn’t fathom was why on earth the man that had obviously sent them, Varik, thought they would succeed. It made no sense. This was why he felt so uneasy and had gone to such extreme measures with his guests.

Marcus dismissed the buzz for now, turning his attentions to himself, his own well-being. He slowed his heart, expanded his veins, allowed more oxygen to hit his brain — just enough to create a slight euphoria without it being a genuine high. He instructed other small tweaks to take place, from ever so slightly speeding testosterone production and release, to flushing through his liver and kidneys, eliminating any remaining toxins from alcohol.

He sped up his thrombin, then adjusted insulin sensitivity just enough so that what he was about to eat would be shuttled to the muscles rather than to fat around the waistline. This and a number of other processes occurred under his instruction, so much of it second nature now that it was little more than abstract thinking on his part. No meticulous control needed. It was certainly nothing like in the beginning when he would have to spend days at a time to change his body chemistry even an infinitesimally small amount.

What Marcus did not do was to touch the minds of those approaching, even though he could sense them there in The Noise. He was keen to find out exactly what would happen, and there was a part of him that was excited.

Sometimes a break from routine was welcome.

“Well, I think I will go and get changed for the occasion. Supper should be ready by then.”


TIME FOR SUPPER


MARCUS RE-APPEARED wearing yet another outfit, perplexing his guests with his obsession with new garb, quizzical faces obviously wondering why he felt it so important — how he got the time. “Please, follow me.” Marcus walked to the end of the Room. George trotted along beside him, somehow managing to look as if he was in charge, with Marcus tagging along. Marcus frowned as he looked at George, noting that he needed to continue the breeding program. George had some serious flaws that he was just now becoming aware of.

Maybe it’s his age? thought Marcus. Getting a little haughty the more comfortable he gets with his home?

His guests looked at each other rather shyly, then back to Marcus and his odd companion. With no other choice, the whole thing too overwhelming to know what else to do, they followed along quietly. Marcus led them around a corner where they all bunched up at a door. He placed his hand just to the left of a small scratch, only his palm and his second and fourth fingertips touching the wood. There was a faint whirrrffttt, muffled by the ancient wood. Marcus turned and smiled at the worried faces. “Now, I don’t know about you, but I could do with something to eat?” He looked at the assembled guests hopefully, eyebrows raised quizzically. “Anyone?”

“Well,” said Calvin, “I could certainly eat. But, um, I thought there was some sort of emergency? Shouldn’t we be doing something?”

“Oh, not to worry, there will be a lot to do, yes. But I always find I can deal with problems better on a full stomach. So, food then?”

There were mumbled agreements, a few "Don’t minds," and a lot of shuffling of feet coupled with confused looks.

“Right, let’s make our way to The Dining Room then shall we?” The door opened, so the group followed Marcus into a cavernous space which to all intents and purposes looked like a medieval church.

“Hey! Wait, this isn’t what was behind this door when we—” blurted out Astolat. She had been left in The Very Comfortable Room during part of her Orientation, thinking back it was probably when he went to get changed — again. He did like to pop in and out a lot that was for sure.

“Yes?” interrupted Marcus. “You were saying?” Marcus stared at her innocently, yet obviously not wanting to have the conversation at the moment.

“Nothing. randy pot boiler.” said Astolat, looking around at the huge space, a million and one thoughts going through her head.

“Okay, follow me please. It’s not far.”

The Room had an impressive rib-vault ceiling lost in shadow high above, large stone columns extending up into the dark. Small ante-chambers led off in numerous directions, the vast Room echoing loudly as they followed. George clattered along in front, never deigning to check if he was being followed. He seemed to know where he was going better than anyone.

The walk was one of confusion. From the lofty heights of the stone built cathedral-esque Room they found themselves in a simple wood lined corridor, then in a plain white Room, then in another large vaulted Room. Marcus would often stop at doors for a few seconds, chatting away, trying to keep everyone from getting too overwhelmed.

~~~

Annoying Klaxon Sound! Annoying Klaxon Sound!

“Damn, I thought I had turned that off. Please excuse me for one second, I don’t want to be rude but I must have peace while we eat.” Marcus pushed back his heavy, high back chair then left the table. He tapped away on a small device then resumed his place. “Sorry about that, height of bad manners I know, but we don’t want that racket going on while we eat, now do we? No?”

“What was that?” asked Letje, a smirk on her face, trying to keep it together with so much lunacy going on all around her.

“It’s… The Annoying Klaxon Sound. I thought it was funny at the time, now it really is just a… well, you get the idea.” Marcus frowned up at the ceiling.

“Thought it might be,” said Letje, then burst out laughing. “Sorry, couldn’t help myself. That’s just the best, I love it.”

The ice broken, everyone around the long dining table relaxed a little. The polished surface was almost totally covered in all kinds of food, each setting laid out perfectly with numerous pieces of cutlery. There was even a napkin folded into the shape of a swan at each setting.

“Wow, this is some spread,” said Letje, wondering where it all came from, how Marcus could get hold of so much real food.

“It’s from the gardens,” said Sy. “Pretty amazing, huh?” He was sat next to Letje and hoped he could calm her nerves with chit-chat. “When I first came here I thought it must be some kind of dream you know, I’d never seen so much real food in all my life. It’s easy to forget and take things for granted in here. But I try not to.”

“How long ago did you come here,” asked Letje hesitantly, unsure if such questions were bad manners or not.

“Oh, let’s just say a long time ago.”

Slowly, as they helped themselves to food, trying their best to use the right cutlery for the right course, conversations arose amongst the group of strangers. It was slow, stilted and not at all comfortable, but they all at least tried to make polite small talk. Most guests had never been in the presence of so many other people at one time. Many had not seen another living soul for numerous normal lifespans, so it was awkward and unusual to say the least.

Marcus joined in politely, trying to steer the conversations when he could, although he found the whole thing rather overwhelming himself. He was not used to dealing with so many people at once either. Not for centuries had he been in a Room with more than two people, as far as he could remember.

“Marcus? Marcus?”

“Oh, sorry, I was just thinking about something. Yes Letje?”

“What about Constantine Alexander III? Will he be okay?” Letje became aware that her simple question had been heard by all. There was silence around the table. She shifted uncomfortably, not liking the unwanted attention.

“He will be fine Letje. I will do my utmost to keep him as safe as us.”

“Who’s… what was it? Constantine?” asked Kirstie.

All heads turned to Letje and she flushed deeply. It was too much for her to take — she felt a million miles away from being in a comfortable situation.

Marcus saved her from more attention. “Constantine Alexander III is Letje’s friend, a tortoise. I named a Room after him and promised he could stay here just as long as Letje herself did. He’s actually a very interesting fellow. Did you know that he is older than most people, present company excluded for the most part, of course.”

There were faint smiles from many guests, still in awe of the gift of extended life they had been given. Or if not given, then shown how to uncover for themselves.

“Cool,” said Calvin. “I always wanted one myself, they are such interesting things.”

“Really?” exclaimed Letje, calming somewhat and trying to get a grip on just how old all the people were. It was enough to make her head spin.

Talk continued as the tension eased. The food and the huge roaring fire created a pleasant atmosphere. The crackling gave comfort to what was otherwise a rather stark and unforgiving space. It was easy to forget that there was a reason for their presence in The Dining Room beyond simply having a nice supper.

~~~

Ding Ding. Marcus tapped the side of his fluted glass with a knife and stood.

“Ahem. Well, I assume that this is all very unusual for you, I know it is for me. I am sure we will get used to it however. If I may be allowed to explain the reason for disturbing so many of you, and for the reason why Letje didn’t even get the chance to be given the key to her Room. Oh, sorry.” Marcus realized he had been waving the knife around, not the best way to put company at their ease. He placed it gently on the table and continued.

“We have an intruder problem, so I thought it best to ensure we all stay together. As you know, The Rooms are somewhat special places and it is not so easy to ensure your safety when you are so spread out. Obviously, you don’t know what other people’s Rooms were like, but trust me when I tell you that you weren’t quite as next door to each other as it appeared from The Anteroom Room.

"Recently, there have been several rather rude intrusions by The Eventuals. Totally ineffective of course. But I suspected that something else was coming, and now I think it best we all stay together as a group.

"You will not know, but each one of you is here for a purpose, not just personal to you. At all times I try to ensure that when all seven Rooms are occupied there is a reason for each person chosen above and beyond simply ensuring humanity has a fighting chance. It is to give those of us here in The Commorancy the best chance of survival should a real attack ever occur. And I feel that something very bad is coming soon, so we should stay alert.”

“I’m not quite sure what you mean by all this, Marcus. Care to explain?” said Stanley, in his usual laconic style.

“Absolutely, sorry. Well, each of you was chosen to complement the group as a whole. To bring about the best vibration within the building, if it can be called such, and to give us the best chance together. So we have our technical expert, and so much more: Calvin. We have our practical person that sees the truth of things, that’s you Stanley. We have people in tune with the natural world: Kirstie. Then we have… you know what, I don’t want to spoil it, and I don’t want you to think that you are only worthy of one kind of action, so I won’t continue with the classifications. Suffice to say, we each and every one of us complement the others. Making a very fine group capable of anything.”

“Except me,” sulked Letje. “I haven’t even been in a Room yet. What use am I?”

“You, my dear, may just be the most important person in the whole of The Commorancy. So don’t you worry about that.”

“Me! What use could I be?”

“You have infinite potential Letje, we can all see that,” said Calvin. “Right?”

There were nods and murmured agreements, everyone knowing there was certainly something there, but unsure quite what waited to be Awoken within Letje.

“Now,” said Marcus, “I’m afraid I have to leave you for some time. I need to check on numerous things and I need to be sure that the defenses are working properly. I may, um, have been a little lax with keeping things as they should be of late. It’s no easy task running The Commorancy you know? I think it best that everybody wait in The Room For The Garden, if that is all right with Kirstie?” Marcus turned in her direction.

“Of course,” said Kirstie. “Hey, it’s your Room, we just stayed a little longer than we first anticipated. Quite a bit longer.”

“You have been most welcome Kirstie. Now, would anyone like anything else to eat before we go? Also, I have something to show you before you get to see how well Kirstie has cared for The Garden.”


PRETTY BOY


A PAIR OF cold blue eyes stared down from high in the corner of the huge Room. Ancient eyes. Intelligent eyes. The eyes of a huge eagle. Its beak was curved like its talons and just as deadly. Bird, for that was his name, contemplated the scene below, knowing that soon it would be feeding time.

As Bird waited, Master stirred. Subtle changes in the drafts in the room enough to tell Bird that Varik was returning from his daily meditation.

Varik sat cross-legged and naked in the middle of the Room, straight on the cold stone. Such things could be ignored easily enough. As he came back from his own special version of The Noise he let the present wash over and center him. Pasts and futures countless in their number faded, a path followed to the present reality swallowing him up, placing him at the center of his own timeline, the one he had chosen.

He was a master of the motes, the forces present in everything, passing through everything, and he bent them to his will as he had been granted. Varik did this the only way anyone could: by controlling his own body and the minds of others.

He stayed handsome. Part of his daily meditation always dedicated to ensuring he never aged a day. His metabolism stayed working perfectly.

Varik was an attractive man from a young age. He preserved this vanity, recognizing it for what it was. When dressed, he was immaculately turned out, yet even naked he seemed to wear his skin as if he was born to royalty. The truth was entirely different. He bore but one significant desecration to his skin, had not a single tattoo, and wouldn’t dream of befouling his body. Like Marcus, Varik kept a rather boyish frame, slight yet well-muscled — a reminder of the deprivations of childhood. Yet he understood just as well as Marcus the power of myth, and in a similar vein created much of his own propaganda and mythology to further his own infamy. Part of that depended on looking the part, and he did so to perfection.

The Whole that turned to him needed something to dream of, to look up to, to idolize and believe unattainable. The religion he had forged around The Eventuals was deep, engrossing and very potent.

He felt sorry for the children he had sent to their deaths.

Their martyrdom would be remembered, even if by nobody but himself. The lies he told them were for their own good — if they knew they would not make an impact on The Commorancy then why would they have gone? If they believed they could bring down Marcus however… It was a necessary evil, although he certainly didn’t consider himself an evil man.

The unfortunate truth was that there had to be sacrifices. If The End was to come then there had to be a price. With people like Marcus ruining The Plan then Varik had to do what he could to ensure what He wished would come to fruition.

His was no easy path.

His religion was simple, yet incredibly complex at the same time. Time passed quickly as he built his virtual church, then later the physical Sacellum, and much as he loved his flock they meant nothing compared to the greater good. Varik couldn’t wait for The End, the real End, not the shadow that was currently the state of humanity. Apart from Marcus and his kind, of course. Varik was very much like Marcus in one regard: they were two of the oldest people on the planet by quite a large margin. Yet he saw it as a necessary curse, not a blessing. He saw it as the price he was paying for following through on His word. Humanity shouldn’t be here anymore. There were just a few loose ends to tie up and then they would be gone from existence forever. He wouldn’t mind dying, he looked forward to his own death, to accomplishing His Plan.

But until the day came when humanity fell into The Lethargy completely he had to stay around and see it through.

Here the contradictions began, ones he was all too well aware of. Welcoming his own death, he also reveled in his temporary existence — a life that had gone on for so long.

His church began not as a physical place of worship, rather an ideology he had spread. Those that found their way into the virtual sanctum of The Eventuals had access to all the trappings of the great religions of the past. Namely, a deep well of hope, not for this life, but for the next. His Word had been passed. The Decalogue repeatedly broken, humanity was no longer welcome, and Varik would see this judgment through to the end.

With only a few people now alive it was down to him, and others like him, to see that humanity withered, died. Most had gone within a few years of The Lethargy taking hold, but it had been generations before babies were as miraculous as manna from heaven and the planet was truly decimated. From billions it had been down to hundreds of thousands within less than a decade, the birth rate dropping almost to zero. If people couldn’t be bothered to eat they certainly had no interest in procreation.

Varik had limited success, even at the height of The Lethargy, with his virtual Word — the online world was simply too unreliable. So The Sacellum was constructed, an addition to his Home, an immense church that dominated the surrounding skyline. Faith through the power of architecture at its absolute finest. A building that conveyed His Word so well through the strength of its walls and its overwhelming interior, both visual and acoustic. Such a thing had never before been built. It was so successful those of the right mindset were captured forever the second they stood within its walls and understood how completely insignificant they were in the world.

He had watched it all happen, cursed or blessed with being more than most survivors, those that stayed Whole. He was one that had been given a gift, the gift of insight into the human body on an intuitive level, as had Marcus. So he maintained his body, his physical temple, and he stayed slim, muscular and mostly unblemished. Unlike the acolytes. Theirs was a path of following, not leading. There could never be such confusion. Yet he created the myth, built upon it until it was more than merely faith. It was true belief. Even Marcus believed much of what was whispered or written in the virtual world about Varik, yet the two had never met.

Soon, that would all change.

~~~

Hours later, dressed and washed, Varik walked through the halls of Home, modest compared to The Commorancy, yet still a marvel of engineering and dedication to detail — if anyone were to be given the tour. This had never happened, those few that entered his Home, his less ostentatious name for his seat of power, were only ever permitted to enter a limited number of Rooms.

Varik too had used his newfound powers for less than savory acts when he was young — preying on the inflicted, manipulating and bending them to his own will. As Varik grew to maturity he became more and more cynical, using and abusing his gifts with abandon to further his own ends.

He believed The End always justified the means.

Much as he was against unnecessary cruelty, he felt it was part of the natural world for the strong to prey on the weak. It was how it had always been.

Now Varik was ready to take all of his work to the next stage: to eliminate the competition — to destroy what stood in his way. Deep into The Noise he followed fleeting strands of hope and despair almost daily, counting up the numbers, manipulating where he could. Over the years, it had become harder and harder to get a grasp on just how many Whole were left alive, but the numbers had certainly dwindled dramatically. All well and good, apart from the fact that most of them ended up with at least a brief visit to The Commorancy, if not an extended stay. How was he supposed to bring about The End when Marcus showed people how to Awaken?

It really grated.

Varik pondered it all as he walked, Bird flapping noisily overhead, perching in the shadows, catching rodents and insects as he liked. He made it to The Room For Plots, and… plotted.

So far so good. Marcus had been distracted by the incursions, a sad sacrifice as they could have helped in other ways to bring about The End, but no matter, things were moving along nicely. Varik’s only concern was whether he could control enough people to bring his plan to fruition. Not only were Whole now near miraculous, but those with The Lethargy were few and far between. Varik knew that without the influence of Marcus there would be nothing but a handful left on the planet by now, instead of the thousands there currently were.

“Damn that man, why can’t he just leave things alone and let us all die off?” Varik returned to his plotting, praying everything would go according to plan. As he bent over the huge table, a vast piece of hardwood easily able to seat fifty, his pale hair fell forward covering his eyes. For a moment all was black and Varik started with a shock, sweat beading his brow, unbidden and out of his control. He had a vision of the young girl, genuinely young, not long born. Her life fast-forwarded. She was at The Oak, smiling, grown. Powerful. He spread his slender hands out on the table, fingers turning white as he pressed down hard unconsciously. He went in deeper, trying to catch more of the timeline — he didn’t like what he saw.

“This could be a real problem, Bird, we will need to be sure to deal with her. If she is in there too long then Marcus will fill her head with all kinds of nonsense, and we know that he can change people. If there is the slightest chance of people moving past Whole then he will find a way to release the power in them. It mustn’t happen with her. Dear Lord, why can’t people just die,” he shouted, disturbing Bird who flapped into the rafters, dust streaming down into the room like the death of a galaxy.

“That damn man and his interfering. You know if it wasn’t for him then there would be no more people by now, don’t you? He’s the one that has allowed them to cling to life like leeches. He. Needs. To. Be. Stopped.” A fist slammed into the table, hair-line cracks spreading out from such brutal contact.

Varik’s eyes clouded over, rolling up into his head. He went deep, then deeper still into The Noise. From the presence left at The Oak he picked up the signal of her very being and followed it. He found her name and her true self, much of which she would not yet know or understand. “Letje is it? Well, young lady, don’t get too used to anything, there is no way you are going to ever leave The Commorancy alive. Goddamn these people, is there no end to them?”

Bird drifted down lazily, settling on his shoulder, claws digging deep. Varik didn’t mind, the huge build-up of scar tissue over the years meant his right shoulder was numb. The lumps and lacerations a reminder that all was temporary, a dream; none of it was real. None of it meant anything at all. The frequent clutches of Bird meant that he stayed grounded. Sometimes new sensations came, as the lacerations built and criss-crossed upward, the side of his neck often bleeding as the claws snicked when Bird took to the wing. No matter. Life, pain, reality itself, all was just a game played in The Noise. Nothing but impossibly tiny collections of matter amusing themselves before they returned to Nothing, to The Void.

Everything made its way back in the blink of His eye.

Varik drifted for a while in The Void, neither enjoying nor not enjoying, neither being nor not being. This was the natural state of man, to be neither aware of The Empty, or not aware, just nothing. As he came to, he once again wondered just why Marcus would want to stand in the way of the perfect Nothing. Humans had their time, it seemed to go against all of His wishes to try to prolong something that was obviously meant to be over by now. Varik also wondered how many other people were left in The Commorancy. He knew that it would never be like in the early days when there were still more than enough Whole vying for entry. Like Marcus, he had also slightly lost touch with the number of survivors out in the world. Unnatural living gets wearisome. Distractions become consuming.

No matter, things were about to get interesting. And though he wouldn’t admit it, Varik was quite looking forward to having something to do for a change.

With his plan already in motion, Varik finished going over the finer points of his Plot then went to prepare himself for leaving Home — something he hadn’t done for so long he didn’t have a clue what the weather was like, or what year it was. It was inconsequential. It wasn’t like it would make any difference to anything.

He simply fancied some fresh air.


IS IT A BEE?


“IS IT A bee?” squealed Letje, jumping up and down excitedly, then getting on her hands and knees, forgetting her clean clothes as she peered closely at the insect. She squinted against the strong sunlight, brushed her fringe away, irritated it was interfering with her getting as near as possible to the buzzing creature.

“It is,” said her father. “Not something you see so much of these days, but they are becoming more common again I think. That’s a good sign you know. It means that things might just slowly be returning to how they were.”

“What do you mean Daddy? Can I touch it?”

“Oh no, don’t touch it darling. They are mostly friendly creatures but if you try to interfere with them going about their business then they might just sting you. And it hurts, a lot.”

“I won’t. Promise,” said Letje, peering searchingly at the insect, her face mere inches away. She sneezed violently, the pollen from the bright purple flower tickling her sinuses, sending the insect buzzing off to the next flower to collect nectar without an audience. Letje tried to chase after it, but it soon decided it would be better off further down the garden, away from the dangerous young hands of an excited six-year-old girl.

“Come and sit beside me, let me tell you about the bees. It’s important, not just for you, but for everybody.”

Letje stared after the exciting and unusual insect wistfully, then said, “Okay Daddy,” and sat down beside her father on the ancient wooden bench, silver and as worn as a piece of driftwood.

“Bees are such an important insect you know, and they were one of the first signs of The Lethargy. It was just that at the time nobody really understood the significance of their decline.”

“How do you know this? Who told you?”

“Well, this is why it’s important that you listen. I was told this story by my father, who was told it by his, and back it goes right to when everything was still busy and everyone did things. It’s part of your history. The stories I tell you are there for you to learn by, and maybe, just maybe, you will tell them to your own child one day. Maybe not, but we can hope. Now, bees are not only lovely fun insects, but they play a very important role in the world. They go from flower to flower and they take nectar, the tasty stuff in the plants, and they go back to their hive, where all the other bees are, and they make honey. You know what honey is, right?” queried her father, smiling as Letje licked her lips.

“I had it once, didn’t I? It was very sweet.”

“That’s right, very sweet.”

Letje recalled the conversation she had with her father like it was yesterday, not the nine years it had been. She remembered the warm sunshine, the haze of the garden, the insects buzzing, the feel of the wood of the bench and the sound of her father’s voice. And she recalled the story of the bees. Her father had told her how when the world was Whole the bees had gone into decline. Nobody knew why, it was just one of those things. The bees were needed to pollinate the plants and flowers, and as they became a rarity so crop production worldwide, as well as growth of plants in what was left of the countryside, began to slide.

The bees got lazy. There were countless speculations. Chemicals, the weather, the rise of genetically modified crops, industrialized farming techniques and the loss of the natural landscape. All of this and more was given as reason for their depopulation, but the truth was nobody really knew why the bees stopped doing what they had always done.

It was only in hindsight that the bees were connected to The Lethargy itself. Looking back a generation or two after populations were decimated it was obvious that humanity went into decline right about the same time that the bees did.

~~~

“And do you see why The Noise is so important now?” asked Marcus of Letje, as she opened her eyes from the memory of the story told long ago.

“Kind of… I think,” answered Letje cautiously, all too aware she was being told something very important by who she still thought of as the most incredibly brilliant — mad, but brilliant — man she had ever heard of, let alone met. Letje was still finding it hard talking to people, especially men apart from her father. He was the only man she had ever known, and the presence of others was still something unnatural.

“The Noise,” continued Marcus, “isn’t just one thing. Well, it is, but it isn’t. It’s everything, everywhere and infinite. It’s the thing that makes everything possible.”

“Like The Void?”

“Not quite. The Void is the source, where everything comes from, where it goes. But The Void is empty, it’s The Quiet I suppose, the opposite of The Noise.”

“But how can it be empty if it’s where everything goes and comes from?” Letje’s head was hurting and she got the distinct impression that her tutoring hadn’t even started yet.

“Gosh, this will be difficult. Normally, you would be in your Room so this would all come together and make more sense. You would have time. Let’s forget about The Void for now and focus on The Noise. That story you just recalled? That I asked you to think of? It’s The Noise. Where everything is. You, me, our memories, our futures, everything. And within that are all the connections. The hivemind of the bees, The Quiet, the ancient presence of the earth itself, the trees, the fish, and people. Humans have their own connections, just like the bees do. Except they’re different, and there are lots more of them. Most are broken for the remaining people. No, not broken, just people can’t connect. Most can’t see The Noise, or won’t. Although everyone can learn to some degree, there are just a few of us who are special. Whole and more. It was rare even when I was young — I was a freak then. Being Whole made you very different, finding out that you could access The Noise was just, well, it didn’t happen. The main thing for you to always bear in mind is that the connections are there, between people, animals, everything. Just like the story of the bees, they have their hivemind, and humans have theirs, of sorts, it’s just a lot more complex. Ah, here we are.”

“How do you know about the bees?”

“Sorry, it just spilled out, strong feelings often do. My apologies, I don’t want to intrude.”

The group stopped as Marcus halted before a huge door, easily twenty feet high and appearing for all intents and purposes like something you would find in the home of a giant. It wasn’t far from the truth, but that was a story for another day. Marcus had things to do but the snippets of conversation he managed to have with Letje were preying on his mind. He needed the girl to have her own Room, but that didn’t seem like it would be possible for some time yet. Marcus grabbed a huge iron ring and pulled, nothing happened. “Can I have some assistance here please? Ah, thank you Stanley.”

Together, they pulled on the huge ring and the door creaked open slowly. Stale air greeted them as it rushed out from its lengthy confine within. Light streamed out from the Room along with the air. It was almost blinding in its intensity.

“The Room For Weapons,” said Marcus dramatically, as they stepped inside the largest and brightest Room most of the guests had ever encountered. “Please, do come in.”

~~~

“Okay, I’m gonna say it,” said Kirstie. “Wowee!” She whistled, the sound captured and deadened by the exotic Room. Windows cut out of one side of the ancient stone walls gave glimpses of the outside world. The first time any of the guests had gotten even a hint of where they were in relation to anything else.

“Where are we?” said Letje, bluntly asking what everyone else had been wondering.

“We’re on a floating island about three thousand meters up in the air over Antarctica,” said Marcus.

“What?”

“No way!”

“How can an island float?”

“I knew it was magic.”

“Okay, okay,” smiled Marcus. “Before anyone else has a breakdown I was only kidding. No, we are on Vectis, more recently known as The Isle of Wight. Actually, it’s a lot larger than it used to be — I did some renovations. This Room was once upon a time part of the original castle, one of the few Rooms on the outer skin of The Commorancy.

“Oh,” said Calvin. “No castle floating in the sky then? Aw, I was getting excited about flying.”

“Sorry to disappoint you Calvin, but I think we all know there is no such thing as magic.”

“Says the three-hundred-year-old man who has a Room for just about everything and can access the minds of others,” quipped Sy. Like Calvin, he didn’t want to give up the miracle Marcus had joked about.

“Yeah, well, I guess you have a point.”

“Never mind all that, what’s this?” asked Letje, hefting a huge, and very dangerous looking, dull black object into the air.

“That, and do please point it at the ground rather than at us Letje, is the most cutting-edge laser weapon ever constructed. And it is very deadly,” said Marcus hurriedly, emphasizing the risk of just holding it.

“Oh, okay. Sorry,” Letje flushed, gingerly lowered the weapon, then put it back on the felt cloth she had taken it from.

“If you thought this Room was impressive up to now, just wait until you see this.” Marcus went over to a simple wooden desk and pulled something from the drawer. He pressed a button and the entire wall overlooking the ocean turned transparent. He clicked it again and it went black, then again and it went back to looking like a stone wall with small windows.

“And once more,” he said, allowing the reinforced glass to remain clear. It ran from floor to ceiling along the entire length of the Room, giving the most stunning views out to the ocean — glimpses of the mainland could be seen in the distance. Birds had set up home on the ledges below the window, so were somewhat surprised to find themselves being stared at open-mouthed by a group of people. They flew into the air, their screeches unheard by those within.

“Now, that,” said Stanley, “is a view worth bragging about. Somehow, I always thought we would be somewhere like this. I think it was the tang when I first arrived. I never could quite recall what the air tasted of, now I know. It’s the salt.”

“Me too,” said Letje. “I thought it seemed familiar as well.”

“If you would be so kind as to follow me, I will give you what I am afraid will have to be a somewhat rushed tour of The Room For Weapons. You can admire the view later, we need to go over a few important things before anyone accidentally shoots themselves, or somebody else.” Marcus was looking at Letje.

“Hey, I will have you know I am a superb shot. I’ve practiced for years with all kinds of things.” Letje stood defiant, not wanting to be seen to be a weakness within the group of mostly strangers.

“Um, Marcus, juicy watermelon, floppy rabbit bum, are there supposed to be boats out there?” asked Astolat, staring out of the window on tip-toes, shielding her eyes against the glare of the fading sun, the ocean orange with its burnt reflection.

“Well, I would rather there weren’t, but I’m afraid that this is the beginning of the arrival of our unwanted guests. I thought they would have been slower than this, but it seems like now is the time for us to batten down the hatches and hope that the defenses are up to standard. All the salt plays havoc with a lot of the equipment you know.” Marcus scratched at his head absently, forgetting he was wearing a hat. He took it off and resumed his idle rasping.

The rest of the group gathered around the windows, looking out onto the pure water, the land lost in the distance, purposely cut back hundreds of years ago so that The Commorancy could be better defended. It was a shame to despoil the coastline, but as so much had already been eroded by increasing tidal levels, Marcus actually did a good job of safeguarding it for future generations. The fortifications he put in place ensured the coast would degrade no deeper.

“Does anybody fancy an evening tipple? I know I could do with one before the pirates get here. And before you all go to The Garden. Anyone?”

There were shrugs of shoulders, looks of confusion, even a few unbelieving stares as Marcus looked around hopefully.

Pirates, thought Letje. This kind of thing doesn’t happen in my world. I mean, gosh, a few days ago I’d hardly seen another person in five years. Now I’m in a magical castle or something, and pirates are about to attack.

“Um, am I allowed a drink too?” asked Letje, hopefully.

“I don’t see why not Letje, it’s not like we have anyone who wants to check your I.D. here.”

“What’s an idee?” asked a confused Letje.

“Never mind, just showing my age I’m afraid.”

Marcus smiled and the group of people, ranging from many hundreds of years down to a blink of an eye at fifteen, turned to head for The Room For Evening Drinking before the night got very interesting.

“Splice the mainbrace,” cried Marcus, and as they left the Room he couldn’t help himself. “Aarr me hearties, there be booty to be had.” He smiled to himself, knowing there wasn’t a chance of the ships getting anywhere near The Commorancy. His main concern was how they were being sailed.

“What was that?” asked Letje, hearing Marcus muttering under his breath.

“Oh, nothing, a bit before your time I’m afraid. This old salt just be doin’ a smidge of Pirate talk. Yo ho ho,” he said, and winked at his young protégé.

It was then that Letje realized that Marcus, never one to miss an opportunity to wear appropriate, and sometimes entirely inappropriate attire, was wearing a black-and-white striped long sleeve t-shirt and three quarter length black trousers, complete with slightly pointed canvas shoes. “May as well dress for the occasion,” he said, and winked again. “Just wish I had a cutlass. There is probably one in here somewhere.” He gestured at the piles of equipment neatly arranged by period in history, deadliness, and whether it needed any formal training.

He closed the door gently and led the way, muttering Pirate catch-phrases about walking the plank and feeding the crew to the fishes as he went. George trotted along beside him, wondering if he would be nibbling on anything meaty in the near future. He suspected he would.


A SLIGHT OVERSIGHT


“UH-OH,” SAID Marcus. “I do believe there may have been a slight oversight.” All eyes turned to him.

He was already deep in The Noise.

~~~

Through tangled corridors, cavernous halls, and Room after countless Room, rose a sound that had never before been heard in The Commorancy. It echoed in the vast Room For Shouting Loud and rattled the contents of The Room For Doors. The rising crescendo reached out, filling the silence, sending dust undisturbed for centuries spiraling upward into darkness to dance with spiders.

It was the sound of ten thousand people plucked abruptly from The Lethargy, animated by a man who had every intention of sending them to The Void once they had ripped out the heart of Marcus and razed The Commorancy to the ground.

The door to The Room For Hope began to vibrate…


A BIRD'S WORK...


BIRD WAS TIRED.

Bird was happy.

Bird was dreaming — of the daring display he made when he found his mate, a dazzlingly beautiful female Wedge-tail with a distinctive white stripe right across the top of her head. He dreamed of the time they soared high together, him swooping down at breakneck speed, plummeting toward the earth to show how brave and agile he was. Her coming to meet him as he scraped the ground with his huge wings then rose back into The Blue.

She had flown upside down, mesmerizing him with her movements, him knowing she was his mate.

His head shook slightly as he fell deeper into his dream, talons clenching. Even through his deep sleep he felt the reaction from Master: a tightening of the shoulders, an involuntary flinch, even after all this time.

Bird carried on dreaming of the countless times he soared high with his chosen mate, staring down at the land, reveling in the freedom. He dreamed of the young ones in the nest, a massive conglomeration of twigs and moss that even as he slept was being guarded by his mate, high in the crenelated rooftops of The Sacellum.

~~~

Bird was a father for the first time. Two young eagles, already of enormous size, waited impatiently in the nest for their next meal. They were well over a month old now, no longer needing constant attention, but they would remain there for some time to come — until the next breeding season. Bird was very much looking forward to being able to eat all he caught himself.

Bird was as old as Varik. Older.

A youngster when the Lethargy swept across the planet, it Awoke him to sentience and saved his life.

His family had been escapees from a cruel life, nothing more than showpieces in a so-called Sanctuary. Bird should have been living in his natural environment of Australia but his parents had been illegally imported to the UK, later seized. They had escaped and lived free in the woods, where he was born, where he had lived for six months, growing strong and large.

The "accident" awoke him as he plummeted to his death. He had left home that very day and as he soared high in the air he felt a voice call out to him from far below.

It was Master.

Master sat on a rocky ledge, naked, flawless and pale against a darkening sky, the wind flapping at his hair. Bird had descended, his vast new intelligence, for he was Awoken, telling him that here was a companion for him in a world full of mysteries. Bird let his mind open, let Master in. In return? Master let his mind open too, and Bird reeled at the information shared with him.

He glided down on the rising thermals as the day cooled, and he came to land on the shoulder of the man. He flinched as blood spurted from his shoulder and neck, but Bird knew he didn’t mind.

“Hello my friend, we’ll get used to that, don’t you worry.” The man poked his finger in the blood, licked it off and smiled at Bird. Bird cocked his head to one side and took a close look at the man he now called Master.

Bird decided to stay.

He knew a lengthy future lay ahead of him, and as long as the company suited him he would stay. Bird understood the importance of the man, was happy to call him Master.

For now.


WHAT'S YOUR TIPPLE?


“WELL, WHAT WILL it be then Letje? Nothing too strong mind you, and just the one.”

“I don’t know. What’s good?”

“Try this,” said Kirstie, lifting a glass of vintage wine as she licked her lips with appreciation.

Marcus had hurried them to The Evening Drinking Room. Coming out of The Noise he understood that the threat was nothing like what he had expected. He was surprised he had made such a huge oversight, such a large mistake.

Thinking that he would awaken only those on the periphery of The Commorancy, those located nearest to the outer walls, just in case the attack somehow could succeed, he now knew that he would be forced to disturb all of his guests. It would take a while.

Still not as concerned as many would assume he should be, Marcus did the polite thing and informed his guests of the situation, in his own rather secretive way.

He could hear the dull thrum of countless risen Lethargic vibrating through the fabric of The Commorancy, breaking a silence hundreds of years strong.

“Now, I’m sorry to do this to you again, but you will have to excuse me for a few hours. I have somewhat underestimated our foe, so will have to let everyone else out of their Rooms too. I thought it would just have to be you, but that doesn’t seem to be the case at all. There won’t be any nice sit down meals for the other guests, I’m afraid. It will be a little more of a rush job.”

There was silence in the Room for a few seconds before the questions began — Marcus’ words taking time to sink in. It was Stanley’s question that was addressed by Marcus. “I thought that there were seven Rooms? Although, obviously things may have changed since I arrived, but it seemed the way you were talking, and what it was like when I came here, that there are seven doors and only seven guests at a time? Not correct?” Stanley spoke unhurriedly, enjoying the deep calm and sense of belonging now he was interacting with people again.

“Well, I may have kept certain things a bit of a secret,” said Marcus sheepishly. “It’s all about the exclusivity you know. But the truth is The Commorancy was always designed to help as many people as possible. To allow those that could become more than Whole, or if not to simply keep them safe. There are a lot of different Rooms. Many hundreds. More.”

“How many?” blurted Sy. “Where the hell are they all? I thought The Anteroom Room is where the doors are?”

“Oh yes, it is. The Orientation Room is always Room0, and the doors are always the same doors. Well, usually. It just, um, kind of changes as to what is behind them is all. It’s a little difficult to explain. Let’s just say that this place may be bigger than you can imagine.”

“How big is it Marcus?” asked Letje keenly, unable to contain her wonder.

“Big. But not unrealistic, let’s leave it at that for now. Anything else I may say would merely be confusing. One day I will tell you all about the building of The Commorancy, just not today.”

“So there are countless Rooms, but they only have seven doors?” asked Umeko, trying to understand how it could work. “Why?”

“Saves on time. I have to do a lot of walking as it is. So it seemed to make sense to have the Rooms come to me. And, well, I got a little carried away when I built the place, I was only young. Not all are occupied, just most of them. It certainly keeps me on my toes. But your Rooms? Room1 through to Room7? They are the Rooms most at risk from outside forces so I wanted to ensure your safety. Just a precaution, but I would rather err on the side of caution. You are all so very precious. Some of you are the longest staying guests. But you must remember that although most people died from The Lethargy, and those remaining continue to do so, there are still quite a number of people left Whole. Some who Awaken without coming here, but want to do so to learn afterward. It all adds up over the years. Plenty of guests stay a long time, others not so muc—”

“Do the Rooms all move then?” blurted out Letje, unable to stop herself interrupting.

A scowl crossed Marcus’ face, then he allowed himself to answer calmly. “Letje, please don’t interrupt. But I understand your excitement.” Letje mouthed a silent "Sorry," and Marcus continued. “The Rooms don’t move, The Anteroom Room moves. You were located nearest to the outside, and although very secure I didn’t want to risk anything happening. I have many people to see, so I better get busy. Please excuse me. Stanley, if you would be so kind as to ensure that everyone has a drink when they need one? Letje?”

“Yes, Marcus?”

“Just the one for you, then it’s back to soft drinks only. Okay?”

“Um, Marcus, sorry to ask…”

“Don’t worry, I’ll pick Constantine up on my way back. Promise.”

Letje ran over to Marcus and hugged him again, trying not to cry and look like a little girl. Adults didn’t cry about tortoises did they? “Thank you Marcus. Thank you.”

~~~

Marcus made his way back to The Anteroom Room, lost in thought, somewhat surprised that things were moving as fast as they were, although you wouldn’t know it by looking at him. He had expected it to have been a while longer yet before he had to deal with his countless other guests.

Now, all he had to do was make sure he visited each Room in order and worked his way through them in batches. That way he should get everyone out and safe before ten thousand roused Lethargic began to tear the place to bits.

Marcus knew he needed help. He couldn’t counter-control that many minds and bodies on his own.

Thankfully, help wasn’t in short supply in The Commorancy — there were more than enough strong Awoken to help control the situation.

George trotted along beside Marcus moodily. There had been too much activity of late and he was not the happiest of goats without plenty of sleep and rest.

Marcus patted his head as they made their way back to the rest of his guests.

“Maybe a slight detour on the way George? What do you think? I should change, something green maybe? Calming? How about that suit from the 1960’s with the drainpipe legs, and those shoes with the pointy…”

George kept his head down and tried not to look annoyed. He knew what they had for supper and was feeling a little wary of Marcus this evening.


WOULD YOU?


“DID YOU TELL them?”

“Would you?”

“No way! Things are disrupted enough without having to explain this to them as well.”

“Well then, why did you ask?”

“Habit I guess. You’d think we would be used to it by now, wouldn’t you?”

“Absolutely. But it’s human nature. Talking to a different person, that’s the kind of thing you say.”

“That’s the point though, isn’t it? We aren’t different people, we are me. We are you.”

“Exactly. Try explaining that there are two of us but we are only one person. It would get confusing. C’mon, we have to get the rest of the guests. Interesting times are ahead. It’s quite exciting.”

“I know, I’m excited too. Very interesting times.”

“I know you are excited, I just said so. I really wonder about me at times, I say some stupid things.”

Marcus smiled. “I do, don’t I?”

Marcus went about their duties. They discovered a long time ago that things got done a lot quicker when there were two of you.

The End


Contamination

(The Commorancy — Book 2)


THE MARCUS ROOM


MACHINES WHIRRED, EXTRACTORS sucked, things went ping, and tanks gurgled as cloudy liquids stirred.

Marcus was in The Marcus Room.

He couldn’t believe he was actually having an argument with himself. Marcus stared at each other across the table, both well aware of the impossibility of such a situation. They couldn’t disagree — they were Marcus.

“Look, I don’t think it is such a good idea to disturb the rest of the guests. I thought it was but now I’m not so sure. How are we going to cope with so many people running about? And what about all the Lethargic? With Varik and his red-faced imbeciles out there controlling them it’s going to get pretty cramped, not to mention dangerous.”

“Cramped? Have you seen this place? You do live here, right?”

“Okay, not cramped. Overwhelmed. Is that better?”

“I suppose. What do you, I, suggest then?”

“That we deal with this mess and get things back to normal.”

“Normal?”

“Gosh, I am in a bad mood, aren’t I?”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t just have to go and disturb seven guests, did you?”

“Huh? Hang on a minute. That was me, wasn’t it? I thought I did it.”

“No, it was me. Wasn’t it? Look, either way I think it best to leave everyone else where they are. It makes sense. Let’s deal with the people Varik is controlling and get them back into The Room For Hope. I think the best thing to do is to eliminate Varik and his baboons out there and that should be the end of the matter. Once and for all.”

“And how do you suggest that I do that?”

“Well, actually, we have a cunning plan. Don’t we?”

Marcus thought for a second. “Ah, yes. You’re right. We do. Sorry, little slow there. Right, so I go and get the seven and let’s see what Varik is really made of. It’s kind of—”

“Fun. I know. Not that I’m happy about this, but it does kind of break up the centuries doesn’t it?”

“Yes, but let’s not make a habit of it.”

“Ready?”

“Do you need to ask?”

“No, but it’s what people do, isn’t it.”

“Not us. Me. You. I. Ugh, we really need to get a better name for the two of me you know.”

“How about Marcus [1] and Marcus [2]?”

“You going to be [2]? No, of course not.”

“We know me too well don’t I?”

“You betcha.”


FANCY A STROLL?


“WE NEED TO get away from here, far from The Commorancy. We need to go outside. It’s the only way to draw Varik and his followers out, to stop them from trying to gain entry. They can never know what happens inside and we must do our best to stop The Contamination — that means distracting Varik. I’d rather he pursued me, us, than discover the true scale of what he is attempting to eradicate.”

“And what exactly is the plan if we do succeed in getting away and he comes after us?” asked Stanley, trying to visualize a scenario where they faced thousands of insane acolytes all tattooed red and keen for The Void.

“Oh, they’ll come after us alright, don’t worry about that,” smiled Marcus. “He wants me more than anything else, and with the promise of eliminating what he assumes are all The Awoken then he will jump at the chance. I really can’t apologize enough for what is happening, it is certainly not what I wanted for any of you. And you my dear,” Marcus turned to Letje, “so young, so much in front of you, I want you to know that I will do all that I can to keep you safe, as will the rest of the guests. Right?”

“Of course.”

“Indubitably.”

“You can count on me.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

Letje was taken aback by the concern for her. It had been so long since anyone had been around to care that she had forgotten what it was like to have others that you could rely on. “Wow, thanks everyone. But don’t you worry about me, I’m stronger than I look.” Letje flexed a lean, well muscled bicep and smiled as confidently as she could. She clutched tight to Constantine’s travel bag, the familiarity helping her to feel brave.

“Right, if you will follow me, we will, rather hurriedly I’m afraid, go to The Already Packed Room. There are bags there that are al—”

“Already packed!” shouted seven voices, smiling despite the very real danger they were in.

“Um, well, yes.” Marcus felt a little deflated but did his best not to show it.

He led them hurriedly through the exit, closing the door behind Umeko who came out last. He pressed a hand against the door three centimeters to the right of the top hinge, then did the same lower down the door. The Room For Weapons needed to stay secure, it was one Room he certainly didn’t want anyone entering apart from him. The other Marcus would be needing what it contained soon enough, so would he. Unfortunately.

Out in the high vaulted space that led to the rather eclectic collection of weapons, and the contrasting fine view, Marcus led them hurriedly to The Anteroom Room. There was no dawdling, no gawking at the multitude of bizarre objects, speed was of the essence.

“Marcus, why are we going back to The Anteroom Room? I thought we needed to go to, um, The Already Packed Room?” Letje found Marcus’ actions bizarre — nearly constantly.

“It will be quicker this way, plus we can get a few other things once we are there too.”

With uncharacteristically serious behavior Marcus led the way as fast as he could. George kept pace with Marcus easily, and every now and then would turn and look disapprovingly at the people behind him. He didn’t mean anything by it, it was just the way he had been raised.

~~~

“Please, follow me,” said Marcus, as the door that goes whoosh, whooshed. Letje stared at it suspiciously. There was something simply not quite right about that door. Now wasn’t the time to ask however.

They stepped into Room0, but it was no longer The Orientation Room. The Room was cramped with countless rucksacks, all identical, all lined up against a rather pleasing pastel blue painted wall. The black packs were arranged neatly, running deep into the long yet confusingly thin Room. Above each was a small brass plaque with all pertinent information pertaining to the individual rucksack beneath it. Even the screws that fastened the plaque to the wall were aligned perfectly. It was modern art for survivalists.

“Please, no questions about the Room, it will take too long I’m afraid. And there are plenty more surprises in store, so for now let’s just get organized and I will answer questions later. We will have to travel very light, so please if you would be so kind as to pick a rucksack that is suitable for you, we will be going in just a few minutes.”

“Going? Okay. But where exactly are we going Marcus?”

“We are going to make our escape, of course,” said Marcus, not relishing the thought at all. It had been a very long time and Marcus was not at all sure that it had actually been him that had been the one that went out last.

“Onto the actual island? Why? Don’t tell me you haven’t got some kind of an escape tunnel hidden away somewhere inside that we can use that would take us back to the mainland. Or a bridge maybe?”

“Haha, very astute Umeko. Yes, there is an escape tunnel, of course,” said Marcus, waving away even the slightest doubt he would have such a backup. “It’s in the—”

“Yeah, The Room For The Tunnel,” said Sy, winking at Letje.

“Ha. Actually no. It’s in The Big Tunnel Room, so there.” Marcus smiled, pleased that the group were able to laugh and joke even though real danger was threatening. Did they not realize how dire the situation was with so many Lethargic controlled and clamoring for their heads?

“In all seriousness though, and please listen carefully, we need to go outside to draw away attention from The Commorancy and the other guests. It is vital they are not discovered. Once outside there is another entrance to the tunnel, and that will take us to safety. There is no bridge, it was destroyed a long time ago, and I purposely never constructed a new one. Don’t want to make things too easy for uninvited guests do we?”

“Marcus? Marcus?”

Marcus turned to Letje and waited for her to speak.

“I can’t go into a tunnel. I just can’t. You will have to go without me. I’ll stay here. Help in any way I can. But I absolutely cannot go inside a tunnel.” Letje actually began to sweat at the mere thought of doing such a thing. Once was enough for her — more than enough. She pinched her nose to dispel the memory of the smell she would forever associate with going under the ground.

“Ah, phobia is it? Claustrophobia? Don’t worry, by the time we get there I can show you how to control such things Letje. Or if we really need to then I can take away the fear for you, if you would allow such an intrusion.”

“You don’t understand, it won’t work.”

“Trust me, it will.”

“Well, okay. But I warn you, I absolutely cannot go into a tunnel. I was a mole once, and I didn’t like it one bit.”

“Ah,” said Marcus. “I understand.”

“Huh?” said Stanley. He for one certainly didn’t.

“I get it, it can be a scary thing, i am a mole and i live in a hole, beady bad eyes, biccie and a walkies. I nearly got stuck myself once too,” said Astolat. “It’s about the scariest, ooh missus, have a banana, thing in the world. It can drive you mad. billy bonkers from brazil, mad fridge on a wet dumpling. You were lucky Letje, some people have got stuck so long they are never right again.”

“Yeah, well, I thought I was a goner. I couldn’t even look at soil for a week afterward, and worms… Ugh!” Letje thought it best not to mention the rather bizarre way Astolat spoke, she probably already knew, and she had been raised to be a polite girl anyway.

“Can someone please tell me what you are going on about?” asked Stanley. Such things sounded like magic. He was first generation, a lot of what become known about being Awoken happened after he became a guest of Marcus.

Marcus consulted The Noise quickly. “I think we have time. Why don’t you tell us all about it Letje. It will make my plans easier if I know how to best handle the tunnel situation before it becomes a critical issue.”

“Well, okay, but don’t laugh. It was horrible.” Letje shuddered at the memory of her one and only attempt at taking over the mind of another creature. As she told the story Marcus cajoled them into picking their rucksacks, the tags above told you the various sizes contained within so you could be sure that the contents were suitable for your size, age and sex. Marcus was nothing if not thorough. Sometimes he got bored and became somewhat obsessive.


I AM A MOLE


LETJE’S BODY SHOOK violently as the fat wriggling worm slid down her throat. It was still moving, trying to curl round her tongue in a last attempt at salvation. It was no good, it slipped down into her gullet, slick yet surprisingly rough as soil particles scraped her throat and the worm followed them down.

Juices exploded in her mouth and she retched, but nothing came out. It was not her human form eating the wriggling worm, it was the mole’s meal, not hers.

But Letje was the mole, and now she was stuck.

She had been in the garden, down by the large pond, lying on the grass and enjoying the sun, the peace. She could hear her parents up near the house, their chatter adding to the sleep inducing background hum of contentment. She knew she was lucky. To have both parents, to be Whole herself, to be safe and protected. Still, Letje knew there was more. The last few years she had been told more details of the fate of humanity — about Lethargy, being Whole, and those that were Awoken. She was told of the wonders some people had reported, the gifts opened up to them, and she dreamed of being as powerful. Not to do bad, but maybe to somehow help rebuild the human race.

As she daydreamed she heard a vibration through the ground, a distant rumbling as if someone was coming.

She turned to her side on the checkered blanket just as the grass began to tear apart. A mound grew, the short stubby turf breaking apart to reveal the rich loam underneath. Higher and higher the miniature mountain grew, until out from the top peeped a sleepy looking mole. Letje always thought they would be bigger, that they must be large creatures to make such a mess of the garden with their incessant need to make more tunnels and excavate the earth they dug out. But it was so small, maybe the size of her hand? No, more like her father’s hand. Its head was tiny, the eyes minute, but the hands? Is that what you called them? They were like the spades the family used to dig the soil to plant their crops.

Letje stayed quite still, observing the little creature and its mighty excavations. As she lay there everything else faded away until she began to feel a connection to the excessively productive little digging machine. She thought of the way those who were Awoken could enter the bodies of animals, even people if the rumors were true, and she thought of how to do it. It was to do with The Noise wasn’t it? The life-forces present in everything, everywhere. She focused hard, scrunching up her nose, letting the sun beat down on her cheek. Letje crept into the mind of the mole.

It was a small space — extremely cramped, and there wasn’t much going on as far as she could tell. She could sense its need to dig, a compulsion that drove it to scoop more and more earth out of the ground to increase its network of tunnels — then it was her doing the obsessive excavation work.

She was a mole.

Letje didn’t know what to do. She felt urges she had no right experiencing. The urge to dig, to tunnel, to eat worms.

Here it comes.

The worm slithered down her throat.

She felt her way forward in the tunnel, sensing another meal.

Oh no, not a beetle.

Her body reacted even more violently. Spittle dribbled out of the corner of her mouth as the disgusting sharp legged insect fought to escape her tiny razor sharp teeth.

Yum, yum.

What? That’s not right. It’s gross.

Panic, verging on outright terror, set in. She tried to control the digging machine, to get it to turn around, to head back to the surface, to the light — it ignored her. The mole scampered through the warren of tunnels underneath the garden she lay atop of. Her human body was locked in position, she couldn’t move a muscle, couldn’t even blink an eye. Letje felt so disassociated it was as if she were two creatures at the same time, yet only one could be in motion.

As the mole, or her — she was growing unsure what she was any longer — carried on moving through the underground labyrinth, she began to feel more and more claustrophobic. This was no way for a person to act. It was unnatural and the damp soil and constant munching on whatever protein source she came across was making her stomach heave over and over again.

Letje tried again to control the mind of the mole, to get it to turn around and head back to the surface. All she wanted in the world was to breathe fresh air and see the sky above.

Nothing worked. However hard she tried it carried on its business as though she was nothing but an onlooker. She was simply along for the ride, not the one in control.

Letje simply didn’t have the experience to do what she was attempting; she was but a background noise to the creature, not a mind that knew the ways of The Noise and could control the actions of the small mammal.

Slowly she began to fade. What was her became something else — it became smaller, compact, interested only in what moles thought important. She was losing herself locked in the tiny mind, a mind unable to cope with, or understand, the workings of the human brain. The mole consciousness was taking over, gradually trapping her inside. Her self-awareness was slipping so much she felt memories fade and emotions dissolve. If it carried on then she would be nothing but a little mole going about its mole business and the girl named Letje would be lost forever — just like one of The Lethargic. She would simply fade away, her body unable to fend for itself, her memories, her life and all her possible futures would dissolve into nothing more than a dream of what could have been and what never was. She would enter The Void and be no more.

The nightmare continued.

The longer she viewed the world from the experience of the mole the more she took on its way of being. The worms and insects were becoming a food supply, nothing more. There was no feeling either way as to if they tasted good or bad, they were just food. The world dimmed to shadows, her eyesight worsened the deeper into the ground she went. She found she relied on touch and smell more than anything as her nose twitched at the tunnels ahead.

Letje had almost given up hope of ever seeing daylight again when a flicker of something in her human brain told her to head back up to the surface. She turned in the confined space and fought to move back the way she had come. The tunnel had collapsed inward somewhat, there was a vibration above and the soil had blocked the newly excavated crawl space. She began to dig upward, to make an opening so she could dispose of the blockage to her network of tunnels.

Her head broke the surface and she stared about warily, pupils contracting to pinpoints to stop the light blinding her. She made out a prone form on the grass — it meant little to her, nothing more than some kind of blurry lump. Then there was a noise close by, a pounding on the ground, the loose soil shaking. She looked up only to see something descending toward her at great speed.

A flash of recognition.

Letje spasmed and she was herself again. Back in her own body.

Letje, the girl that was nearly a mole.

~~~

“It was horrible,” moaned Letje. “Another split second and I would have been dead. My father had grabbed a spade and flattened the mole as it popped its head above ground. They were always ruining his veg plot and mother hated the mess they made of The Lawn. They always seemed to pick the most important bit of the garden to ruin. It drove Daddy to absolute despair. Being a mole is not nice.” Letje shuddered, remembering the slimy taste of worms, the feeling of becoming something she was never supposed to be. She was nearly lost forever.

“Well, it’s lucky you got back Letje. But what is more amazing is that you managed to do that in the first place. It normally takes a much more mature mind, plus a lot of practice and understanding, to be able to enter The Noise like that and get into the mind of another creature.” Marcus was impressed and it showed.

“Yes, but I couldn’t control it. I was stuck.”

“Never mind that, most people cannot ever do what you did, let alone anyone so young and inexperienced.”

“And besides, hiccup, pardon you, wiggly pig bum,” said Astolat conspiratorially, “you were lucky. Once I got stuck as a snail on my fence for a whole day, imagine that! boing, boing, batman.”

“Really? Wow.”

“Okay, enough for now, I think it’s time we got going. And Letje, don’t worry about the tunnel, I think you will find this one is really rather spacious.” Marcus hefted his pack onto his back and everyone else did likewise. It was almost time to go outside.


FATHER TIME


“HELLO FATHER,” SAID Varik, trying not to choke on the smoke, the smell, and the warm fetid air. Even with the best will in the world his father’s insistence on minimal ventilation meant the room was always cloying, close to unbearable.

The ancient man looked up from his book. Dark eyes, red rimmed and weeping, stared at Varik impatiently. “What do you want? Can’t you see I’m busy?” He cast his eyes back down to his book, licked his finger and turned the page, adding another smudge to the already stained paper.

Varik sighed. “Why do you have to be like that? After everything I’ve done for you, and you can’t even be bothered to be civil.”

Anger flashed across the old man’s face. His dessicated features looking like they could flake away at any moment. “Done for me? We’ve been through this a million times before. It’s your choice I am still here. I was happy leaving to enter The Void. You are the one that stopped all that, aren't’ you?”

“You’re my father,” replied Varik, as if that explained it all. “You deserve your punishment. Remember? Plus I thought I might need you, and it turns out after all of these years I was right. After this though… well, I will let you go. I can’t say I will be sorry to see your grotesque imp face disappear.”

“So? You think I care what you think? Anyway, I thought you and your sad little red-faced followers believed life was an abomination? Why don’t you just leave me be? Leave me to The Lethargy?” The old man poked the already roaring fire, adding another large log to the fierce pile. Grease and soot covered his almost albino skin, his crazy hair unkempt and unwashed for years. Varik noted that he looked worse than ever. Every time he came to visit the old man’s face seemed to shrink even more, although his body certainly didn’t seem to be following suit. He was still large, larger than Varik, tall and big-boned, unlike his son. But the muscle had melted off him, gradually his body was stripped down to skin and bone, well hidden underneath multiple layers of unwashed clothing including a thick winter coat. It was incredible the old man didn’t just melt — the heat of the room was incredibly intense.

“How many more times? You know I can’t do that. I need you, for now. Once I have dealt with that damn Marcus and his stupid Commorancy then you can do as you please. Until then you will stay alive and you will help me when I ask it of you. It’s the least you can do. Not that you have a choice.”

“Fine, just hurry up and get it done. I’m cold. Cold and tired.” The old man shook underneath his layers as if to prove his point. His lack of attention to himself got worse year after year, as if he really did have The Lethargy. Varik knew his father too well though — it was just one of the many games he played. Underneath the layers of dirt and grease was a mind as sharp as ever. The wretched creature before him was one of the most powerful adepts of The Noise there had ever been.

Varik was finally about to get some use out of the pathetic excuse for a parent. He felt he deserved a lot more than that for the things his father had done and the way he had treated Varik as he was growing up.

~~~

Hours later, having taken much longer than Varik would have liked, he left his father to his reading and his misery and returned to the surface, breathing deeply as he escaped the foul air his father seemed to require to stay on top of The Lethargy. Varik had done all he could to keep his father Awoken, but it was getting harder and harder to keep him from the pull of The Void.

“Damn man, the sooner I can dispense with him the better.”

Varik stripped naked as he walked through The Sacellum, the name he now chose to call the whole of his Home. After all, it was the heart of the religion — just as Varik was the root of The Eventuals. He dropped his clothes where he took them off, someone else would pick them up. This was another new thing — he had allowed more acolytes into additional parts of his Home since he discovered that Marcus had been hoarding Lethargic. There were plans to be made and things to be done, and he didn’t have the time to think of mundane things any longer.

And now, with the girl calling out like a beacon the location of The Commorancy due to her little keepsake, he was off on a real adventure. Maybe then he could let his father slip away? Not that the old bugger deserved his peace, he had never given Varik any as a child.

His childhood had not been particularly happy before the Lethargy took hold — his father had been a strict man and ruled the household ruthlessly. His mother had been a meek woman, his father the opposite. The only good times he had at home were when his father was absent on one of his numerous business trips. Once The Lethargy came things got bad, real quick. His mother succumbed. She was nothing more than a vegetable within weeks of it first being recorded. Thankfully she passed away soon after.

But not his only remaining family member, oh no. He remained Whole, and he gradually Awoke to great things.

As did Varik.

It did not lead to a happy home life. For years after his mother died the home degenerated. Varik was only young, and his father was completely pre-occupied with spending almost all his time in The Noise. The chores, finding food, obeying his parent when he came back to reality, it all added up to a life of misery and constant hunger.

But then Varik Awoke too.

If such a horrid man could do it then he could too. So he spent what little spare time he had trying to find a way into The Noise as well.

He was more successful than he could have ever imagined.

His father never told him what to do after that, although there was always that hold over him, that family bond that meant Varik was forever the son, never the man of the house. Well, now his father lived in a stinking cave and was no longer able to control Varik. Yet the man still managed to play with his emotions and upset the delicate internal balance he tried so hard to maintain.

Not long now though. Soon the old man could rot in hell for all he cared. Varik was going to deal with Marcus, deal with The Whole, The Awoken, everyone.

Then he would have his peace.


FOR THE CHILDREN


UMEKO’S ORIENTATION WAS not what she had been expecting, but then again she didn’t know what she had expected, so it shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Her life had changed so much in a matter of months that she had to keep reminding herself that this was actually happening, that her search for acceptance into Marcus’ home really had come to fruition.

From the minute she arrived, in a somewhat unconventional way, things took a turn for the truly bizarre. Haughty goats, a game of darts, a man who seemed to change his clothes every five minutes, and changed Rooms as well, just so they matched, and an overwhelming feeling of being drugged then put into a surreal dream just to make fun of her true burning desire — to become fertile so she might have the chance of a family at some point in her future.

Then there she was. In her very own Room.

With a quick recap of The Rules, a big smile, and then a “See you later” from Marcus, the twenty foot high door Marcus swore was from Papua New Guinea and had been the entrance to a tribal burial cave ransacked long before his time, closed with a dull thud and she was alone again. The door one of countless thousands — Marcus had shown her The Room For Doors but it didn’t make her feel any less out of her comfort zone. The only difference being that this time she was not alone in an environment she understood. Umeko very nearly lost her mind within the first few seconds, coming close to doing the one thing she was instructed not to do under any circumstance: try to get out of the door.

Umeko resisted, took stock of her body, her new home, and decided that the best thing to do was have a sleep and wait to see if it was all there when she awoke.

It was.

Umeko spent innumerable days in her Room, where she gradually became Awoken, able to enter The Noise and change her own body chemistry and more. She also felt her control extend out of her own body — she could influence the way things worked, for both good and bad.

Her Room was not what you would call a normal place to live, none of the Rooms were. In the short time since her request for admission Marcus had been very busy studying her in minute detail and Umeko had answered his countless questions (to her amazement mostly by mail) before she was invited to The Commorancy. The result was a Room made to be especially bizarre just for her.

Marcus had told her as much during Orientation.

“Most people take years to gain entry, yes? You, you have managed it in just a few months Umeko. I must congratulate you on this. You seem to have a knack for sniffing out the dead-ends, the false clues, and getting straight to the heart of the matter. You are a very determined woman.”

“My father always said the same,” said Umeko, smiling at the memory.

“A wise man. Now, your Room? It is special, as are you. Each Room is different, suited to the person, and yours is the same in that regard. I just want to be sure that you understand this. When you first find yourself alone in there please don’t be alarmed. Things will make sense in due course so you just need to, how shall I put this…? Go with the flow until then. Okay?” Marcus was staring at her intently, making sure she grasped what he was saying.

“Okay. You sure know how to build the tension Marcus, I am so intrigued I can’t even tell you,” replied Umeko hesitantly.

Soon after she was inside.

The Room was like some kind of madman’s vision of what a middle aged woman would think was a very bad idea indeed.

~~~

The instructions were clear: count the steps until you get to the end. If you forget a step then you must go back and begin again.

Umeko had started again thirty seven times.

It took her weeks before she even began. When she first found herself alone in the surreal space she was so sure that something unimaginably horrible was going to happen that she hardly dared to move. Boredom finally overcame her fears, so she took up the rather stylish instruction booklet and read through it once more.

Madness — that was all she could think of to say about it. She did it anyway.

Each step was numbered, but it wasn’t until she looked back at her progress that they became visible. At random times, as she made her surreal progress, a loud buzzer would go off, somehow always seemingly right in front of her face. It made her jump every time.

Report, please, said the floating voice, a voice Umeko came to hate, to dread with her very being. It was as if it was whispering into her perfectly shaped ear like an unwanted lover, giving a tingling sensation down her spine as though the delicate ear lobes were being tickled with a feather.

“Ninety eight thousand, five hundred, and… seventeen,” reported Umeko hesitantly.

Bzzz. You have answered incorrectly, please start again.

“Damn, I knew it was eighteen, stupid buzzer.” Umeko made her way back to the beginning. Almost fifty miles.

Once she had tried to just carry on even though the floating voice had told her that she had given an incorrect report. Umeko was not one to take orders well, so she was not happy at all about being told what to do. After just three steps in the prohibited direction she felt herself getting heavy, felt the air around her change, becoming dense, thick, like she was walking through water. Then the air got heavier still, until by step seven she was on her hands and knees trying to crawl backward away from the wall of air that was slowly crushing her. It was like her internal organs were being squeezed by an invisible and impossible pressure.

She never tried to cheat again.

Days later Umeko was back at the beginning. So close, she had gotten so close this time, at least she assumed she had. Fifty miles seemed like it was close to the limit of what the Room could contain — from her latest walk she really thought she could see a large open space at the end of the steps, that or it was just wishful thinking on her part. It was heartbreaking to have gotten so far only to get the answer wrong and have to start again. But one thing she had to admit was that the tedious task had worked wonders on her ability to focus. She now counted the steps without conscious thought, a ticking clock ran unmetered in her head, each step forward tallied up and added to the total. It was as if she could split her brain into two halves; one for the mundane, one for deeper thought and investigation of her body.

Umeko had learned patience as well as how to take orders without balking at being at the mercy of another person, knowing it was for her own good.

But more than anything else Umeko had Awoken.

She could feel the changes happening inside her. She didn’t know if it was the counting, the walking, the increased mental ability that the repetition brought forth, or something else entirely. All she knew was that she was very different to how she had been when she first entered her Room.

From her years spent roaming the United Kingdom she knew there were approximately two thousand steps to a mile, and her pace ranged from three to four miles per hour. She normally walked most of the day now, her fitness had peaked some time ago so while there was light she walked. A day usually saw her walk thirty miles, the damn numbers flashing up when she looked back after reporting, digits floating in the air, somehow projected there to mock her. It was confusing at first, but she soon got used to it, to seeing how many steps and miles she had walked. However hard she tried to cheat, to turn around suddenly and catch the readouts, the numbers only ever revealed themselves once she had reported her progress.

After the first few months, months she spent trying to fight her task, refusing for days to move until the incessant voice made her get up and reluctantly start walking, she got into a routine. If she stopped for too long all she got was a You must walk, you must walk, until the pitch got so high she had to scream. It always won. She always walked in the end.

Patience grew, her body calmed, her mind expanded.

She Awoke.

She walked. Unconsciously counting, still getting it wrong every time, but always closer to being accurate. Umeko began to gain an understanding of her physical self. She began to alter her body chemistry, slowly, methodically — as it gave up the secrets of how it all worked. She could see the connectivity of it all, every muscle, vein, chemical and nerve, all of it working in perfect unison to allow a human being to miraculously come into being and cling to life. It was astonishing. It seemed an impossibility that such a complex thing could ever come into existence.

Umeko found God.

There had to be a God, there was no other answer to the miracle that was life. It seemed impossible that such complexities could just pop into reality from nowhere.

Umeko found The Void.

There was no God. There couldn’t be. If The Void was all that there was, or more accurately wasn’t, and was what all things were and would be, then there couldn’t be a God.

Umeko decided not to think about such things. Better minds than hers had spent lifetimes pondering such questions and there never had been an indisputable answer to the root of life. Umeko decided to put her existence down to sheer luck. With an infinite number of opportunities for life to exist in the Universe it stood to reason that it would pop up now and then. She merely happened to be one of those miracles. The perfect combination of carbon atoms all locked together to function flawlessly. Although it wasn’t flawless, was it? She couldn’t conceive.

So over the years she focused on what her body was telling her, and as she walked and counted she followed the pathways within herself, carefully watching the chemical releases that made up her body’s functionality. She saw the liver at work, watched the thyroid function, and a thousand other processes that made up her physical self. She learned how to tweak it all by sheer force of will. By focus and eventually by nothing more than setting up a wish in her head and letting the changes happen automatically. Just as she counted without thinking, so she altered her body chemistry in a similar way.

She had no idea how long it all took, all she knew was that as she grew closer to perfecting her counting, and was out by fewer and fewer steps, so her internal transformations came closer to being perfect too.

She knew that if she was to make her body fertile, to have the chance of a child, it would be when she reached the end of the steps and reported correctly. This is when she would have achieved the necessary mastery over her own body.

“This time,” said Umeko, as she began her journey around the ever spiraling Room. She didn’t even think about the height any more, all that mattered were the steps, not the fact that by the halfway point she was about a thousand feet up in the air and there was no guard rail on the three feet wide staircase of heavy gauge steel.

One. Two. Three… went the count somewhere at the back of her mind. Umeko focused on The Noise — this time she would give a perfectly accurate report at the end of her walk.

~~~

Congratulations, you have reached the end of The Steps. You have reported correctly. Please make your way to the far end of the clearing, your next task awaits.

“Oh. My. God.”

Umeko stared around her at the elevated clearing. Looking over the edge she was impossibly high, but the short soft grass underfoot was so welcome after the monotony of the steel that she didn’t even mind that there was something else for her to do now. The steps gave way to an irregular platform extending out into mid-air, an impossible natural environment in miniature, so high she could feel moisture as if at the edge of a cloud.

She walked over to the end of the clearing, following neon arrows floating in the air showing her the way. As she turned a bend and saw what awaited her she smiled with delight.

“Now that’s more like it.” Umeko stepped forward eagerly to become a part of the gift bestowed upon her. As she walked, never taking her eyes off the miracle that was where she would spend the remainder of her time in her Room, a silent count continued deep in her subconscious.

One. Two. Three…

At the same time something else stirred within her. A tiny egg formed and a natural cycle began within Umeko that would continue until she found her husband and eventually bore their children.


WHO DOES THE WEEDING?


STANLEY COULDN’T CLOSE his mouth. He was overwhelmed by The Room For The Garden — it was simply astonishing. Everyone else was in a similar state of wonder, but Stanley, who had loved tending the plants in his previous life, was particularly impressed. He understood not only the effort involved in gathering together such a beautiful collection of specimens, but also the amount of work involved in transporting the contents of the Room, nevermind the myriad layers of unseen mechanics that would have to be put into place to allow the space to function as it did.

“Nice garden dude,” he said, when he finally remembered that he could talk.

“Thanks,” smiled Marcus. “I know you are thinking you would have wanted this Room Stanley, but trust me, it was better for you in your own Room, not this one.”

“That’s okay Marcus, I don’t think I would have done what I have done if this was my Room, there is too much to see. How is this possible? Won’t you tell us how you made it? It’s terrifyingly beautiful. Almost too perfect for words. Actually it is too perfect for words — they could never do it justice.”

“Now that is a story alright. Kind of long, kind of crazy, and I don’t know what you will think of me afterward, maybe another time?”

“Go on Marcus, tell him. Them,” said Kirstie, gesturing towards the rest of the group.

“Please Marcus,” said Letje, “I would love to hear it too.”

There were shouts of encouragement from the remainder of the group, so Marcus agreed to tell of The Building Of The Garden: The Construction as he called it — a monumental event in the history of The Commorancy, now well documented in The Room For Remembering.

They made their way to a clearing, a grassy hideaway scattered with bluebells, with trees closing in on all sides, hanging low greeting perfect rocks jutting up from the ground with shapes ideal for sitting or lounging on. The rocks themselves had been hand picked, as had every aspect of the most beautiful place on earth ever created by man.

“Now, if I am to tell this then please don’t judge me too harshly. You must remember it was a different time back then. I was a different person. And Letje?”

“Yes Marcus?”

“You must promise me that after I have told this tale you will begin your training. You are already partially Awoken, you know that right?”

“Um, I think so, but…”

“You are, and we must do what we can to let your potential shine. You are going to be part of a very bright future you know. So, after the story, however hard it is to believe, and whatever you think of me, you must begin your training straight away. We have a few hours, maybe more, while, um, certain things are dealt with in The Commorancy. Then we will be on our way.”

“Agreed.”

Marcus told the story.

It was terrifying.

~~~

“Wow, you really did all of those things? How could you Marcus? It’s, it’s… I don’t know, just wrong.”

“I told you I was a different person then. I was crazed; The Noise was overwhelming — the power too. Not to mention how things were falling apart so quickly. I could see the streets emptying, people abandoning their babies in the road, cars mowing down pedestrians and nobody doing anything to help. Looting, riots, fires and then nothing. I was alone; the world had abandoned me. There was nothing. The Lethargy was taking everything. I found The Noise and I found the answer to our survival. A refuge. And yes, I may have got somewhat carried away, but The Commorancy has been the last bastion of hope for countless people.”

“So the end justifies the means?” asked Stanley.

“To some degree, yes. No. Maybe. Honestly? I don’t know. It’s not like I haven’t had time to think about this a lot, and the conclusion is that I did what I did, with the result being a sanctuary from the outside for countless people, creating a way for them to have hope. To keep going, to grow and become all that they can be. That isn’t so bad is it?”

There were murmured agreements from all around, the scale of the things Marcus did to build The Garden was almost impossible to comprehend. It was too much and too vast a project for any of them to really get to grips with, even though all apart from Letje was fully Awoken and had vast powers within that meant they could understand far more than when merely ordinary human beings.

“Now, Letje, time for a little bit of practice in The Noise I believe. Are you ready?”

Letje jumped to her feet, not a little afraid of what might be coming, and also hesitant of this man that seemed nothing but quirky when she first met him. Marcus was a lot more powerful than she could have ever imagined. “Ready.” Letje clicked her heels and bowed.

Her true reason for entering The Commorancy began.

And as with all great teacher/student relationships, it began very disappointingly.

“I need to leave for a short time, just to check on a few things. I need to be sure that we are safe staying in The Garden for a while, all of this needs to be timed just right.”

“Um, okay, but I thought we were commencing lessons in The Noise?” Letje couldn’t keep the disappointment from her voice.

“We will, we will, soon, promise. I want you to complete one hundred push ups and the same number of sit ups by the time I return. I won’t be long. Promise.”

“Easy peasy, I‘ll be done in a few minutes.” Letje knew that she could be done in less than ten minutes no problem.

“Over there,” said Marcus, pointing at a steep hummock. “Face pointing down, of course.” Marcus smiled at the deflated look on Letje’s face.

“Oh.”

~~~

Marcus found Marcus outside The Room For Hope, the noise was deafening.

“So, it seems like we have a little bit of time yet then?”

“Do we have to do this all the time, seriously? Okay, we do, I know. It just seems so pointless talking when we could just, well, you know, do things. We both know what is happening.”

“That’s not true though is it? Not quite. Now I know what you know, and you know what I know, but it’s not the same at the moment is it?”

“Well, no. It’s that bloody Varik and his interference, it’s harder to stay connected. What’s going to happen when I leave and go outside? We will diverge, be different. Never the same again.”

“We did it before didn’t we? When I went on holiday.”

“That was me.”

“Okay look, let’s forget who is who, it doesn’t matter at the moment, although it will. But anyway, we have some time, yes? We need to be sure that ‘Marcus’ leaves with the others at the right time. We want to make sure Varik is ready to find us out there.”

“Yes, so let’s wait a few more hours, they aren’t quite in the best position yet. I’m sure they will be soon.”

“So the girl can begin to be what she will be. She’s incredible you know? Never seen anything like her before.”

An exasperated Marcus sighed deeply. “Yes, I know. Why do we keep doing this?”

“Human nature, isn’t it.”


LAND AHOY


VARIK FELT KIND of heroic, he couldn’t help himself. He knew how impressive he appeared to the others on the ship, so smiled a wry smile. Sure, it was all a part of the myth, but still — he definitely enjoyed the drama.

As the wind whipped through his hair the excitement built, even though he was aware the initial chance of success was slim. He knew not to underestimate Marcus, but he had plenty of things up his generous sleeves, so was confident he would succeed this time in wiping away what he always imagined as a smug smile on his nemesis’ stupid face.

Well, this time he would wipe that smile right off — permanently.

Plans had been put into place rapidly — it wasn’t difficult when you had people under your control that acted instantly to your every command. Now he knew the location it was just a matter of acting fast, so he sprang into action at the thought of finally succeeding.

Within a matter of hours he, and as many Wards of Eventuals with their Cardinals as could possibly make it, were out at sea on vessels that were still in remarkably good condition. The largest ship was at the spearhead, with Varik stood at the prow, cutting a dramatic figure, leading the way. He didn’t expect to get close to land in the large vessels, that wasn’t the goal, but he did expect to cause some serious damage to The Commorancy before he put the next part of his plan into action.

“This time Marcus, this time I am going to send you back to The Void.” Varik got ready, talking through The Noise to the cardinals and bishops of each Ward. Numbers were low per unit, that way control was kept tight, with less chance for failure through communication.

Once the Lethargic were let loose the island itself would be stormed from the sea. He just had to get ready and make sure everything was in check.

~~~

Varik was aware of the contradictions within himself, he was man enough to admit that many things were never black and white — usually the truth lay somewhere inbetween. He knew that his religion was built on sometimes false promises, on myth and legend of his own contrivance: a fakery that had been gobbled up greedily by those with nothing left to lose — or those that at least thought that to be the case.

But one thing he had absolute certainty about was that his overall wish to eradicate humanity was good, proper, the right thing to do. He had had his doubts once, long ago. A crisis of faith if you will, which gnawed away at him until he had to leave Home and find the truth of the matter. If he was proved wrong then he would accept it, and make his final journey into The Void.

What he found only cemented his belief that man was one of the sorriest excuses for a creature that had ever had the misfortune to be given the magical breath of life so rare in the Universe.

Varik went sightseeing.

It was not a jolly trip to see the best landmarks that the country had to offer, nothing so mundane. Varik, at an age approaching two hundred years, went away from his place of residence on a Grand Tour of what was left of his country of birth to see if his beliefs were justified.

Oh how they were justified. He couldn’t understand how anyone could see things differently.

He wasn’t really concerned with The Lethargic although inevitably the majority of the people he discovered were either about ready to pass over, or in the clutches of The Creeping. Those minds were easy to control, but there was little point, they would be eradicated soon enough anyway. What he was interested in was how those that still had the incredibly rare gift of being a Whole person, or Awoken, were doing. These minds were not something to be entered and taken over without a real struggle, even by him, but it was possible to some degree, never for a sustained period though — the toll on his mind and body was too great.

No, he just sorted through the tides and eddies washing up on the periphery of The Noise and followed where it led him, to observe the tiny pockets of humanity.

They were wasting their lives, just as he suspected they would be.

He uncovered these sorry excuses for people huddled away, hiding out in the countryside trying to escape the clutches of something that didn’t care if you lived in a city or on top of a mountain. The Lethargy was all pervasive. Most of the people were wrecks; consumed by fear, a dread of what was to come.

Individuals were not so easy to find, but he persevered and traveled extensively for over a year, returning sporadically to Home to ensure The Sacellum ran smoothly. His cardinals and bishops alerted him to larger pockets of humanity, and the larger the group of people the more depraved it seemed to get. Groups had cordoned off whole sections of towns and villages, occupying still standing skyscrapers, taking over places thinking that such things were luxuries. And what did they do? They shunned others, locking them out, killing those that tried to find warmth and human company. Most larger groups were of the opinion that The Lethargy was a disease passed by others, inevitably their foolishness caught up with them.

The most common sight, nothing less than he expected, was the rise of Slave Maidens. Women were in demand, children were still a biological imperative, and men went to extreme lengths to secure themselves a mate, for both childbearing and simple fun. The larger the group the more you could guarantee it was male dominated with one or two normally reluctant females living amongst them as second class citizens. Little more than child bearing machines. Year after year they gave birth to Lethargic children, the disappointment never stopping the next man from thinking his seed would result in Whole long lived offspring.

Varik felt nothing but contempt for the men, pity for the women. He wouldn’t wish such a foul life on anyone, yet he couldn’t understand why such victims didn’t embrace The Void with open arms. Or call out to him for help? He forgot that for the majority The Noise was a thing of myth, not something they would ever access.

Nine months into his travels and observations he felt he had seen enough. Most encounters confirmed humanity’s deserving of extinction, but he also encountered and watched from a distance small pockets of families that were thriving and happy with the simple lives they led — the return to nature, the growing of crops, small scale husbandry of animals. Still, he eliminated them, just as he did the sick and depraved. He lost his temper only once during his travels, and those involved paid a terrible price for the greatest blasphemy of all.

He was traveling alone, as was his preference, when he felt a tingling at the back of his tongue, a vibration signaling that one of his more trusted acolytes had information for him. He dipped quickly into The Noise, pausing in the heavily forested woods that had almost obliterated the old route from the north to the south of England. He took the vibrations and soon enough their meaning became apparent. He changed his direction and half a day later he came across the perversion of a homestead his acolyte had directed him to.

Varik sat on a chilly rock wrapped up tightly against the spring winds, the grass beneath his feet was crisp and brittle with frost that lingered throughout the day. In the distance was what looked like a rather twee house set in a large open space. Fields were open to all sides meaning he would be seen if he got anywhere near to the place, so he called for Bird to get a better view without making his presence known.

Still, without even getting closer, he could smell the stench of human death from his seat. He knew it was just a matter of time, what else did people expect? That man would all rise above adversity and make things beautiful? They had never done it in the past, so why change now? Finally those that survived had an excuse.

It was a community of cannibals.

Bird flew overhead, swooping low, an elegant and warming sight to Varik, before he settled into stillness and occupied the head space of his long term friend. Bird could smell it too, and Bird knew enough about the ways of humans to understand this was wrong on the most intuitive of levels.

Varik took careful stock of the scene below. He would, of course, be dealing with such outrageous heresy soon enough.

The single story building was a converted barn — all black cladding and whitewashed stone. Dotted around were various buildings: oast houses, storage sheds, open sided warehouses and countless other outbuildings.

Plus the pens.

Looking down he could see that they were open spaces with tiny sheltered roofing areas for the unfortunate occupants. The pens were little more than pig-cotes for The Lethargic. Some contained Whole mothers nursing babies, others clung tightly to their toddlers, trying to keep them warm against the unusually bitter spring winds that howled across the open fields. Food trays were set on homemade trestle tables, water was on tap when needed.

The main feature of the whole encampment, apart from makeshift sentry posts at the four corners of the enclosure, was a huge shallow pit with scorched rocks at its base, covered in still warm ashes from the previous evenings festivities. A huge spit stood five feet off the ground, a large turning wheel on one side. There were various chains and pulleys to hoist the meat up, ready to barbecue slowly over the coals beneath.

“Well, they obviously don’t think it’s catching,” muttered Varik, still finding it odd, even after centuries, to talk through one body but see through another. Bird flew low, giving Varik a better idea of the layout, not that he was overly concerned about his own safety. There were people milling about near the front of the house, others in the back, noises coming from inside the building.

Having seen enough, Varik was about to leave Bird in peace. All of a sudden there was a commotion from one of the holding pens, a scream of a hysterical woman. He looked down to see the top of a man’s head and his outstretched arms, tugging a young child away from the woman, obviously the mother.

“So they like them young do they? I’ll give them something to really get their teeth into.”

Varik came back to his own body then left his seated position.

As he walked toward the distant buildings and people he entered The Noise, feeling for the minds of those close to him. He saw the presence of the slavers, felt the vulnerability of The Lethargic adults and children. He chose a female at random and took stock of his captivity. Simple, he could get out in a heartbeat. He directed the woman to one side, away from the crash point, and let his mind expand. He trailed the roots of the large birch tree that overhung the enclosures, traveling up the trunk and out to a branch twenty feet above the woman’s head. He could see the weak point in the branch as clear as the tree itself, and the mouth of the woman he inhabited smiled in a tight rictus of a grin as it snapped and came crashing down onto the fence. The enclosure crumpled like paper under the weight of the branch.

The body unlocked the other compounds, then Varik took control of Lethargic of suitable ages and let his anger vent.

The men didn’t know what hit them, neither did the few women that seemed to have joined the group and taken delight in the fresh flesh they consumed daily. All hell broke loose as they were attacked with a frenzy only the truly desperate could unleash. The possessed bodies fought well as Varik expected, what he didn’t expect was the ferocity of the women that were Whole but had been caged like animals with their Lethargic offspring. They tore at their kidnappers and killed many before he had the chance to do anything about it.

Varik entered the fray, releasing the Lethargic from his grip, and dealing swiftly with the battle-sore remaining group. Trussed and gagged he lit a large fire in the pit and one by one, throughout the rest of the day and well into the smoke filled night, he roasted each and every one of them alive. The screams could be heard for miles but there was nobody listening that cared.

The thick oily smoke of slow burning human flesh caught on the wind and spiraled away into the pure crisp night, as one by one the slavers sat watching in horror as their group were roasted alive. All they could do was wait their turn.

He left any with The Lethargy alive — there was no point killing what was already dead. The captive women that were Whole he killed swiftly, with mercy. They were a part of the problem but didn’t deserve anything but a dignified death.

He wasn’t without a sense of right and wrong after all.

Varik returned home a few months later, having found nothing since that could convince him that the path of The Eventuals was anything but right and exactly what humanity deserved.

Left to their own devices humans were the cruelest of animals, what a waste of resources to let them continue to pollute the planet.


SEE THE SEA


MARCUS PULLED A lever at least three feet long. It was painted white over countless layers, peeling under the assault of thick paint and poor brushwork. The knob on top was a dull red, worn smooth and surprisingly comfortable in the hand. As Marcus braced his feet on an inclined zinc platform in front of him he heard cogs move into place. Chains screamed against the movement that had been centuries coming, and Marcus puffed heavily, smiling as he did so.

Marcus was in The Anti-Pirate Room, so had dressed accordingly. He had changed from a brief interlude celebrating all things pirate to more appropriate seafaring based garb. He couldn’t very well dress like a pirate when he was about to unleash his defenses. He had on his captain’s outfit. Not just any outfit though, but the clothes worn by the captain of the RMS Olympic, the Titanic’s sister ship. He doubted there were more than a few people in the world that even knew the story of the Titanic now — so much had been lost, it broke his heart if he thought about it too much.

As the lever clicked into place Marcus settled back in the captain’s chair, more booty from the Olympic, this time from the captain’s very own quarters. He poured himself a nice cup of tea, the thick almost tar-like liquid carried incongruously in a chipped mug — plain blue and at odds with the rest of the Room. This was a defense Room, one of quite a few that were easily accessed throughout The Commorancy. Marcus had designed it to look partly like the bridge of antiquated ships, and then changed his mind and gone all 1980’s retro for the remainder. It was a confusing mish-mash of whimsy, and genuine functional equipment such as simple computers, that made a satisfying clack when he tapped the keys.

Monitors were strictly modern however, as modern as they could be, and were linked via a network of underground cables that ended at cameras tied to buoys dotted randomly around the island of Vectis. Marcus watched the small flotilla of ships and smiled as the lever clicked into place. It was all for show more than anything, just to confirm in his own mind that he was engaging the defenses. He could have just as easily pressed a button to begin safety procedures. He just hoped that the defenses were still up to scratch, they had not been used against a genuine threat ever, and Marcus couldn’t remember the last time they were tested. He was sure it wouldn’t have been more recently than a few hundred years ago.

He checked the cameras, noting sourly that a number of them were no longer functional. He even tried turning the monitors off and on again — no luck. Such oversights would have to be addressed in the future. Too much depended on his home to allow it to be taken from him by anyone. But not to worry, the majority of cameras were working, and if all else failed he could always use a telescope to check on the actual defenses he had set in motion, which were the most important things after all.

As he peered at the screens he noted with satisfaction that the sea began to stir. He could see the water rising slightly as the ancient pilings, set into the sea bedrock at shallow spots, held fast. Huge chains as wide as a man’s torso grew taut and rose to sit just below the water’s surface, their rusty links glinting dully in the sunlight. Marcus activated them all around the island, just in case there were ships he was yet to discover, then he checked the readouts in front of him to ensure that they all engaged properly. Thankfully all was well with the over-designed yet simple defenses — they worked exactly as planned.

The simple chain perimeter would stop ships sailing over. It was a basic yet time-honored sea defense — vessels would be caught in the chains, their rotors broken. If they managed to continue without power or were small enough to be sailed then they would never have the necessary force to make it over the strength of the chain. Even if that were the case then the land defenses, which were, after all, the main way of keeping his home secure, would certainly do a much more complete job of deterring any attempts on his life, and that of his guests.

Marcus left the Room and walked through a door into The Vectis Room.

~~~

Marcus discarded the captain’s hat and stripped down to tight black leggings and a black vest, it wouldn’t do to wear a captain’s outfit when he was now dealing with the land defenses.

He couldn’t help but smile as he turned to face the Room after hanging up the clothes on transparent hooks on the bare walls. The Room was blank, it contained no decorations, no color, no weird and wonderful contraptions or quirky design features. It contained but one thing, and one thing only.

The Room was infinite yet comfortably sized at the same time. A trick, for sure, but one that its maker marveled at all the same. Marcus wished he had used the techniques involved in its construction on a Room he actually visited more regularly. But that was half the fun of The Commorancy — sometimes the best was saved until last.

This was one of those Rooms that Marcus truly loved, it was almost divine in its simplicity and purity of purpose.

Sat exactly in the center of the perfectly proportioned, totally devoid of color Room was a large orange box with the words Acme stenciled on the side in off-white. Set into the top was a T-shaped plunger colored a satisfying shade of pastel blue. From the sides of the box wires ran out and disappeared through tiny holes in the floor. Marcus wondered if this had been his idea or if it had been… well, it was the same thing, of course it was his idea.

Marcus padded on bare feet over to the blasting machine. He felt like a ninja and couldn’t help but crouch and approach the contraption as if he was an assassin in the night on a deadly mission. With both hands gripping the handle he pressed down slowly, feeling the pressure resisting but giving way satisfyingly like a plunger in a coffee pot. The plunger sank into the box and as it did so he watched through The Noise as the electrical charge generated by the magneto within the box traveled along the wires. The energy sparkled; viewed through his Awoken senses and The Noise, the pulsing power was as clear as the cables themselves. It was over in an instant, as the charge wound its way along its course. The vibrating electrons within the copper wires danced as Marcus watched them in slow motion. So beautiful.

Down through the floor the charge traveled, at speeds too fast for normal sight to register. They wound their way through walls, through open cavities and huge ducts rammed with countless bundles of color-coded, neatly arranged cables, all performing their own duties: carrying power to various parts of the Commorancy. This particular cable was one of only a few that ran outside to its destination.

It wound its way though a multitude of spaces above and below specialist Rooms, and then through the earth until it hit a junction at the shore of the island. There, it split into countless paths, each terminating at a plate buried a few centimeters below the ground, fixed in place by stainless steel bolts into a block of concrete six feet deep. All around the perimeter of the island at regular intervals the plates became live, high voltages crackled between the now deadly sentries, threatening to incinerate anything that came within touching distance of their deadly charge.

Marcus never used this particular defense as he knew the damage it would cause to the wildlife — it was reserved strictly for special occasions only.

He felt that today was certainly a day where the loss of life was justified. He had to ensure that The Commorancy was not overrun with either Varik, or more likely, his brainwashed followers that would do whatever he asked of them.

Well, they had been asked too much, and things were about to get electrifying.

Marcus smiled a grim smile, then silently made his way back to the door, still in full on stealth mode.


CRASH COURSE


LETJE PLUNGED HER head deeply, yet reluctantly, into the ornate blue and white bowl and gasped nonetheless at the temperature she knew was waiting to surprise her. Then she pulled the handle on the water pump and let the freezing water, pulled from deep underground, run down her neck and tickle her spine. She lifted her head, fighting for air, and then did it all over again.

Her head was swimming with possibilities, it all seemed to make sense somehow, but if she thought about things too hard then it could just as easily have been the ravings of a madman.

“Better?” asked Marcus.

“Better,” agreed Letje, with an accompanying nod of her rather soggy head. She pushed her dark fringe to the side and sat down on the grass. “Why have you got a water pump anyway? Seems kind of—”

“Antiquated?”

“Exactly.”

“It’s the small things in life Letje. Why make things more complicated than they need to be?”

“Seriously? Um, you do live here right? You did build this place?”

“Yeah, well, I guess you have a point,” smirked Marcus, wearing denim dungarees and a pair of wellington boots, plus a red and white neckerchief tied rakishly at his neck. They had spent some time involved in hard physical work, combined with flash training in The Noise. Marcus knew that the combination was the easiest way to let the knowledge sink in, and, well, the work needed to be done anyway, so why not combine the two?

Letje was almost at her limit now, muscles were burning, her back was aching, and her head felt like it had more information in it than could reasonably be expected to fit.

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty of room for more,” reassured Marcus. “You will be surprised just how much the human brain can hold, until you get to a certain age anyway. Now, let’s continue.”

~~~

Hours later Letje really was at her limit and Marcus knew it. It was one thing giving a crash course in what was possible, quite another to overdo it and send her backwards, rather than progressing forward. Marcus was amazed at how readily Letje took in the things she was being taught. In just a morning she had surpassed the understanding it took most people weeks, if not months, to comprehend.

Could it be her age? Her heritage? Or was there something else?

He had asked himself these questions and more as he had begun his instruction, taking the smallest of peeks at Letje’s innermost self to try to understand just who this young girl really was. What he found was quite a surprise.

Marcus knew of her lineage, that her ancestor had been a very powerful guest by the time he left The Commorancy. The man had decided not to pursue any of the more esoteric powers awakening inside him, but rather wished to focus on ensuring that humanity continued, by doing all that he could to make certain that he, and his descendants, always had Whole offspring — with the potential within to become Awoken. Early on in a stay that lasted for approximately fifteen years the man had focused on his genetic make-up, delving deep into The Noise and finding the tiny genetic markers that would allow him to father a male child, then pass on his own altered genes without them corrupting.

Marcus had kept checks through the years on how it had worked out, and for the longest time it was flawless. Each male child stayed Whole, lived a long life, found a Whole wife and every now and then even Awoke naturally. Some made changes to future history that had small but profound long term effects. But it began to falter. After ten generations or so the lineage was not what it had once been. Creeping Lethargy appeared as the adults moved into old age, then when they were younger, until it ended when Letje was born. Her parents died young, and she was an aberration, a female that should not have been.

Looking inside her, tracing back what should have been her inherited genetic markers, there was no sign of what was once altered. She bore no altered genes, no forced Wholeness.

Letje was just a natural child, born in the natural way.

Yet she was special. It was obvious just by looking at her that something was growing just as she herself matured to adulthood. There were powers that would slowly come to fruition. Marcus wanted more than anything to ensure that she understood her place in the world, that she turned her potential into something that would help bring humanity back from the brink.

All he had to do was make sure that The Eventuals didn’t destroy them all, and the rest of humanity. He had his work cut out for him.

Letje was asleep on the grass beside him. Constantine was munching away, yet keeping a wary eye out for George — they had not become the best of friends. Understandable really when the first impression you get of a potential ally is them trying to turn you over with a shiny horn so they can see if there is a way to get inside your shell and eat you. George skulked off, but he was resolute that he wanted nothing to do with the tempting creature hiding like a coward in its carapace.

“Best let her sleep I think,” said Marcus. “There will be plenty of time for training once we deal with the situation.”

Marcus was the master of understatement.

Constantine just watched through heavy lidded eyes.

Marcus winked at him and said, “Enjoying your lettuce?”

Constantine carried on munching contentedly.


BUSY ROAD


“MY FATHER USED to tell me stories about the old days. I always thought he was just making most of it up, or exaggerating what he had been told. He never saw any of it like you did though.”

“Haha, he may have embellished a little. But trust me, it was a different world. And yes, I was actually there.” Marcus was trying to explain to Letje how the world used to be, what it was like when he was a boy, when he was growing up and everything was fast, smelly, and the country looked very different.

Letje was having a hard time really getting to grips with a world so different to the one she had known all her life.

“But what did all the people do, if they were all going down your road all day long?” said Letje, trying to keep the disbelief out of her voice.

“Okay, let me try to explain.” Sometimes Marcus had a hard time believing what life had been like before. He couldn’t imagine how alien it must seem to Letje, who was born into a world that was just so… quiet. “We lived on a street quite near to the main shopping area. Now, bear in mind this wasn’t a huge city or anything, but even so the road was busy. All day, and well into the evening, cars would stream past constantly. There were people going to work, some were taking children to and from school, others were going shopping. And, of course, there were countless trucks delivering goods. Oh, and buses too.”

“But why were people going to work all the time? I can’t see that there were things for them to do.” It made no sense to Letje.

“Letje, you have to remember that everything you see now was once made by people. Just because it doesn’t happen any more doesn’t mean the work wasn’t put in once. Think about it. What can I use as an example? To show you the complexity of it all?” Marcus stopped to think, staring at his toes as he did so.

“Ah, the house I lived in? Yes, let’s use that. It was made of brick. That means people in huge machines digging for the raw materials. A truck to take them to the processing plant. People working in the plant. Then the bricks would be delivered to a place where people could buy them. So somebody did that delivery. Then a person to take collection of them, that’s another job right there. Then somebody to take payment when a builder buys the bricks. Another job. Then the builder, he has a job, and employs others.

Plus someone has to deliver the bricks to where he wanted to build the house I lived in. Then he builds the house. But he needs cement, he needs water, and sand. He needs a bucket for the water, that’s countless jobs again, just for the use of a bucket. Plus all his tools, most of which would be made abroad. So you have factories in places like China, full of people making trowels. Then delivery drivers there, then huge ships to deliver the goods to the UK. So you need ship builders, engineers, people to make the containers the goods are shipped in. You need people to steer the ships, so you need colleges to teach those people. You also need people who know how to design them so they don’t sink, and people to work at the dockyards to process the ships and the goods.

So you need people to build the dockyards, to build the factories, and then you need radios to talk to the people on the ships. You need phones so people can communicate with each other, and then you need the places to sell the goods, so towns have to be built, and you need the roads so people can get to work and so that people can go and buy the goods. It spirals upward into a mind-bending complexity, all of it needed for the system to function as a whole.”

“All that so you can build a house? I never thought of it like that.” Letje’s head was spinning, it all seemed so complex, so many layers, so much relying on the next thing.

“It was a complicated world Letje, very convoluted. But just remember that all the things that we have now, what’s left anyway, needed people working together to make them happen. Don’t even get me started on banking systems, stocks and shares, the Internet — which was nothing like the tiny thing I keep running at the moment. What it all came down to was that people were rushing around, always busy, and it got crazier and crazier. The air outside my house would seem like poison to us now, all those fumes, the constant noise. But at the time you never thought about it. Things were just the way they were. Technology changed so much, and I think it was the progress made in the last few years before The Lethargy hit that was the beginning of the end really.” Marcus felt like he was talking about an alternate reality, not the one he himself had been born into.

“It all gradually slowed down: the activity. People began to rely on the technology, people worked from home more often, keeping irregular hours. And people began to resent having to make a journey to buy something. It got so that if you went to a store they never had what you wanted, so you ended up ordering it online after a wasted trip. It was no wonder that so many businesses began to shut down — it just became an inconvenience.” Saying the words made Marcus re-think just how it had all gone so horribly wrong, but the truth was that nobody knew quite how The Lethargy started, or even what it was. There were so few people left, in such a short space of time, that nobody left alive had the knowledge to even begin to try to figure out what was really going on. Not that it made any difference, it permeated everything and there was no way of stopping it.

“Did you like it though? All the people? All the cars and the stores full of things? Didn’t it drive you crazy? I can’t imagine walking down a street and having to move out of the way of other people. Ugh, it makes me feel sick just thinking about it. I mean, strangers would be touching you, breathing on you, getting in your way. How could you live like that?”

“It was just the way it was, you never thought about it. And I suppose that, yes, I did rather enjoy it. But I was young, I didn’t need to have a job, I wasn’t really old enough. And when I was there were no jobs to have, the system was broke. If I wanted to make bricks it wouldn’t have been the same. There would be nobody to deliver them, nobody to buy them, no one to take payment, or pay me for my bricks, and nobody left to build houses anyway.”

“But we don’t want it to be like that again do we? I mean, things will be different this time won’t they? Not so… crowded?”

“I hope so. We made a mess of a lot of it, especially the way we built our towns and cities. We pretty much just concreted over everything and took away nature. It wasn’t how people were supposed to live. At least, I don’t think so anyway. But then again, who are we to judge? Lots of people loved living in high rise buildings, never stepping foot into a garden, never seeing cows in fields. People would balk at sitting on the actual earth, even hated walking in forests, and if they got dirty they could really freak out. Everyone is different.”

“What do you think it will be like Marcus? The future I mean.” Letje waited for an answer, Marcus took his time.

“Let’s just say that with your help it will be better, better than it is now, and different. All we can do is try to ensure humanity survives, and Whole children are born. It’s why I do what I do Letje, to try to ensure humanity doesn’t just disappear totally. Though these damn Eventuals are a real thorn in my side. But we will win, right?” Marcus held up his palm, they high-fived.

“Of course we will, we are the guardians of the future, aren’t we?”

“We are,” said Marcus, delighted with the enthusiasm from one so young. “We will make sure the world never loses its beauty, and that humanity is here to be a part of it.”

“Marcus?”

“Yes? You sound nervous, no need to be. You are not alone any more you know?”

“I know, it still feels very strange though. You are only the second man I have ever spoken to apart from family you know? But it’s not that. It’s, well, do you really think that people will survive? I mean, honestly? You have been alive so long, doesn’t it seem like things are getting worse?”

“If there is one thing I am, it’s an optimist Letje. Things have gotten worse, this is true. But there is still the chance of a great future. And without The Commorancy then things would have been a lot worse than they are at the moment. Look on the bright side, it’s the only way to stay positive.” Marcus jumped to his feet, clapped his hands together, and then stared down at Letje in a rather intense manner, hands on hips, legs spread wide. “Now, enough chit-chat, I think you have been trying to distract me young lady.”

Letje got to her feet and stared at Marcus sheepishly. “Who me?” She pulled her best innocent face, one her father always said made him want to just pick her up and kiss her again and again.

“That won’t work on me my dear, you forget who I am,” said Marcus, trying to stifle a smile. “Back to work with you. You have a lot to learn and there is never any time better than the present.”

Before Letje knew what was happening she was being taught the importance of the silver sutratma-thread when entering the bodies of other creatures, or when astral projecting.

Marcus was right, she had an awful lot to learn. Letje just prayed she lived long enough to learn all Marcus had to teach her.


HUH?


MARCUS WAS IN The Room For Ashes.

He sat naked on the gritty ground, dislodging a shard of skull from beneath his bottom, frowning at the bone fragment before he threw it on the pile.

The pile was large.

The Room For Ashes was a special Room, sacred almost. Even though Marcus knew for a fact there was no afterlife in the conventional sense for The Awoken, he still believed in the concept of a soul, just not in any kind of traditional religious way like those that had dominated society as The Lethargy descended.

Marcus believed, actually knew, The Void to be a reality however. He knew the interconnectivity of all things, and knew that this was the true Nirvana, The Nothingness of which The Buddha spoke.

He lived in a Universe that had endless possibilities. Past, present and futures split and re-configured at any one of trillions of points every single time an event occurred. That there were infinite planets, species and even gods all meant nothing in The Void.

Things just were.

Marcus knew that if you let such knowledge go too deep it could rip you from your sanity and send you howling and screaming over to the side of The Eventuals, just to be done with it all and return not to peace, but to nothingness.

Marcus settled himself. He thought.

Life was disrupted and he was getting too old for such things. He was settled, he had a routine. Sure, ingressions happened from time to time, but they were few and far between. And usually it was just one or two red-faced kids trying to do the impossible: eliminate him.

This latest threat was different however, so understandably he was a little on edge. Marcus pondered the life he led, and felt his reality tenuous. He didn’t know who he was. Was he the Marcus just in the Room with Letje and the others, or was he the one that had been waiting outside the door that contained the freshly roused Lethargic? He had no idea how to tell. This was, of course, the whole point. He was just him — they were not meant to be two people. But it still got confusing. Out he would walk from one Room, and then in he would appear minutes later, having changed, performed duties and chores, as if it was all perfectly natural.

He never knew of course, it was all just him.

Time fragmented leading such a life. The constant updating from one Marcus to another could be dizzying at best, and it normally meant that time was doubled up, yet at the same time not quite linear — as one Marcus tried to catch up with the other. It meant he was twice as busy as a normal person yet never as rushed either. It was as if time slowed for him and often he wondered if this truly was the case. Or was it that what seemed like a few minutes to him actually meant leaving a new guest alone for hours, or even days without realizing.

Nobody ever said anything of course — why would they?

“Well, no way to find out, so why worry about it?” Marcus shook himself free of such impossible musings, he was just him so that was all that counted. Experiences melded into a single life so what did it matter which one of him did what? It was the exact same thing as if it had all just been him.

Or was it?

“Ugh, stop it Marcus.”

He let himself quiet, let his thoughts drift away, and did what he was supposed to do in such a Room: contemplated the impermanence of all things.

The Room For Ashes could be seen as a rather morbid place if you looked at it with a dark frame of mind. But if you looked at it with eyes full of wonder and delight, then it was a thing of real beauty. Marcus saw it that way anyway, and after all it was but an extension of the ritual carried out by the Aghori sadhus. The sadhus had been doing what he was now doing for millennia, and they had more than come to terms with their own realities — until they too succumbed to The Lethargy just like everybody else.

The Room was dirt, dirt of human remains. The cremated remains of thousands upon thousands of humans that had passed into The Void in a variety of both pleasant and extremely nasty ways. The Room was large, but not unduly so. He could actually see the blood red walls, see the blank, black ceiling, and see to the far end of its narrow length — the Room was more than enough to make you think about your own impermanence, however long you lived.

Marcus sat on the pulverized corpses of countless humans, some dead centuries, others were more recent returnees to The Void. Once the person died, through The Lethargy, accident or Marcus’ own hand, then they were cremated and added to the pile. Unless Marcus was feeling angry, then they got little in the way of any kind of decent remembrance.

The floor was gray as far as you cared to walk in any direction, from fine ash that showed your passage, to larger pieces of bone, even the odd piece of wondrous medical equipment such as a pace-maker, from back when those cremated were first generation. The sight that some would find rather grisly however was the mountainous pile of skulls, femurs, radius and ulna that were butchered professionally before cremation and bleached white, highlighting their purity and their perfection. It wasn’t meant to be morbid, it was a celebration of life, death, and the enduring Void.

Contemplating his own temporary existence was an important part of Marcus’ life as it kept him grounded to some degree. It allowed him to put everything that happened in his life into some kind of perspective.

Marcus lay back, spread-eagled on the floor. He rested his head against the base of the tower of shining bone, the lives of thousands stared out at him from deep shadow, unseeing, unknowing of their fate. Marcus grabbed handfuls of ash and flung it into the air, watching through slitted eyes as it slowly settled onto his body. This was what life was about: everything returning to dust. No matter what you did, good or bad, you ended up the same. Karma, yes, he deeply believed in such things, and this Room helped him to come to terms with the good and bad he had done. He believed that his long life had allowed him to set the scale in balance. He didn’t think he would deserve any kind of punishment for what he had done, although not for one second did he believe there was any judgement after death. No heaven or hell.

Yet always something nagged at him — The Void. The enduring permanence. Could there be rewards, or punishments, in such a place? If there was he was happy with what he had made of his short time on earth thus far.

Marcus sat up, reached for a flask of water and poured out enough to get his hands wet. He scooped up ash, making a thick paste, then smeared it across his face. He repeated the process until he had rubbed the mixture of death over his entire body.

He was a gray man.

He was ash and bone.

He was death.

~~~

Coming to his senses Marcus found himself atop a mountain of glistening death, skull in one hand, gleaming femur gripped tightly in the other. His teeth were clenched tight and his back ached. No wonder, as when he moved a large shard of somebody’s scapula was pressed so deeply into his side that it left a perfect imprint.

Marcus had no knowledge of entering the Room, didn’t know how long he had been there, or if it was him that had even been the one supposed to look after the guests in The Garden.

He slid down the clattering pile and stood. A cracked skull came to rest against his leg as if saying a final farewell.

He was dirty, dusty, covered in transformed energy of the deceased. There were rivulets on his chest. When he put his hands to his face he realized he was crying.

For what?

For whom?

For how long?

Was it for the life he led? For the concern over those he swore to protect and help? For those lying as dust all around him?

Or was it for the fate of The Commorancy itself that he wept such prolific tears?

Did it matter?

Marcus padded softly to a far corner, there was no sound, just footprints in the ash of souls.

He entered a small cubicle and turned on the water.

The ash washed away, to run through pipes and drains and finally make its way out into the landscape, where the energy would once again be transformed into something different. Never to die, just change from one form to another as it gradually made its way around the Universe.

Marcus washed away the lives of others until the water ran clean, where it merged with the salt of his tears as he stood naked and alone, a man too old to feel shame about shedding tears for all that was lost, and all that may be lost, in an uncertain future he knew he would never be a part of.


FROM TINY ACORNS


“UM, COULD IT have anything to do with this?” asked a distraught Letje, pulling the acorn from her pocket. She couldn’t believe she had been so stupid, all she had done was pluck it from The Oak, not even thinking that it contained a part of The Noise, energy from those that had forced it to grow to its unnatural size. She felt like a ridiculous little girl — like she didn’t belong.

“Yes my dear, I’m afraid it does. But it isn’t your fault, it’s mine.”

“It’s not, I’m to blame, I’m stupid.” Letje could feel tears ready to burst, to shame her further.

“No, I was trying to be clever by getting you to meet me at a place I knew we didn’t belong, mine is the blame, and the responsibility.”

Letje looked down at the innocent large seed of a future life in the making. She couldn’t help but admire its beauty. Marcus leaned in close and they both felt the connection, the power within. Waiting to be unleashed via simple soil, sun and rain.

After only a few hours of training in The Noise Letje could already feel unknown energies welling up inside her. And staring at the perfect acorn she understood, in part, what wonders awaited her. If she managed to live that was. She stared at Marcus; after his story of how The Garden was built there was fear mixed with admiration in her eyes. This was not a normal man. It was a different world to the one she had known — she never really understood just what potential lay within the human mind and Marcus was proof that it could be of an extreme nature. Almost god-like.

Marcus had informed the group that it was time to leave, and had pondered just how Varik had finally found the location of The Commorancy. It all seemed so obvious now. Marcus could hardly believe his stupidity. But he was only human after all, and a few mistakes a century was rather a good record he felt.

“I couldn’t understand how he had finally found The Commorancy, it’s stayed hidden in plain sight for so long. And the few Eventuals that have found their way here have been blocked from ever communicating their position through The Noise,” said Marcus. “But now it seems ridiculous that Varik hasn’t found out where I am before now. I don’t go out much, well, hardly ever, but over the years I have been away a few times, but I have always been careful. Going to The Oak was silly. Silly, silly, silly.”

Letje was distraught. However Marcus tried to reason it, it was her taking of the acorn, and carrying around a small part of the energies unleashed from The Eventuals, that had led them right here. She really did need to think before she acted. “I’m sorry Marcus, I wasn’t thinking at all. It never even crossed my mind about things like this.”

“And once again my dear, it isn’t your fault. How were you to know the power in such things? I should have been aware of it myself. But that’s not the half of it anyway. It’s not only the fact he knows where we are, it’s the control he has over the thousands of Lethargic stored in The Room For Hope.”

“The what?” interrupted Stanley. “You have Lethargic stored here? Why?”

“Just in case,” said Marcus. “In case I can find a way to bring them back to health. Lives are so precious, they need to be treasured. But I showed the Room to one of Varik’s acolytes, before I, um, disposed of him. Varik must have been watching. He will have jumped at the chance to be able to control so many bodies and wreak havoc on The Commorancy.”

“Oh my god, what are you going to do?”

“You really don’t want to know. Trust me on that. In fact, I don’t want to know what I’m going to do either. Although I guess it’s inevitable that I will.”

Letje stared at Marcus. He really did talk in a strange fashion at times. As if he wasn’t really him, but someone pretending to be him. Or…

Letje shook her head, the place was doing funny things to her.

~~~

“You mean we’re the sacrificial lambs? Thanks a bunch Marcus.”

“Well, not quite. But look at it this way: what’s more important, me, and you, or the thousands of other Awoken in all the other Rooms? As far as Varik is concerned there is only one of me and you seven, so let’s keep it that way.”

“What do you mean by only one of you?” asked Letje.

“Right, so do we understand the plan?” said Marcus hurriedly, ignoring her. There were worried looks all around, it was obvious Marcus was hiding things, lots of things. Mumbled agreements and a few awkward questions were answered, then it was time to leave. For many it had been their home for centuries, and this was not the way they expected to leave their refuge.

Marcus had asked about weaponry and quickly gone to retrieve what he thought would be best suited for each person. Letje was surprised he hadn’t changed into another outfit by the time he returned. The cache was not large, but it was made up of items best tailored to suit each person. Weapons stowed in their backpacks Marcus had finally divulged exactly why they were going outside, and the potential outcome.

With lifetime’s worth of experiences each, everyone apart from Letje understood on a very personal level just how important it was to ensure The Commorancy remained safe, that it continued to function. They were grateful for their gifts and wouldn’t want others to be left without the chance to receive what they had been given. They knew that if risking a few lives would help the other guests stay safe then they couldn’t really argue with such a choice.


BIRD BRAIN


BIRD KNEW THAT he was used. He understood that he had sold his soul to the Devil.

He didn’t mind, not really. Most of the time.

Bird thought the trade was more than fair actually, he felt that he was the one who came out the winner. After all it was he that had found Varik, not the other way around. Bird could still remember the time and the place that he first set eyes on Master. No, that wasn’t right, not eyes, not his soul penetrating ice-blue eyes, the other eye, his inner eye. His Bird sense that allowed him to navigate easily, never getting lost, simply following the lines and pulses of the planet, that were as clear as the rest of the world to him, and to all other creatures of his type.

Bird was Whole.

Bird was more than Whole.

Bird had Awoken.

He remembered that too. He remembered being a little — well, a large — baby Bird and falling from his nest. He remembered Home, a sanctuary for the lives just hatched from their speckled eggs. The place he had encountered when he first stickily opened his eyes. He was born to a world of twigs and moss, the screeching of his siblings, and a huge gaping mouth pushing a half eaten rodent at his face, encouraging him to eat it.

Bird remembered it all.

He remembered the day that he stood on the edge of Home, balancing warily high above the ground, the wind tugging at his fluffy feathers, his wings unfurling and flapping free for the first time. The balance was precarious. Home was high, but it was safe.

Then he fell.

Bird recalled plummeting to the ground, crashing through branches and leaves, and waiting for his end to come. His wings were too immature and weak to function properly, he dropped like a rock toward the coming death that was sure to claim him.

But it never did.

Bird had a feeling. Bird felt something sweeping across him, across the lines and the paths, The Noise and the trees, and the plants and animals — everything changed.

Bird Awoke. Bird was not just a normal bird any longer. Bird was full of futures, Bird was history and Bird was infinite. He could see the planet, see what it wanted and what it had. See what it was and what it could be in a million different futures.

Bird could fly.

He swept upward on the warm eddies just before his life ended, before he hit the ground and returned to The Void, before he had a chance to sample the impossibility of being born.

Bird was as the wind. He soared, he fed and he grew large. Larger than any Eagle had ever grown. He knew he would live forever.

Bird awoke from his dream, flexed his talons and felt the warmth of Master, felt the trickle of blood through his four calloused toes. Toes that were nowhere near as tough and raw as the perch he was sat upon — Master’s dead shoulder, thick with scar tissue caused by countless landings and take-offs.

Bird rapidly blinked away the sleep, the dream, and looked around him laconically. A keratin talon, as hard as steel and longer than Master’s fingers, twitched involuntarily, digging deep into ancient scar tissue, nerves dead. Varik didn’t feel a thing.

Bird was happy.

Bird had forever to watch the games of man, knowing that if he wanted he could always change sides. He may have sold his soul to the Devil, but he could take it back, and him, in an instant if he ever did decide to change his mind.

Bird had a secret. Actually Bird had many secrets, all closely guarded.

Bird knew how The Lethargy had begun. From his near-death experience Bird had been saved as The Lethargy swept around the globe — he was certainly in the right place at the right time. With it came The Awakening, what had caught him before he hit the ground and brought him sharply to a sentience beyond any other bird there had ever been.

He could see it, see The Lethargy, see the strands that made the lucky few Awoken, or gave them the potential to be so. His acute inner senses allowed him to read people, to see their futures of a sort, to know what potential lay within them and to understand that some things were simply meant to be. Others were not.

Bird knew that Master was powerful, but Master didn’t know what Bird knew. And he knew that Master was going to have a very hard time eliminating the humans. Bird had seen the young one as he peered out from The Oak, so he understood that she was to be something beyond what Master could envision.

He liked her, he saw himself in her future. He saw others too, but they were of no concern to him.

Bird smiled to himself, outwardly his hooked beak let a screech escape.

Kleek kik, ik ik ik.

One thing was for certain, the games of man were never boring. They did like to play as if they knew what God’s will was — they always got it wrong.

Very wrong.


10,000 STRONG AND COUNTING


TEN THOUSAND THROATS, many unused for centuries, slowly began to engage their vocal chords again. The heart-wrenching sound reverberated in The Noise like twenty thousand hands scraping against a chalkboard. Like a million rusty gates creaking in the breeze; like countless leaky taps drip, drip dripping while you tried to sleep. The sound was like being stuck in a room with a thousand flies buzzing around your face, smashing into your ears, getting stuck up your nose, while your hands were tied and somebody sadistically tickled your toes with a feather at the same time.

Marcus hated it.

The din was unbearable, the echoes of the people clamoring for a freedom that would never, could never, be theirs now — all hope of future salvation and a return to being Whole now lost.

Marcus couldn’t think of another way.

They would all have to die.


GAS CHAMBER


MARCUS WAS IN The Room For Killing Everything.

He had never used the Room, had balked at even having it built. It was a necessary evil however — a safeguard. A way to ensure that nothing ever ruined all the work he and countless others had put into building The Commorancy and the multitudinous Rooms it contained.

Within the sterile and stark environment was access to any number of deadly ways to kill people in their thousands or singularly. With a flick of a switch he could flood an individual Room or space with a gas that would stop their heart beating within just a few seconds. He could raze a Room to ashes by flooding it with oxygen then setting off the burners built into the walls, ceiling and floor. He could electrify the floor, sending thousands of volts through a person’s body. Marcus could kill a person slowly if feeling perversely sadistic — with strontium-90 penetrating their bones and marrow, killing them through radiation poisoning over years, cancers spreading and causing irreversible cellular damage.

It was not a pleasant Room, and now he was about to do something he had hoped he would never have to.

Marcus cleared a memory that wasn’t a memory from his mind, and tried to focus back on the situation that he was in, not what he was in. It was happening more and more often lately — a double life. It became impossible to know what life was his and what was the other him going about Commorancy business just as he was. He often got lost for days in a confusion of being in two places at the same time and it meant that he, or the other he, spent a lot more time in The Screaming Room than was good for the human soul.

Marcus drifted back to his own reality, the one where he was in charge of seven human beings that had assumed they were protected by him. This was his reality, this was what he had decided was best, both of him had decided that. It was him, after all, that had welcomed them and later disturbed them from their Rooms. Plus the girl, mustn’t forget the girl Letje. Or was it him? He had no idea any longer. It may have been the other him for all he knew, once memories were combined, experiences shared, it was impossible to know which actions where carried out by either Marcus.

Having two of him had seemed like such a good idea at the time, now he wasn’t so sure. His brain, already struggling to cope with an extended life, was doubly stressed by there being two sets of experiences to try to accommodate, without sending Marcus over the edge.

Exercise, the odd meltdown in the disco, screaming, and most importantly of all, spending time in The Void, allowed him to cope and mostly succeed with his strange double life. But under stressful situations he seeped back and forth between the two hims, and it led to a somewhat confusing and bizarre dreamlike state — where he was watching and experiencing both of him at the same time, without either of the lives seeming like any kind of true, firm reality.

Now was definitely not the time for dreaming, it was action that was important in his current situation.

He couldn’t do it.

All those lives, lives he had saved, bodies he had kept functioning for so long, he couldn’t commit mass genocide unless it really was the absolute last act of a desperate man.

Had it really come to this?

No, not yet.

There was time, there was hope, and maybe, just maybe, if the plan worked then the thousands of Lethargic would return to their dreamless sleeps, so Marcus could once again wait in hope that he would find an answer to the curse that was humanity’s precarious future.

Marcus closed the door and turned out the light, the click of the switch flicking him back to a day that he had completely forgotten about — a day he had consciously wiped from his mind hundreds of years ago. The pain was too much for him to bear for more than a few lifetimes.

Now it seemed his past had come back to haunt him.

~~~

“Is it a boy?” asked Marcus’ wife, as she lay back on the pile of pillows propping up her head and shoulders. Her voice was shaky, the effort physically draining her down almost to absolute zero.

Marcus beamed at her as he cut and clamped the umbilical cord then lifted the tiny, brand new baby up to her chest, and placed him there gently. “It is. A beautiful, if slightly goo covered, baby boy.”

“Oh Marcus, what a miracle. Our very own son. Can you believe it? He’s actually real.” She stared at her precious bundle with pure love, all that was left inside of her now, and fading fast.

“And he will be a very handsome man when he grows up.” Marcus smiled sadly, knowing his wife would never get to see her child become a man. He hoped that he would. He was amazed that his wife had actually been aware enough to even know she was giving birth. He was inordinately pleased that she had at least now had the opportunity to see her son, if only once it meant they had met while she was herself for a short time.

Carefully placed around the room were all manner of bizarre pieces of equipment. Marcus was so concerned about delivering his child himself that he had scavenged every hospital he could get to by vehicle then obsessively filled their living room with everything from a birthing pool to a hi-tech adjustable bed, to drips, collections of towels so high they threatened to topple at any second, ultrasound equipment, heart rate monitors, scales, calipers, incubation units, surgical equipment, robotic devices he would never be able to operate, and countless other pieces of miscellanea — just in case.

Normally under complete control of his emotions and senses, he found himself getting increasingly erratic and obsessive as the birth loomed ever closer. Finally, as his nerves frayed, he gave up any semblance of trying to continue with the building of the more intricate parts of The Commorancy — it could wait until his son was born. When he could look at him and know for sure he was to be a Whole child. Marcus didn’t think he could face the loss of both his wife and his son too.

The Creeping Lethargy was getting worse by the day. The last month of her pregnancy had been hard, fate took it upon itself to cause her even more suffering than could be normally expected — she had finally given birth a month overdue. It seemed that The Lethargy affected everything, even the natural instinct to give birth at the right time. But he was here, and he was perfect, and Marcus could see straight away that his child was Whole. As Marcus eagerly devoured the sight of his child he saw that he could be so much more besides. What a gift to the world, what a gift for Marcus.

A son!

Marcus’ wife beamed with joy at the little bundle, and as he opened his eyes for the first time she spoke to him softly. Secret words, words for just him and her. Words he would never remember, but words full of love from his mother, the only gift she was able to now offer after giving the most glorious one of all: life itself. Marcus let her have the luxury of such an intimate moment in peace. He busied himself cleaning up after the birth, the first in the partially constructed Commorancy. It was two months into the build by now and Marcus hardly had a moment to spare. But it was necessary, there was so much to do, so much to prepare for. The future looked bleak, and without such refuges he dared not think what would happen to the already decimated human population.

Yet for all his hard work, and his newly Awoken state, he could still do nothing for his wife.

“Do you want me to clean up the little man now? Make him all shiny and put his first little clothes on him? Have you seen them? They’re so small, like for a doll. Hey, do you know how to put the nappy on?”

There was no reply. The newborn baby was asleep at his mother’s breast. Marcus’ wife was lost to The Lethargy once more.

She never woke up again and three months later she died, having seen her baby just once for less than a minute.

Marcus made a promise to himself the day his wife, the mother of his child, passed away. Those that he could he would keep alive. If one day there was a way to bring back people with The Lethargy he would never forgive himself for letting them die. This was especially true for the countless that were currently toiling away building the already mostly fortified Commorancy, while Marcus mourned the loss of his wife.


LETJE TAKES A STROLL


WHEN SHE WAS about fourteen, although the exact date was kind of blurry now, Letje went for a walk and ended up staying away for nigh on two weeks.

Resting from her exertions, her head spinning with new information, her body tired yet feeling energized, the memory came back to her, unbidden. It was probably because of the company — she hadn’t had any for so long. In fact, the encounter on her walk was the only one from then until The Commorancy, so it must be that: the reminder of human company apart from her parents.

Letje had needed a rest, a break from the loneliness, the constant chores to keep the house and land maintained, animals fed, supplies of food coming in. Plus she was exhausted. Trying to gain entry to The Commorancy was taking up every spare moment she had. Bags were appearing under her darkening eyes, she was getting spotty from stress, her skin was oily, her hair looked lifeless. As she stared in the mirror at her sunken features she realized she hadn’t taken any proper exercise in weeks. This was something she prided herself on — keeping trim and making the most of the lithe figure she had inherited through once manipulated genes.

All of a sudden she became hyper-aware of her own self. She looked terrible, her bones actually ached, her back and neck were sore from staring at a computer and tapping at a clunky keyboard where the damn ‘A’ kept coming off. It was incredible just how often you needed that letter — for everything. It was infuriating.

Time for a rest.

Time to get back to basics. Time to drink fresh water from the streams, hunt for fish and meat, cook outdoors, and watch the sun rise and set. She wanted to see the moon shine its cold, honest light before she went to sleep under the unknowable stars, while the distant satellites up there in the cold emptiness traveled around her home, mostly in perpetuity. Mostly.

The only time she had been away from home over the last few years was for mad dashes to try to pick up clues to do with The Commorancy, not exactly a restful vacation when all she could think about was getting to her goal and back as fast as possible. She needed to do something without stress, without the pressure, something just for fun, to enjoy life. She needed rejuvenating, to be close to nature and let the stress seep out of her aching body.

Maybe this is what it feels like to have The Lethargy? She shuddered at the thought and committed to her vacation.

So Letje packed small bags of flour and rice, both produced with great difficulty that never seemed to get easier, a few other dried goods, some fresh vegetables and what meat she had left. She grabbed her bow and arrow, took the fold-up fishing rod and reel and stuffed a bag full of goodies for Constantine. She set up automated systems best she could for the livestock and vegetable gardens, then with a final placing of her beloved tortoise in his tan leather duffel (an ancient battered bag that had been in the family as long as anyone could remember) she slung her gear over her shoulder and happily set off for a bit of an adventure, eager to try to get back to normal.

“Well, maybe not normal,” she muttered to Constantine as she set off at a good pace. Nobody was normal, how could you be living in such a world? She pondered that as she walked, soon realizing she was supposed to be having a good time, and centered herself in The Now, simply letting the present be all there was, enjoying the very moment, nothing more, nothing less.

Letje avoided anywhere too built up, as she had been warned by her father countless times. It was too risky, especially for a young woman. Even he went to great measures to ensure he stayed hidden on expeditions, for fear of attack. Not only are The Eventuals out to get you, he had instructed, but there are cannibals, people simply desperate for company, those that would kidnap you for their wife, and the plain mean and horrible too. Nice people, there were plenty of nice people as well, but it wasn’t worth the risk of going where you could get caught easily.

She walked for days, stopping to try her luck at likely looking streams, surprising herself when she caught trout by tickling their bellies and grabbing them fast. She even came across a bumper crop of crayfish, a stream was teeming with them and she feasted greedily on their succulent flesh, cooked over an open fire, the wood extra dry so there would be minimal smoke to give her position away. They tasted like heaven and she was loathe to leave her bountiful find, the stream was alive with hundreds of the small, delicious creatures.

As the days blurred into a haze of eating, walking, sleeping and dozing in the sunshine, she began to feel her body come back to her. The aches and pains were gradually pushed out as the exercise strengthened her muscles. Bundles of tight nerves un-knotted and the release finally allowed her to stretch. The high protein diet worked miracles on her muscles and her spirits soared.

~~~

“What the…?” Letje jumped from her happy dozing with a start. “Hey, that’s mine!” There was a flash of red and white and the thief was gone. Letje checked around her quickly, noting that it was just the rabbit that had been cooking over the fire that was gone. She ran after the thief before she had a chance to think about whether or not it was a wise decision.

She wished she had stayed where she was and let the rabbit go.

“So much for a peaceful doze,” muttered Letje, as she got into her stride and gained on the thief. She caught up with the wild looking girl moments later, grabbing her by a tattered red coat that was many sizes too large for her. She had the whitest hair Letje had ever seen, and the dirtiest face too.

“Gerrof me, lemme go. You’ve got no right to grab hold of me, I’ll get you for this, just you wait. You’ll be sorry.” The girl squirmed under Letje’s hold, pulling faces, torn between trying to escape and trying to stuff scalding hot meat into her mouth at the same time. The girl finally decided to just bite down quickly on the meat and let the punishment fall. Letje couldn’t help but be bemused by this strange creature. She was obviously ravenous to still only be thinking of food after capture. Letje let her go, then watched mesmerized as the girl, eyes darting back and forth, bare toes digging into the soil, coat falling over her hands, tried to stuff the meat into her mouth, but had to spit it out because it was too hot.

“That’s a waste you know? Let it cool down.”

“Om, nom, nom. Mmpf. Oi.” Letje grabbed the rabbit off the girl, it really was just going to waste.

“I said wait a minute. It’s too hot. Look, it’s all over the ground now. That’s just plain rude. To me, and the rabbit.”

The girl looked down pathetically, head hanging low as if she had been scalded by her mother. “Sorry. I’m so hungry though, I didn’t mean to steal. Can I have it? You know there is a—”

“Whoa, just calm down for a minute will you? You like to talk don’t you? Now, let’s start again. What’s your name?” Letje was unbalanced by this strange girl. She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine, although it was hard to tell under so much dirt, and hair.

The girl was manic. She fidgeted, constantly hopping from one foot to the other, yet seemed utterly fearless. She didn't appear worried in the least that something bad might happen to her. It did not bode well for her future, was all Letje could think. The girl kept looking at the food, saliva actually dripping from the corner of her mouth. This was one hungry child.

“Eh? What? Sorry, what did you say?”

“Your name? You do have one don’t you?”

“Of course I do. It’s Arcene. That’s French, it means silver. I have silver hair.”

Wow, this is one talkative child. “You do indeed and I bet it is really pretty under all that dirt. And look at your knees! I’m surprised you can bend your legs with all that dirt caked on them.”

“Hey, I haven’t got any shampoo alright. And anyway, I have been traveling, I haven’t had time to have a wash.” The girl paused, thinking. “Do you really think my hair is pretty?” She stared down at her knees and frowned, as if realizing they were there for the first time. She bent a leg, peering at the dirt as it cracked, small flakes actually fell to the floor.

“Of course I think you’re pretty. Although, like I said, you could do with a wash. Come on, let’s go and sit down and eat the rabbit shall we?”

“Yes please. I could eat it all. I could eat everything. I’m starving.” Arcene skipped happily over to the fire and sat down, cross-legged and uninvited, on Letje’s sleeping bag. She didn’t seem at all concerned about her recent theft, getting caught, or happily talking away with complete strangers.

Letje was more than mystified by this funny child, and smiled to herself as she followed her back to the camp site.

“Hey, be careful!” Letje ran back the remainder of the way and gently took Constantine off Arcene. She had pulled him out of his cozy dark duffel rather unceremoniously, after peering in and flinging his lettuce aside.

“What is it? Is it lunch?”

“It most certainly is not lunch. This is my very special friend, my oldest friend. Well, my only friend. This is Constantine and he is a tortoise.”

“Not lunch then,” said Arcene, somewhat disappointed. She peered at Constantine, studying him hard, tapping at his shell with greasy knuckles to see what noise it made.

“You have to be gentle, he is very old already, and you wouldn’t like it if someone did that to you, would you?” Letje put him down and rapped twice on top of Arcene’s head to prove her point.

Clunk, clunk.

“Hey! I get it alright. Sorry to be rude Constantine.” She crouched down and peered into the holdall, Constantine had ducked his head into his shell to hide from the newcomer. “Where’s his head gone? Did you pull it off?”

“Huh? What? No, of course I didn’t pull it off,” Letje was getting exasperated, this child was hard work. Was she like this when she was young? She doubted it.

“Well, where is it then?” Arcene peered suspiciously into the duffel bag again, then jumped back in surprise when Constantine poked his head out to see if it was safe to come out, and maybe have a nibble on something green and crunchy.

Letje tried to explain how tortoises worked, and that they had very stretchy heads, but Arcene seemed to lose interest almost instantly — the food was too much of a focal point for her to take her eyes off it for very long. Letje gave in. She cut pieces for the girl, then passed over a plate of cold rice she had saved from her meal the day before. The girl eyed the food greedily and took the plate hesitantly. “For me? Cool.” She ripped into the now cooler flesh with dirty teeth and tore the rabbit pieces to shreds in seconds. In between gulping her food, and trying not to cough it back up as she ate so fast, she chattered away idly as if she and Letje were the best of friends.

Letje’s head was spinning, from dozing in the sun a few minutes ago she was now feeding a thief who seemed incapable of worry. The young girl really was an oddity. Letje studied her carefully as she ate and chatted away.

She was a mess, there was no disputing it.

Her strange silver hair was a tangled nest, but it would be beautiful if straightened out. Her rather square face held a strong pair of eyebrows, pale like her hair. Dark eyes and full lips sat prettily on what some would call a rather angular face, but it was obvious she would grow into a very beautiful young woman. The large eyes reminded her of the drawings she had seen in a magazine her father had brought back from one of his trips, stories based in a place called Japan, where everybody seemed to wear a school uniform — weird! The otherwise pretty face was covered in grime, and as Arcene ate, Letje could see the juice running down her chin actually making her cleaner. Her hands were filthy too, the dirty nails were far from hygienic. Her coat was huge, she kept pushing the sleeves up but they constantly fell back down her arms and were ragged at the ends from scuffing. Her green shorts were held together by the dirt, Letje suspected, and her tired t-shirt was just as bad.

“What on earth happened to you?”

“What do you mean, I’m fine.” Arcene wiped her hands on her shorts, smearing rabbit juice over the thighs. “Any more?”

“You can’t possibly still be hungry,” exclaimed Letje. “You just ate a whole rabbit and all my rice for today and tomorrow.” Arcene just smiled sheepishly and opened doe eyes wide beneath a sorrowful brow.

“I haven’t eaten for days. I’m on my way home and I think I might have got a bit lost.”

“I think you better tell me all about it.”

Letje gradually coaxed the tale out of Arcene. It wasn’t the most uplifting of stories, and even before she began Letje knew that for Arcene to be alone meant there would be the death of parents or guardians involved. She wasn’t wrong.

Arcene had been on her own for some time now, although she had no idea how long that had been. She grew up just with her mother, her father died not long after she was born. From what Letje could tell, the girl had a very sheltered upbringing — she knew little of the world, past or present. She hadn’t heard of most of the things Letje mentioned. Awoken, The Noise, The Commorancy, Eventuals and countless other very important topics were completely alien to the child. She simply didn’t know about any of it. All she had been told about was The Lethargy itself, but by the sounds of it that was more out of necessity than anything else.

As Arcene described her childhood it was obvious her mother had succumbed to Creeping Lethargy when Arcene was a very young girl. She had taken care of her mother as best she could, but being so young it was of an obviously minimal kind. Her mother had thankfully taken a very long time to finally succumb, so at least Arcene had a semblance of an upbringing, until in the latter stages of The Lethargy her mother became next to useless. The semi-childhood meant that Arcene had little interest in staying clean, or much in the way of understanding how dangerous it was to talk to strangers. She was not brought up with any kind of teaching of that sort. She had struggled through with her mother until she was finally left alone, and that seemed to have happened a good few months ago now.

Since then the young girl had wandered around trying to find food, had lived alone in the home where she was born, and on occasion had even washed, at least that’s what she insisted on. Letje was doubtful of the truth of that particular part of the tale.

But it was obvious the girl was rather wild, knew next to nothing of the world she lived in, and at the heart of it all she was simply scared.

~~~

“Oh my god!” Letje covered her eyes, it was too much to stand. It was no use, the scene was firmly imprinted in her brain, it was all she could see. It was a scene that would haunt her for years to come.

And the smell. What was that?

Arcene was about as clean at home as she was in person. Her house was a shambles.

“Don’t you ever clean? Look at this place. How can you live like this?”

“What? Look, I’m eight… or nine. Not sure. But it’s not that bad anyway. Is it?”

Letje just looked at the girl. Could she not see it? Maybe not. After all, if she had basically brought herself up then she probably had other things to worry about than cleaning floors and washing dishes. But still.

“Right, I think the first thing we need to do is get you clean young missy, and then this,” said Letje, gesturing with utter dismay at the chaos that presented itself as soon as you walked through the door to Arcene’s home, “will have to change. You can’t live like this. How do you find anything?”

“Like what?” Arcene seemed genuinely perplexed by the question.

“Like anything. Where are you clean clothes?”

“Over there.” She pointed to a pile of what Letje assumed were… well, she didn’t know what they were, just that they didn’t look like any clean clothes she had ever seen before.

Letje stayed for a week.

It should have been longer. The place was nowhere near as she would have liked it, but it was better than it was before.

Arcene would hear nothing of leaving, it was where she lived and she liked it. The young girl gratefully accepted the gift of knowledge that Letje gave her. She devoured the stories she was told eagerly, asking questions and trying her best to understand what she was being taught. Letje skipped the scariest things, but tried to instill an understanding of quite how dangerous it was for young girls to be on their own, and that she must be extra careful of strangers. No more stealing either. That could really get you into trouble.

Letje gave her instructions on how to get to her home, and even drew a rudimentary map, using simple pictures to show the way. Arcene had never been taught how to read and write.

Letje was loathe to leave, but knew that she had her own matters to attend to. She was closer to finding a way into The Commorancy now, so as much as she wanted to stay with the child it wasn’t possible at the moment. She promised to come and check on her every week until she went away, and was sure that she could help her out until the time came. Cleaned up, Letje was stunned by how pretty Arcene was. She made doubly sure to check that the young girl really understood how dangerous men could be when they saw a pretty face. She was to stay close to home, hide if she saw people, and to stay clean.

Arcene was an odd girl, Letje had no doubt. Although she obviously enjoyed company, and the attention, she didn’t appear unduly worried when Letje said she had to leave. All she had known was her own company and independence. She appeared to be more than happy for it to carry on like that.

Still, Letje felt terrible for leaving her alone, and promised she would be back next week.

She never saw her again.

Every time she went to the house Arcene wasn’t there. There was no sign of anything bad having happened though. With each subsequent visit the house was slowly returning to the chaotic state it was in when they first met, so Letje at least knew the girl was going there on occasion. Letje had the sneaking suspicion Arcene was exploring the new world opened up to her by Letje, out hunting, catching fish, searching for books with pictures — which she delighted in when Letje pulled an old comic from her backpack and showed her the illustrations.

The girl was alive at least, Letje just wished that she could see her in person to make sure she was washing her face and brushing her beautiful silver hair.

And those teeth, god help her if she wasn’t brushing them at least once a day now.


WAKEY WAKEY


SAUL WAS DRAGGED kicking and screaming from his dreams to a waking nightmare that was worse than anything he could ever imagine. He had been dreaming of his death — it had been beautiful. A peace, a return to The Void, a slipping away into nothingness where nobody hurt you, where there was nothing to worry about and all was as it should be.

A permanent state of non-being where he was simply at one with the vastness, where there was no ‘him’ any longer, just the all encompassing Void where right, wrong, good, bad or anything but pure perfection simply didn’t exist and didn’t even have a name.

His pull back from such nirvana was a living nightmare. He felt like his entire nervous system had been stripped bare and was being flayed over and over. Like his skin was being stripped from his bones in the most exquisitely painful torture device ever invented by man. His body screamed for release, his soul howled at the injustice that such sensations were even possible. He cursed the god that had allowed a being the possibility of experiencing such sensitivity.

Saul was not alone.

Ten thousand other souls were going through the exact same thing, and not one of them was having a good time being conscious of themselves and their bodies once more. But that was not the worst of it — Saul was conscious of himself, yet he understood there was another pair of eyes peering out at the Room he had been reborn into. He was not in control of himself, he knew this even though he had yet to do more than sit on the edge of the bed, crying and whimpering like a terrified young child.

Saul was no babe in arms however. Saul was a man that had been thirty five when The Lethargy began to suck the life out of him. When he could no longer be bothered to go to his job, to care for his child, talk to his wife. A once burly man he had withered and shrunk as sustenance was no longer a concern for his ebbing consciousness. In the end he had been saved by Marcus, collected like a piece of equipment that malfunctioned, until, finally, he was stored just in case it would one day be possible to fix him. Saul had succumbed to The Lethargy almost three hundred years ago, but had no idea that it was anything but the time he first lost his interest in his own life.

He had a lot in common with the countless screaming people in the Room he now found himself in. Many were first generation Lethargic, and their descent into The Void had been disturbed once before, their actions guided, their bodies taken over against their will. Their reward for such a totally unforgivable act? They would be kept alive just in case there ever was a cure for The Lethargy. So far there hadn’t been the slightest hint that such a thing was possible.

Saul slowly began to realize that the pain was subsiding, that he could think, if through something of a fog. It was like trying to order your thoughts when somebody was screaming in your ear, trying to distract you and stop you from coming to any kind of coherent reasoning. Yet slowly it began to ease. He could wiggle his toes, clench a fist, as his body and mind slowly became his once more.

He wasn’t sure that he liked it one bit.

For so long his reality had been one of sheer emptiness, neither hot or cold, happy or sad, aware or unaware — he was just empty. Saul knew at the very heart of his being that this was what was right, that this was the way things should have been. He shouldn’t be here now, and he sure as hell shouldn’t be a puppet for an unseen master that undoubtedly did not have his best interests at heart.

Although he tried to understand what was happening to him, he was too disorientated to make any sense of what felt like a second life. He began with his immediate surroundings. A simple bed, white linen, some kind of monitor hooked up to his chest and head, tubes running into his arms, for nutrients he assumed, and two more tubes for carrying away his waste. He was wearing a simple white jumpsuit of some kind, warm yet made of lightweight material.

Was he in hospital?

Was he being treated for The Lethargy?

His last memories were of fading in and out of awareness, each time it getting worse as he knew he was slowly but inexorably being sucked away until nothing but the shell was left. The last thing he remembered was sitting in his living room, his wife beside him, holding his head, saying his name as he came back to reality. She had been crying, her face a mask of grief and resignation. They had talked that day, talked of a future she would have to make alone. He talked to her of moving on, not waiting and watching him die. She had made a promise, that once it had been a week without him resurfacing she would leave their home and find somewhere new to begin, without the ugly memories the house now carried. They had already lost a daughter, it was too much for her to watch him die too.

She had wept, but promised that she would do as he asked.

She had held his large, calloused hand, he recalled that vividly. He recalled her tracing her slim fingers over the rough skin, stroking his thick forearms, arms built over the years to be almost as hard as the rock he chiseled away at daily. His rock, his passion, crafting perfection from stone, revealing the inner beauty and freeing it with a hammer and chisel — to be placed as a fire mantel, a coat of arms above a doorway, a room facade or a decorative lintel above a feature window.

Saul had loved his job, loved the peace it brought him as he worked, yet all of that was gone now, ruined.

As he came back to himself, all the while knowing there was a presence within him, he had flashbacks to a time after The Lethargy. There were disturbing images of being in a strange place, chaos surrounding him, thousands of people lifting, carrying, building. And him? He was stood at a piece of sandstone, chipping away, a huge piece of rock, the biggest he had ever worked on. There was a strong wind at his face, a salty tang on the air. He was high up on a suspended platform, working on a massive stone already in place above a relatively simple door. He was putting the finishing touches to a massive letter Y, larger than he himself was, and as he stood back to look at the work he was mindlessly creating he read the words he had carved for future generations to read: The Commorancy.

He remembered, but how he got here, what the place was, and why he had memories of something he could not recall ever having accomplished he had no idea.

But he intended to find out.

Saul got to his feet carefully, he had no idea how long he had been in the bed, but his body was telling him it had been some time. The bed seemed to be infinitely adjustable, and even now it was beginning to move. He could see that it would have slowly moved his arms and legs, moved his body side to side and up and down, some kind of exercise while he lay there hooked up to all the machines? It was all simply too confusing to make sense of.

He looked around the Room, it was the same scene as far as he could see. Row after row of identical beds, with people in matching clothes all slowly trying to make sense of what was happening to them.

Most of them were screaming. Insanity had already taken hold of minds that were never meant to be brought back to awareness.

Their futures had been set. Their only peace was to be The Void.


HOW TO BUILD A RELIGION


VARIK WAS PUTTING the finishing touches to his religion. It seemed like a bizarre thing, even to him, yet he knew it was a necessity. He grew up in a world dominated by the worship of money, power and possessions, but faith still played a large, if not always dominant role in the lives of billions of people. He understood that now: more than ever before in the history of the human race religion would be of the utmost importance.

It had to go beyond a mere cult of personality, although that played a crucial part as well. It had to be a fully formed, legitimate religion — one that was currently lacking in the world after The Lethargy. There was no fatalistic religion to make man act as one, but there needed to be.

So he made his own.

It began as an abstract lesson in world building, finessing a mythology so that he could justify the course he wished to steer humanity toward. As he grew, as he mastered entering and exiting The Void, able to control portions of The Noise, become more: Awoken, so the need to make his ideas a real faith grew inside of him. Varik became Enlightened. He saw the future as clear as he saw the present. He understood to his very core that what had happened to humanity was not a warning from Him, it was a solution to a problem that had not quite worked 100%. It was akin to the flood in the time of Noah, but man had managed to narrowly escape total obliteration.

This was wrong.

If he was to reach the ultimate goal of eradicating the sorry excuse for a sentient species that was the current state of man then he knew that he would need followers — faithful acolytes that would carry out the extent of their belief, unquestioning and unflinching from what needed to be done. He needed absolute belief, he needed worshipers, he needed martyrs. He needed a hierarchy, churches physical or virtual, others to teach the faith.

So he studied religions of all types, and took the common themes from them all to set about building something that was going to grip the remaining populace and bend them to his manufactured faith.

This he accomplished. The mythology he created about himself became one of the most powerful icons on the planet. As generations passed old faiths diminished, lost in a fog of Lethargy and a lack of continual spreading of The Word. Churches were empty, nothing but hollow vessels with nobody left to pray in them, nobody left to attend and hear the preachings of those they put their trust in once upon a time. Varik made sure that he replaced old dying faiths with his own wherever he could.

He manipulated existing religions, warping them sometimes subtly, sometimes aggressively when he felt it right, twisting them into something new — a vengeful God had given his decree, and it was time to pay the ultimate price. It was no easy task, and he certainly did not convert the majority of the remaining populace, but there were always enough lost souls for him to gather an ever growing flock, until as each generation died, and was replaced, more of the remaining numbers of humanity eventually came to see things his way.

Life was simply depressing for most Whole. They were alone, lucky if they spoke to another person outside of their immediate family in decades, if ever. Life was hard; aggressive wild animals roamed the countryside, putting fear into the hearts of those struggling to survive. And always the dread, that one day you too would slowly fade away to become a shadow of a human being, unable to perform the simplest tasks. He took advantage of it all. He fed the lost souls what they wanted to hear. What they needed to hear.

Never mind that they were being duped, that there was no red tattooed immortal at the heart of their beliefs — the mythology was what was important, not the facts. A figurehead was always needed, so he had to be much more than average. Varik was certainly that.

As he grew to adulthood while the world crumbled about him, Varik realized something very important about the remaining people he encountered — they wanted hope. So he gave it to them. But it came at a price. His was a religion where God had sent down a clear message to man — that he was to cease to exist. That he must fade away and return to where he came from. It was time to return to The Void. Only there would you be as He intended. And he had sent down The Red Man, the immortal that stayed forever young, as his final gift to the waning tatters of humanity. The time of man had passed, man had his chance to shine in the glory of all He had to offer, but had been found wanting. Now it was the turn of the plants and the animals, the insects and the fish. The world must be given time to heal.

Those that helped to carry out His will would be looked on favorably. They would enter The Void as purely as they left it, and their suffering would be gone forever.

While technology was still an option, while power could be generated and printed matter created, Varik spread the word far and wide. Gradually his following grew. He never met the majority of them, he never presented himself, it was part of the myth. But he sent out messages, destruction on a mass scale, incredible feats of bravado and showmanship that left people in no doubt that he was a Leader, His will come down to earth to bring about The End of Days.

And the people?

They believed.

There was nothing else to cling onto any more.

~~~

Varik’s cult of The Eventuals continued warping until it became the dominant faith some time during the third to fourth generation after The Lethargy. He felt it was about the right time, so set in motion an event that would leave people in no doubt that he was serious about His work.

He wiped out, with only a handful of exceptions, the remaining populations of The United States of America and most of the Indian subcontinent on one single day.

After such a catastrophic event there was little doubt that this was a man of immense power.

The number of followers actually decreased not long after, this was a time that The Lethargy once again swept with renewed vigor across the globe, a great thunderclap of the hand of God that decimated the remaining groupings and further cemented the belief that this was not ever going to go away. Suicide, already an epidemic, followed on a large scale soon after. People couldn’t face the thought of the same thing happening to them as they witnessed crawling over their loved ones, taking away their humanity one painful piece at a time.

Varik didn’t want this, he wanted the desperate and those willing to put an end to their lives to be in his clutches. They could die, sure, but why not do it in the service of The Eventuals? At least take one other person with you to The Void.

He did what he could to spread the word further, and the percentage of those that were converted increased over time, the true believers going through painful sacrifice to show they were committed to the cause.

Varik stayed aloof, letting nobody advise him, lead him, or tell him how to build his religion.

He knew what he had to do, understood what it took to be a man of greatness, so he took few people into his confidence. There were no women, no friends, but occasionally there was a trusted Cardinal or Bishop that he let closer than the rest. Although sure of his extended lifespan he was also in no doubt that the hand of God was fickle, and if something unforeseen were to happen to him then he wanted to be certain that his vision for a clean planet was seen through to the end.

But there was one thing Varik never told anybody — he was a liar and a cheat, and the religion of The Eventuals was built on a belief that Varik himself had warped so much in his own mind he had even convinced himself of its truth.

“Varik The Liar.” He whispered it into the clear night once, years ago, and felt so ill for days that he knew he must never say such words again.

Even if they were true.


FEEDING TIME


BIRD DIDN’T LIKE leaving his mate and young ones for too long, as he took food many times a day to ensure the two chicks were given the best chance to grow big and strong. He understood that they were not like him. There was no dark intelligence behind their pale eyes, they were as their mother was: free, wild and unaware of the games being played out below. They neither understood, or cared about, the twisted acts of the strange creatures stuck on the surface. All they knew was how insignificant it was to their lives, and if they could they would lament the fact that humanity was so rooted by gravity they missed out on the glory of what it was to be free, to soar in The Blue and know the wind.

They were pure, as nature intended. Bird loved them ferociously for this blessing. He often wondered what it would be like to enjoy riding the thermals without ever thinking, without sometimes having another pair of eyes bend your actions — guiding you, watching. He understood the trade-off however, and knew it was a symbiotic exchange that was necessary, for now. He was too intelligent to not need the company of others that were also Awoken, even if of a different species.

A little knowledge, Bird understood quite early on, could be a very dangerous thing.

Before he left the nest for the trip out to sea he had been especially busy. Hunting rapidly and efficiently, taking back various rodents, frogs, even a pair of young rabbits, to feed his family. He had played daringly in The Blue with their mother; joyously they had tumbled, spun and plummeted, dramatically soaring until they were both exhausted.

And then he had left.

As Bird flew above the vastness that was The Commorancy he understood that he missed his innocent family, their purity and their devotion, and he knew that soon he would have to return to them, even if just for a while. The nest needed work, it was hanging over the stonework that joined in a ridge of two roofs back at The Sacellum. He was sure that his mate would struggle to keep the two young birds well fed without him also bringing home food.

Bird was happy. He was looking forward to the next mating season when he would hopefully have another brood of chicks, so he and his life partner could bring forth more fluffy bundles into the world.

It was a miracle that Bird ever found a mate — in more than three hundred years on the planet he had never before come across another of the same species as he. He was a bird native to Australia, so never expected to find a companion other than Varik.

One day it had all changed.

He had been soaring high in the thermals just a few months ago now, days meant nothing to him but he understood on an instinctive level that it was long enough ago for the chicks to incubate, hatch and grow to be large enough that their mother didn’t need to stay with them at all times.

Bird had been high, higher than normal — thousands of feet up. His vision, that included infrared and ultraviolet, meant he often spent hours riding the thermals that he could see as well as any running prey far below. He could be up in The Blue for hours without once beating his wings, but today was different. He became startled, sensing something coming from the east. A presence.

He went to investigate.

It was a female. A potential mate. He could feel her from miles away, his intuition telling him of the utter exhaustion that threatened to see her plummeting into the The Blue Below before she made it to land. Bird went to save her.

Thirty minutes later Bird and the female were perched on a small outcropping in the channel, a resting point Bird knew had once been a floating home for humans. Now all that remained was a battered prow breaking the surface of a stormy Blue Below. He had caught up with her quickly, guided her to a place she could rest. She had followed without questioning, too tired to do anything but fight for survival.

She was a large creature, nowhere near his size, but large nonetheless. Bird liked that she had an anomaly — a white steak across the top of her head that drew him to her with a strange attraction. She was thin, the days without food had taken their toll. Her feathers were disheveled and sheer exhaustion was pulling her down into unconsciousness. He had preened her, taken flight only to return with a dead seagull that she ripped to pieces eagerly, and in a few hours she recovered enough to follow him up into the thermals, where they began to make their way together back to Bird’s home.

He never showed her to Master however, this was for him and him only. A life as it might have been if he had never been swept over by whatever contained both The Lethargy and the power to make things Whole or even Awoken.

A natural life.

That was what Master wanted anyway, wasn’t it? For nature to dominate in all its unforgiving glory. To revel in its innocence and take its place in the world without fear of extinction due to man’s interference.

Bird knew deep down inside that he should keep his mate and future family away from Varik. He was Master, yet still something told Bird this was the right thing to do. So he had two lives, one as a companion to Varik, his eyes out in the world, Master and also his friend. Then his life as a wild thing as nature intended, free to soar and ride the thermals, to mate and to raise more of his kind — which he knew to be the most majestic of birds.

Bird now had a vision of a future different to the one he had grown accustomed to. With a mate, a family, and the hope it could expand year after year, he knew that the potential within him would resurface one day with some of his future young. Bird thought idly of this more and more often of late, as his innocent chicks slowly grew, reveling in their life. Another few seasons and there would come a time when hatchlings would Awaken, be like him, with futures extending to dizzying new heights of sentience. His line would grow strong, would be dominant, and the giant birds would soar in The Blue, watching from on high the dances and deaths of gravity bound life.

Bird saw it all, and he knew it would come to pass.

His future was secure if he acted in the right way. He would do all in his power to see to it that nothing interfered with his family’s future.


THE WORD


VARIK DIDN’T GIVE people the luxury of unlimited time to come to their senses as Marcus did. He had things to do, goals to reach, so The Teachings were begun as soon as the acolytes arrived at The Sacellum. From the beginning of his rise to power, much like Marcus, Varik knew the enormous impact architecture could have. Religions through the ages had placed extreme importance on places of worship, indoctrination through acoustics, feelings of unworthiness, idolatry of icons, the power of emptiness, communal hysteria, all and so much more had been accomplished by various religions, cults and sects, based around often extremely complex designs for places of congregation.

Varik learned all he could of such concepts before he built The Sacellum, the church where many of the acolytes of The Eventuals passed through and saw the light. Some were made to. And some were forced to.

This was no place for idle contemplation however. There were no special Rooms for people to be taken as far as they could go depending on their unique skill-sets. No, this was a place where people were stripped back to raw states of being and rebuilt as Varik saw fit. It was a church of indoctrination and Varik was a master of such things. He had thought it would be a lot harder to impart the mythology and subsequent faith in those that showed an interest in the natural order of things, but it wasn’t at all difficult. For the more extreme tasks that were to be asked of future Eventuals it often took longer to complete the conversion, but for the most part people were more than willing to take on-board what was being taught, and to see The Light.

Undoubtedly, the building itself had a lot to do with it. Faith through architecture, sermons in stone, His will through overpowering submission to the Church as a sign of His power.

It had taken ten years to build, begun as soon as Varik understood that he would have limited success with followers relying solely on virtual spaces and the written word. It was all too difficult to guarantee people got access. But combined with a physical place of worship Varik watched the number of converts soar, so for many years The Sacellum was a hive of religious fervor combined with mass indoctrination.

Yet it waned as quickly as it waxed.

The initial success of introducing people to the fact that humanity was no longer welcome on the planet, meant that the believers were prone to suicide before they had the chance to do anything constructive for Varik’s long term plan. Why hang around when His wishes could be obeyed with a stab to the heart, a bullet to the head? Those that finished The Teachings were sent out on various missions, be it the slaughter of known groups of Whole, or the hunting down of The Awoken, who usually lived alone or in pairs, hiding from those that would do them harm. But most of all Varik built his church so that he could eliminate Marcus and his damn Commorancy. The final sliver of hope for a humanity that simply clung onto existence like a limpet to a rock during an unprecedented storm.

When subsequent waves of The Lethargy washed the planet cleaner The Sacellum really came into its own. His acolytes, directed by chains of command stolen directly from Catholicism, sought out those found in The Noise on the verge of suicide. With nothing to lose they were easy converts, halfway there already. The Sacellum itself did the rest, along with a healthy dose of peer pressure. You could belong to something, even if just for a short time.

Yet the ultimate goal always remained elusive. There were still thousands of Whole, many potentially Awoken, and too many found their way to The Commorancy. It seemed impossible, but Marcus must have eyes and ears all over the country to be able to successfully guide those that passed The Tests to take up residence within its walls, wherever it was.

It made him want to weep in despair. With all his knowledge, his power, how could this man keep beating him? Keep helping people to stay alive, when they should have been dead.

The fact was that for nigh on 300 years Varik simply couldn’t find where The Commorancy was. It was maddening. If the stories were to be believed, of its size and scope, then how could it not be discovered? He had scoured the land, sent the converted out in their masses to discover the location, always returning with nothing but obvious misdirection to report, or not returning at all. Bird had been sent out daily for years to no avail, yet still people managed to find their way inside without Varik ever once getting even a hint of the truth of its location. Sure, he had followed leads, thought he had the answer, only to discover that it had been Marcus, playing with him, leading him into danger, to remote locations that held nothing but things to mock him. A few acolytes over the years had gained access but they shut off from The Noise early on, and Varik assumed, rightly, that it was Marcus’ defenses, both physical and metaphysical, that ensured communication in any form from The Commorancy to those outside its walls was impossible.

But he knew that one day there was bound to be a mistake. One day he would infiltrate The Commorancy and discover a way to gain access himself, to attack with his power, his flock, and The End would finally come to pass. fpk had finally gained admission after so much hard work, and it was a shame that such a dedicated follower failed in his mission. He may not have been able to lead Varik to the location directly, but he opened up the way, after Marcus foolishly showed him the legions of Lethargic he was pathetically holding onto with grim determination, clinging to a false hope of them ever returning to being Whole.

No, it came by pure chance that he discovered the location, and could set a grand plan in motion.

A tiny acorn that the girl had plucked from The Oak.

How beautiful the irony.

There would be no flourishing into something mighty for her. He intended to raze the building and all its inhabitants to the ground.

He couldn’t wait.


KIRSTIE GETS MARRIED


“KIRSTIE STOCKWOOD, WILL you marry me?”

“I will,” smirked Kirstie. “Now get up off your knee you daft lump, you knew I’d say yes anyway.” Kirstie held out her hands and Mike grabbed hold as she pulled him to his feet. She loved the feel of his calloused hands in hers.

“And look at your trousers, that grass stain will never come out.”

Mike just smiled and hugged Kirstie tight, then lifted her off the grass and swung her around, faster and faster. “We’re going to get married. Woo hoo.”

Kirstie felt dizzy, and not just from the swinging. It was silly, she knew Mike would ask and that she would say yes, but it still came with a great dose of happiness.

They laughed and joked while they discussed where they should go on their honeymoon. Maybe to the small wooden cabin at the other end of their still enchanting Room? It was set mere feet in front of the lake, so was just about the most perfect spot for a little honeymoon vacation. Not that their life up until now hadn’t been a vacation, they had been holidaying in The Commorancy together for nigh on a hundred years already.

Mike and Kirstie were the result of Marcus’ one and only experiment when it came to allowing more than one person in a Room at any given time. Although it worked out, right until near the end, it was something he vowed never to repeat again. It led to complications, but also it had been an extremely grueling task picking two people that he was sure were right for each other and should share a Room together.

They had come a long way from when they first met — initially it hadn’t gone to plan in quite the way Marcus had expected. The problem was that although he made sure they were just about perfect for each other, soul-mates, neither of the two rather stubborn people that were brought together had properly Awoken. So alike were they, that they couldn’t see what was in front of them because their own fear of rejection was so strong. Love was so much a part of what people needed that they were loathe to show it, for fear of it not being returned in kind.

They wasted almost a year denying their true feelings, until one day Kirstie was so fed up she did something unthinkable.

~~~

“What the hell are you doing? Put some clothes on,” gulped Mike, staring like a naughty schoolboy peeking into the girls changing rooms.

He shifted his position where he sat on the ground, trying to hide his interest in the naked woman stood audaciously before him. Kirstie stood defiant — she’d had enough. They had been acting like children for a year now, and were ruining, it seemed on purpose, their chance at happiness — the love of another person.

“Michael Dehrner, I will stand here, naked,” Kirstie shook purposefully, knowing the effect it would have on Mike, trying to stifle a smirk, “until I get the truth out of you. We’re both here for a reason, and I’m in no doubt that you are going to stay here just as I am. And what have we been doing? We have been bickering like children and trying to find ways to hide how we really feel about each other. What is wrong with us? Don’t you know that I love you? And I want to hear you say—”

Mike grabbed her tight around the waist, scooping her up in his arms, then laying her down on the grass. He bent over her and whispered in her ear, “Of course I love you, now put some clothes on.” He was joking, it was some time before Kirstie had the need to get dressed.

From that day on they were as honest with each other as they could possibly be. They had their disagreements but they were content. They never let their fear of showing their emotions stop their lives from being happy. As they explored the vast, impossibly perfect, Garden together they made plans for new additions, talked about where to place certain plants they propagated then grew on in the vast glass and wood greenhouses, and expanded the already impressive orchards that gave fruits of different varieties throughout the year.

As The Garden grew ever more beautiful, so they both Awoke to their true potential. Together they became as one with their surroundings, the ways of nature opening up to them, making the once perfect Garden now impossibly stunning in its complexity and architecture. They could see the roots of trees running under the ground, the water traveling up the trunks. They could follow the moisture content in the earth, see why this plant was put here, the other there for maximum beauty. The interconnectivity of all things opened to them — the tiny butterflies became as beautiful and important as the most impressive of trees. Rocks spoke to them, telling ancient stories of the things they had bore witness to over thousands of years, stories from all over the UK. They told of ancient men sharpening sticks whilst sat upon them, of forest that extended from one end of the country to the other, and gave up the secrets of how to talk to the grass that grew at their feet and the bees that were the lifeblood of the planet as a whole.

But above all else they opened up to each other.

Their Awakening meant there was no hiding place from their true selves, so they chose to share this with each other. They wore their love openly. They grew closer and closer as a result.

Finally, after rather a long wait, Mike proposed. If they were to have children then Mike felt it only right and proper that they get married. For a man born into a world where such things were no longer commonplace it was a hopelessly old fashioned belief, yet Kirstie loved him even more because of it.

They married, they grew ever more intimate, while slowly, over the years then the centuries, they understood the meaning of true love.

~~~

Mike seemed to be perfectly happy accepting their situation, Kirstie went into meltdown every so often. It could be decades and then all of a sudden she would stare intently at Mike, goading him silently into admitting he was a sophisticated robot and she had just been injected with some new drug that made time go all sideways. Or that she was actually dead, or her head had been chopped off and her brain uploaded into a clone and really that had all happened just this morning and everything was a neural implant so she would think it was her real past and really it…

“Stop staring at me like that,” said Mike, shifting uncomfortably, trying to get away from the intense stare that felt like it was boring into his skull. “It’s real, alright. And for the thousandth time,” Mike began to count off on his fingers, “no, I am not a cyborg. No, I am not a virtual implant. No, you aren’t hallucinating, or mad. Well, not totally anyway. I am not made of nanobots, robots, jabots, burbots or even turbots. You are not a brain linked up to a machine, you are not in The Void, having a dream, or God. Will you please stop staring at me.”

“But how do you know? What if we are both in some kind of medical facility and they are doing experiments on us? It must be something like that. We haven’t aged since we got here. What if it’s aliens that abducted us, and are giving us fake memories to see what we do? What if we are right now in a spaceship and heading to the other side of the Universe to be pets for a Master Race of super-beings? We could be you know.”

“Or it could just be that we are damn lucky and got a Room in The Commorancy. Alien super-beings? Really? You daft woman. And why haven’t we aged? I’ll tell you why. Again. It’s because we do the daily exercises, we have Awoken, we are able to control our bodies and we are in The Commorancy. That’s why. Now, can I please continue my doze? Preferably without you trying to mentally burn the skin off my face to reveal my invincible robot body underneath. I am a robot, I am a robot.” Mike did his best impression of a robot, moving his arms about, turning his head like an automaton.

“Mike, stop that right now.” Kirstie smiled and bent to give him a hug. “I’m sorry, it’s just all of this is too good to be true. It’s perfect.”

“I know Honey. Just enjoy it, nothing lasts forever.”

“I know, sorry.” Kirstie jumped on top of Mike, nuzzling his neck, vowing to just enjoy her miraculous life.

Then Kirstie got pregnant, and Mike got The Lethargy.


TECHNO-GENOCIDE


EVERY FEW DECADES Varik seemed to find a particular student drawn to him, and he to him, or her. There was never a physical attraction — Varik had no time for such things. He had a mission to complete so had long ago changed his body chemistry so that sexual urges were banished, being nothing more than a hindrance to clear thinking and sensible decision making. The last thing he wanted was some woman influencing his actions, or a man. Back when he still had such urges he was never concerned about whether his partner was male or female. Varik was all for equality — until death.

Today it was a young acolyte named Outram Tordoff, a name that would be stripped from him soon enough. Varik was amusing himself by telling the story of how he grew the church of The Eventuals so quickly. He told the story of how he wiped out all but a few insignificant pockets of humanity that may, or may not, be left in North America. There were accompanying tales of how he did likewise to India, and numerous other countries around the globe, in a single day.

He told the story while he waited with growing excitement aboard the vessel that was at the spearhead of the attack on The Commorancy. Varik needed something to take his mind off things while the chaos built within what he had to admit were really rather impressive walls. He was actually quite keen to see what it looked like behind the fortress walls, so soon he would unleash Bird to take a look. But not until he knew it was safe to do so. The last thing he wanted was for his constant companion to be shot down from the sky.

Varik stood ramrod straight, the spray ionizing the air, dancing around him like moths drawn to the light. His charged body deflected the water — he stayed dry. It was internally generated effects like this that made him such a great figurehead. He was well aware of this, it was no accident. He stood naked from the waist up, his skin dyed bright red, the same color as the tattoos of the believers, his being purely temporary. He often wondered about simply taking The Ink, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. He had future plans, ones that did not involve looking like the Devil himself, however impressive it was to the flock. The cedar deck shone in the sunlight, reflections from the waves bounced over the wood, a shimmering mirage with the Devil himself floating on the death-throes of faeries.

“How many died Master?” asked Outram, awed by the man he was permitted to stand next to. With the water droplets fizzing before contact, the wind whipping his hair, and Bird sat on the misshapen shoulder, Varik was a very intimidating figure indeed. Outram tried not to lust over the taut, muscular frame of the most impressive man in his known history.

“It’s hard to tell, records were pretty much nonexistent by then, but it would have been in the tens of thousands, maybe more. You have to remember this was third and fourth generation after The Lethargy, populations were already so decimated that nobody really knew how many Whole were Left. The rest didn’t count.” Varik shook his head to let his hair blow free, it felt glorious to be out of The Sacellum and letting the elements stir his body in so primitive a fashion.

“What I do know is that certain countries, including the Americas, had been especially badly hit by The Lethargy in the first place. Who knows why. Diet? Way of life? Or maybe it was just the price they paid for doing the most damage to the planet. Nothing would surprise me when it comes to His will. But North America had been especially badly affected when I was but a young boy — The Lethargy wiped out all but a few percent of the population within just five years. Some went fast, in a matter of weeks, but for their sins most managed to survive for a year, sometimes more, before they were incapable of doing anything at all.

A few generations later and it was even worse, but by this time any news was conjecture at best, and almost impossible to get hold of anyway. What I did know was that the American government, or more truthfully a faction of the army that had survived, along with what we would could survivalists, had traveled the country encouraging the scraps of humanity to converge on Florida. I never did discover why they picked that particular place, but that’s what they did.

The few thousand Whole that were still damned determined went up and down the country, from town to town, street to street, blaring out their idiotic promise of a New America and urged any Whole to go with them, to start to rebuild in Florida. Americans have, had, a very determined sense of self preservation you know, they love their country with a fervor we find it hard to imagine — it’s really rather impressive. Us Brits just never seemed to summon up that kind of enthusiasm. So, even under such dire circumstances, their damned resourcefulness still won out. I suppose you have to admire them for that, if it didn’t mean they did something so stupid as to pretty much gather together the remains of their society in one, nice to obliterate, confined location.”

“It seems illogical to me. Surely they would have been better off keeping people spread out, and encouraging them to have children?”

“Well, that’s how we did things here, apart from Marcus of course, and as you can see, it is a bad idea. Keeping large groups of people together, when you think they are so precious, seems stupid, and Marcus is going to pay for thinking he can keep his Rooms safe. His seven precious Rooms. And all those Lethargic? Well, what a bonus. Not only do we have a way to destroy him, but we let those poor souls have the freedom of The Void too.” Varik scratched at his shoulder, making a rasping sound as he stroked it absentmindedly. He wondered where Bird was, having taken flight as the monologue began, and closed his eyes for a second. Just up above, obeying the command to stay well away from The Commorancy for now. Varik peeked out of Bird’s eyes down at himself talking — it was still a strange feeling no matter how many times he did it.

“Master Varik? Master?” whispered the acolyte, not wanting to be presumptuous, but wanting to make the most of his time with His will on earth.

“Hmm?” Varik said, distracted.

“The Cleansing? How did you do it?” For people like Outram there was only Varik’s word that such an event had even occurred — there was no way to get information from other parts of the world for the likes of him. Only a very few could gather such details, and they weren’t telling how they accomplished it.

“With their very own technology. It was beautifully simple. Oh, you should have seen it Outram. Florida is no more, it is a part of the ocean now, and they were washed clean of the sin of life before they had a chance to flee. Stupid. If they wanted humanity to survive, why would they be so stupid?”

“Maybe they thought there would be safety in numbers Master? It’s a natural thing for people to group together in times of peril.”

“Exactly. And look where it gets them,” said Varik, pointing at the looming silhouette of the vast Commorancy. “Nowhere but an easy target.” Varik said nothing, but he did admire the audacity of Marcus. He had hunted for centuries for The Commorancy, and here it was, finally. A whole damn island’s worth. He shook his head in wonder, the scale of it all was staggering. The achievement no mean feat, even if Marcus had had a Whole workforce, which he hadn’t.

“Now, back to the story. I knew that there were groups of Whole organizing themselves, grouping together, thinking that would somehow save them from The Lethargy, so it made my job easy. I used their own great technological achievements against them. These people, they had the audacity to believe that one day they could conquer the stars themselves. They wanted to spread their diseased humanity across the Universe,” spat Varik, pale hair flapping madly in the breeze, anger flushing his face. “So I reached out, into The Noise, and I brought down the—”

A ripping sound brought the story to an abrupt end. Varik smiled a knowing smile. This was what he had been waiting for: Marcus’ defenses had begun to rear their watery heads from the depths.

It was time for The Razing to begin.


SURPRISE


THE STURDY VESSEL at the lead of the small flotilla of Eventuals came to a halt as it scraped against chains larger than the one holding the ship’s own anchor. Varik wasn’t surprised in the least, he would have expected nothing less. In fact he was somewhat amazed to have gotten as close as he had to the shore. Nonetheless, he scowled at the sheer scale of Marcus’ endeavors, the man was thorough, there was no doubt about that.

Varik entered The Noise and sent a mental signal to the Cardinals of each of the ships bringing up the rear to his own. They in turn signaled to the Bishops beneath them, who gave orders to the acolytes. Within a few minutes all engines were cut, silence on the sea was restored. Seagulls quieted overhead, not as concerned with the bulky vessels as they were with the noisy disruption to the peace they had known all of their lives.

Dolphins surfaced and dove beneath the dark waves, their curiosity waning now that the strange intruders were no longer churning up the clear waters — warm and shallow close to the island. They returned to their play, waiting for what they knew was soon coming, taking advantage of the interlude to dive for fish, fish more plentiful than for hundreds of years. The waters teemed with life of all kinds now. Natural order finally restored, the waters free of pollutants, meant animal life had multiplied and spread as it hadn’t since man first settled the British Isles and began to hunt for food off its shores. First in rudimentary vessels, then in huge boats that dredged the bottom in ways that ruined ecologies that had taken countless generations to slowly gather momentum. Now they had been restored once more, and the dolphins fed and multiplied, their numbers the highest they had ever been.

Varik could just discern the huge chains taut at the surface. He had no doubt that they formed a ring around the island. It was a clever but simple idea. Nothing large would make it close to the island, and Varik wondered if this was as much to preserve the ecology in the shallows as it was to stop mass attacks from vessels capable of carrying huge numbers of assailants.

No matter, going ashore personally was never part of the plan — he had others for such work. In fact those with The Ink, and those still to be inked, were so keen that it was hard to stop them just leaping into the water and trying to swim to shore. Never mind that not a one of them could actually swim — just another thing lost over the years.

Varik took a final glance at the shore, at the towering cliffs, gleaming white, and the spires, turrets and even the huge ferris wheel, only visible to him because of the modifications he had made to his eyesight, before he turned — there were things that needed his attention. He dressed quickly, then with a dramatic sweep of his cloak, his hair flapping wildly and his painted face giving him the look of Lucifer, he went to visit the loathsome man he had the misfortune to call Father.

Varik sighed deeply, even after all this time, all these years, he still didn’t even know what the damn man’s name was.

~~~

Deep below the main deck, in the bowels of the ship, a space called the orlop — used for storing coils of rope, Varik’s father sat, as usual, huddled under layers of stinking clothes. He emanated anger, frustration and hatred for the world. It was especially intense when his gaze was directed at his son. Dark ropes sat close to the hunched figure, as dusty and old as the man was.

“Business as usual,” muttered Varik, as he stood in front of the hulking man sat before him.

The room stank. The odors coming off the man himself, unwashed for decades, the clothes deeply penetrated with smoke, combined with food detritus of countless grease laden meals, was so strong that Varik actually had to manipulate the cilia in his nose to blunt the receptors — it was the only way he could stand to be in the disgusting man’s presence.

“What do you want?” grumbled a voice hidden beneath a yellowing, matted long beard. The color was at odds with the meters of dark dreadlocks that writhed around his body and trailed to the floor, merging with the coils of rope until it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began.

“Really? Again? We have to do this? You know what I want, and I am here to ensure that you follow through on your promise. That you are still doing what you said you would.” He really wished he didn’t have to rely on Father — it was degrading. But it wouldn’t be for long now, then he could be done with him forever. Done with everything. Varik waited impatiently for the man to speak. “Well?” he finally shouted. “Do you still have control?”

“Of course I do, what do you take me for? One of your red idiots? And look at your face, you look like you’ve been boiled like a damn lobster. Ugh. Control? Yes, I have it. I’m more powerful than the lot of them combined. I’m more powerful than you!” He actually stood, something Varik seldom witnessed, and pointed a liver spot stained finger at him, bony and as dirty and foul as the hair he refused to have cut that hung so heavily the man couldn’t keep his head erect any longer.

“Good. No need to shout old man, just a question.”

“Why don’t you have a little more respect for your father, eh? I brought you into this world goddammit, don’t you ever forget it.” He sat back down, slumping into his chair, the battle within raging hard as it always did.

“Let it go Father, I will release you into The Void once this is over. So don’t go thinking you are more powerful than me. If you were then you would be dead centuries ago. Wouldn’t you?” Varik waited for a response, all he got was a cold stare from cruel eyes under yellow brows longing for nothingness. “I said wouldn’t you?” Varik spat out his words, tired of the old man’s games and insistence on being, well, a bloody grumpy old man if he was honest about it. It got weary after the first few centuries, very wearisome.

“S’pose,” begrudged the thin cracked lips.

“Right, now, how is it going? Are you in control?”

“I just told you! Who do you think I am? There may be thousands of them but I am directing them. You forget yourself Son.” How did he still make ‘Son’ sound like such an insult? “Don’t dismiss what I taught you, and the countless minds I have controlled in the past. A few thousand Lethargic is nothing compared to the things I have done.”

“People aren’t exactly the same as a hive full of bees or a flock of starlings though, are they?”

The old man snarled, teeth ragged and almost black. “Don’t forget the bats, remember them do you?” A flicker of a smile passed his lips. Varik remembered all right, how could he forget? His pale features darkened as blood rushed to his cheeks.

“Now, now, no need to get angry, it taught you a lesson that was all. Right. These Lethargic? These people inside The Commorancy? I have them, but be aware that as soon as they split up I won’t be able to control them any longer. You know as well as I do that The Noise just doesn’t work like that. While they were lost in their silent dreams it was easy enough to gain access to them all — it’s like a simple mind in that respect.

Now they are awake it’s harder, but still easy enough to do. If… when, they get loose from the Room they are held in it will be a different matter entirely — they will stay awake for a while, a residue of my animation and awakening them, but I will have control of just one of them, the rest will do as they wish, and I can’t say what that will be.” He leaned back, exhausted from the conversation. He was happier when exploring The Noise than dealing with real world issues. He spent nearly every minute of his time locked away enjoying whatever deranged pursuits he got up to deep within The Noise — this was the most Varik had heard him talk for decades. But it had been worth keeping the old man alive, he knew he would come in useful for something one day.

“Can you tell what they’re doing? How long until they get out? I want them as riled up as possible, agitated, ready to rip Marcus and his Commorancy to bits. Do you think we can do that?”

“We? You mean me?”

How he despised this man. Varik sighed testily. “Fine, yes, you. Well?”

“I’ve found probably the strongest of the lot. A man as old as you Varik, almost as old as me. I guess the difference between you and me holds little import now doesn’t it? After a certain time you may as well call us the same age. This man, I think I can stay in control of him. The rest? Well, I think that they will be out soon enough, probably a few hours. I’m doing my best to instill as much hatred as possible. But to be honest just making them aware of what’s happened to them all these years is enough for a lot of them to want to rip the guts out of both Marcus and The Commorancy.”

“Good. And when we get back to the mainland you can have your wish. As long as this goes according to plan then I will release you from your life so you can go back to nothingness at last.”

“Well, gee, how kind! Thanks. It’s all I want now you know.” The man lay back against a thick coil of rope, almost as high as he himself was, pieces of hemp scattered at the disturbance, spiraling around the wooden interior, bouncing against the low beamed ceiling and scattering back to the dusty boards.

“I know.” Varik left without saying goodbye, pleased that at least the old man was making himself useful at last. It was a struggle keeping him alive. Only through sheer force of will, that drained Varik every single day, was he able to keep Father alive so long. This man had given up using Awoken powers to survive so long ago that without Varik’s intervention he would have returned to The Void generations ago. For all his strength he was still no match for Varik when it came to influencing individuals that were Whole or Awoken. In that respect his father was still nothing more than a child. No, his father preyed on the defenseless and the weak, and Varik was no longer either.

Varik stepped out into a narrow corridor, glad of the air that, although stale, was a vast improvement on the foulness that emanated from the despicable creature the other side of the door.

“Right, now for the next part of the plan.” Varik strode purposefully up toward the helm. There were plans in motion and he wished to know just how Marcus was going to react to the next part of the destruction of all that he held dear. He knew he was safe enough from this distance, it was why he had chosen ships rather than any other way of attacking The Commorancy. Varik wanted distance so that he couldn’t get infected by anything Marcus tried to do via The Noise.

Varik smiled despite thinking of the crazy dreadlocked creature below decks. There was nobody like his father: controlling hiveminds was a unique gift he had, and it had finally found a purpose.


BATS


AS SOON AS Varik’s mother succumbed to the debilitating effects of The Lethargy life went from bad to worse for the teenage boy. Being one of the first people on the planet to wither and die from its incurable effects, Varik found that all the benefits of living in a first world country were for naught in helping the gentle soul of his mother pass with dignity. Trying to rouse any kind interest in his mother’s condition, or to get help or necessities for her, was a waste of time. From the first day The Lethargy became an official diagnosis things degenerated in ways it was impossible to believe were true. It was as if the floodgates were opened as the malaise crept around the globe. It wasn’t a pandemic so much a fact of life. It was here to stay and in just a few months much of humanity was deceased.

Those were the lucky ones. The unlucky were those with The Creeping version — they came in and out of awareness, faded slowly and sometimes painfully over months that extended into years, then occasionally came back to reality for short spells. Worst of all was the effect it had on loved ones.

Death was a reality for all, and old age often meant children had to suffer through the slow demise of their parents as various physical and mental illnesses took hold, it was still a natural part of what it was to be human.

Soon The Lethargy was a part of the cycle of life and death, and the few survivors watched not only the ignominy of an unjust and untimely wasting away of mental and physical self, but did so while the rest of the world fell apart around them at the same time.

Humanity nearly lost complete control of its moral compass.

When Varik first realized his mother had The Lethargy he tried to get help. Things were already bad after just a few months, but it had all just seemed like the way society was moving. More people staying at home, fewer people out in the streets, basic lifestyle luxuries becoming difficult to find and homes dark and cold due to intermittent power supplies. Then there was a name for the malaise — it all made sense. The reason nobody answered the phone and why the pharmacy was empty, why hospitals didn’t have functioning machinery or nurses and doctors to staff them, was because nobody could be bothered, or they were dead.

Varik struggled in vain day after day to find ways to help his mother, but finally acknowledged it was a waste of time.

So he stopped. He stopped everything. If he had allowed himself to wallow too deeply then he understood he would have succumbed to his own personal form of Lethargy — just letting life defeat him.

Instead, he came to his senses one day sat in the family living room with his father beating him repeatedly with his leather belt. It was such a shock to the system that he could do nothing but sit there and let the whipping cleanse him of his apathy.

He never did thank his father for the beating back to reality, but it put an end to the misery that was his home life. It led the way to the end of the tyrannical rule he had suffered for so long.

One more incident cemented their relationship as one of competition, hostility, and if not outright hatred then a respectful watchfulness, and need for dominance over the other that continued to endure.

Varik won, and he had his father to thank for his victory.

It was the bats that did it.

~~~

Varik’s father had always been an aloof parent who was hardly ever present. When he was at home he was decidedly disinterested in his offspring, or else dishing out acts of uncalled for violence. While his mother slowly died it only got worse. Finally, when they were left alone, they had no choice but to confront each other head on. The beatings brought Varik back to himself, to his situation, and he realized that his father was changing. Rather than fade away into nothingness, much as Varik would have liked him to, his father grew more powerful. But it was a depressing kind of growth. He grew darker as a man, meaner, less interested in the fate of humanity, more interested in the unseen world of The Noise. As the man changed, so did his appearance. His normally strict short back and sides grew out, replaced by untidy mats that grew into long-hanging dreadlocks that he never washed but would spend hours idly twirling in his ever-dirty hands. The Noise was all he was interested in — it consumed him and sucked mundane activities out from him.

Varik often wondered if his father’s hair was the seat of his power, it was almost mystical the way it moved as it grew longer and longer — it genuinely seemed to have a life of its own.

Varik was compelled to delve into this ethereal world also. He was one of the chosen, like his father, and The Noise gradually opened to them both until they were Awoken. For Varik The Awakening came about after his father played a cruel trick on him, that left him scarred for years physically, and many would argue permanently scarred mentally.

The man that had so little interest in Varik, a man who had never allowed his son to know his name, for he felt a son should only ever call his male parent Father, spent more and more time out of doors, something he had been loathe to do beforehand. Varik had always been the opposite, enjoying nothing more than spending time away from home out in the woods, roaming the fields, or scouring the hedgerows from the earliest age. He felt alive outside, free and comfortable surrounded by nature. Even as a young boy he had a keen interest in animals of all descriptions.

As Varik tentatively took his first brief descent into the periphery of The Noise, treading carefully, exploring and understanding as he went, his father jumped in headfirst and was loathe to ever come up for air.

Their competitiveness knew no bounds, even though they spent as little time together as possible. But they shared the same roof, so inevitably would both often end up at home together late in the evening.

One day Varik was out in the countryside near to his home. The area was rural and mountainous, and he liked nothing better than practicing his new found insight into the world by subtly influencing the animals he encountered. He found himself entering one of the large open caves that dotted the bleak hillside. The opening was a collection of large rocks that had worn away over tens of thousands of years, by subtle pressure from a now dry river. All that remained was a slight trickle from the rocks within the darkness. Varik had entered to escape the heat on a particularly warm day, and as the cool darkness enveloped him he cupped his hands to the trickle of water and sipped the clear liquid gratefully.

“Hello Son,” came the voice of his father from out of the darkness.

“Father,” said a startled Varik. “What are you doing here?”

“I might ask you the same question. I come here often. I like the peace, I like the escape from the sun, the weather, and even you I’m afraid. I’ve had enough of people, they give me nothing but trouble, the sooner this Lethargy brings about humanity’s end the better as far as I’m concerned. Anyway, enough of that. You may leave.”

Varik planted his feet firmly on the damp ground. “Leave? Why should I? I’ve got as much right to be here as anyone else. Especially you.”

“You will leave because I’m your father and I told you to. Your place is not to question my instructions.”

“Father, those days are passed now. I am your equal and you will not tell me what I can or can’t do any longer. I’ve outgrown the need to have your permission for anything I do. You showed the kind of man you truly are when mother lay dying, and you treated her like nothing more than an old piece of furniture to be discarded.”

“She was a useless wife,” rang out the bitter voice from the dark. “Never much good for anything. Look what she produced.”

“You go too far Father, you forget I am no longer a small child. I’m a man now, and as powerful as you… more so. And one day I will see to it that people like you never get to create misery for others. I will see to it that what He wants will come to pass. People will be eliminated and peace can come back to the earth, as is right.”

“Ha, ha, ha. Found religion now have you? Although I must say it does appeal to think of a world without so many disappointments. And you are still a child. I’m a man, not you. You’re nothing but a teenage boy still. You should remember your place lest I make a point of reminding you.”

What could have happened to this man to be so bitter toward his own son? Varik had no idea, and no longer cared.

“Religion? No. But I’m going to make my own. I’m going to cleanse the planet and finish what The Lethargy began. Get rid of people like you. Get rid of everything that spoils things.”

“Haha. Okay Son, sure. Now just leave me in peace will you? I have things to do, things to learn. There’s so much in The Noise, so many possibilities. Before I leave this world I want to see how far I can go.”

“You want to control things, you mean. You want to control everything. Just like you want to control me. But you can’t.”

“You have no idea Son, none at all. I’ll show you just what I’m capable off. Show you who's a man and who’s just a little baby boy crying ‘cause his mommy left him. Boo hoo, poor Varik, all alone. My heart bleeds.”

It was impossible to understand how one man could be so full of vitriol for his only child. How could this man, that admittedly was getting more powerful by the day, be so unconcerned about the well-being and feelings of his own flesh and blood? Varik could only assume Father simply wasn’t wired to have any kind of emotions for his fellow man at all. None. This was something Varik often wondered about on a personal level. He knew within himself he had little in the way of emotion for others, but one thing he would not do was be cruel just for the sake of being cruel.

Varik decided it was time to leave, just so he could have peace, not because the mentally crippled man wanted him to, when he felt a sharp stab at his neck. “Ow. Argh, what the hell…?”

“Time for a lesson from your betters, boy,” cackled the disembodied voice from the gloom. Varik could just make out his father now, huddled in a corner, squatting down, wrapped up in a thick hooded winter coat. His dreadlocks, almost to the floor, coiled around his body like extra limbs.

Varik swatted at his neck and felt something shift slightly, but it held fast, clinging to his skin. He grabbed it and a high pitched squeal emanated from the small creature, about the size of his palm. Wings flapped ineffectively as Varik pulled it away, the skin tearing as he did so. Holding it out at arm’s length he realized it was a bat. Varik was not impressed with his father’s games. “Very funny. But not exactly anything to be proud of Father.”

“Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet. Boy.”

The disturbance in The Noise reverberated in his skull as he felt his father go deeper, felt the life-forces all around him spring to a state of readiness, a vibration taking them over, stirring them against their will. He heard a flutter of wings, then a cacophony, as thousands of bats spread their wings and descended upon him. They were a collective, acting as one, controlled and funneled into a single sentient being dominated by his father. They were no longer individual creatures, they grouped and their consciousness swelled to become a single entity intent on one purpose only: attack their enemy. The colony swarmed at him. In a second he was covered. They tangled in his long hair, bit at the pale, until now perfect, unblemished skin. The colony of Serotine bats acted in unison as their huge paper thin wings flapped wildly, blinding Varik as they scraped his skin and completely covered his face.

He grabbed them repeatedly, pulling them off, a tiny trickle of blood running down his face each time he did so. The bats weren’t sucking his blood, that was not how they fed, but his father was directing them to bite. They obeyed in a frenzy of organization not possible without cruel human intervention.

They wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop. They kept on coming, and they grew more ferocious the more he tried to stop them. His skin was a mess of cuts, scratches and now congealing blood. It was impossible to see as his eyelids began to swell, but he saw them through The Noise, heard their wings beating manically as they came in fast to sink razor sharp teeth repeatedly into his face. He could already feel infections taking hold — if he didn’t release the appropriate chemicals soon then he would be ill for weeks. All the while he heard the cackling laughter of his father above the din of the screeching bats, shouting at him that he was ‘just a boy’, and he better learn his place from now on.

Varik stilled himself. Let his arms hang limply by his sides. Let the fury pass him by as the temporary emotion dispersed into The Noise. He calmed his mind as he took control of the tiny space in The Noise that had been invaded by his father, making the animals do things against their true nature. He tried to reassure the creatures, but they were no longer individuals. He couldn’t reset them. He tried harder, going deeper, but his father’s grip was absolute. They had their direction; the degenerate man was in charge. He had no choice. Varik flipped a mental switch in his head and the entire colony dropped down dead to the floor. The repetitive dull thuds sent shockwaves of sadness and despair through The Noise, through Varik.

The laughter from his father ended abruptly. Silence reigned.

“If you call me a boy once more Father I shall ensure that you live until your skin falls from your bones and you are conscious enough to watch it happen. I shall see to it that you live, when you wish to die, and that you will be desperate to leave this world. You will weep for your denial of The Void.”

“Boy, you don’t know who you are—”

Varik cut him off with a single pulse within The Noise. His father gasped and writhed on the floor, clawing at his face as he begged for mercy. Varik left the cave and breathed deeply of the fresh air. He took stock of his infection and released the appropriate chemical combinations with a single thought, all while his father continued his pitiful screams within. Minutes later, Varik entered the cave again. He spoke quietly to the man. “I think that from now on you better live here. I’ll be watching you, so don’t try to leave this area. If I need you for anything then I will expect you to come. And don’t say I didn’t warn you Father, your games leave a very bad taste in my mouth.”

The man, now suddenly subdued, just looked at him with hatred. Varik increased his eyesight performance and noted with satisfaction that the once still young man now looked like he had been alive for decades and was approaching old age. His body was large, but his features were wizened. “The old man look suits you Father. Maybe in a few hundred years we’ll see about letting you enter The Void. Until then you better do as you’re told. Or there will be consequences. Severe ones.”

Varik left.

The experience awoke something inside of him — he was suddenly overcome with plans for the future. Not for mankind, there was but one plan for them: extinction. But for now he would build a suitable place to call home, practice his craft, and build a religion to ensure that The Eventual outcome for humanity, and the cruelties they would inflict on each other given the chance, were a thing of the past.

Nature would prevail. Things would be as they should.

Not good, not evil. Just as nature intended. Neutral — perfect.


I CAN SEE


“I CAN SEE, I can see it,” shouted Kirstie, to absolutely nobody.

As the years went by, and she found a new place to call home, well away from the memories of her happy childhood and sad adolescence, she had naturally Awoken. At least, she assumed that was what had happened. It wasn’t a conscious decision, there was no searching inward to try to open locked doors, she simply began to feel more in tune with her surroundings. It was as if the planet called to her right when she was ready to answer. She couldn’t think how else to describe it.

What began as intuition about the workings of plants, about the connectivity of all around her, slowly morphed into what she liked to think of as a second sight. One that overlay her normal senses to show her the hidden workings of things. Not all things — anything man-made was dead to her, but the trees, the rocks and the plants, she could almost see the energy within them.

Kirstie was sat at the base of a willow tree, thankful for the shade, feeling sleepy as the insects buzzed about and the birds disturbed the hanging branches. She had been staring at the trunk absentmindedly, feeling the power within. Suddenly, it was as if everything that had been growing inside of her simply exploded into a reality as strong as those her five senses offered. She could feel the moisture levels differ in proximity to the tree, hear the sap rising, see the leaves turn sunlight into energy and feel the very essence of the tree. It was as if the secret of life had been gifted to her, the sight that had once been a part of man’s legacy, but lost through countless centuries of striving to dominate their surroundings.

Now she felt the power of all things, and as it took over her consciousness she lost focus for a minute and fell backward — she was comatose before she hit the ground.

~~~

Kirstie awoke to a throbbing headache and a burning sensation on her skin.

Sitting upright, she noted sadly that what had been a miracle of pulsing sap, sparkling leaves as they photosynthesized, and an overwhelming feeling of belonging to her environment had all gone. In their place were a dry mouth, stiff limbs, and the burning over her face. She looked down at her arms, realizing they were red raw.

Sunburn. Extremely bad sunburn.

Just how long had she been out cold? And why?

Kirstie got groggily to her feet and rummaged in her bag. She pulled out a small compact mirror that she flipped open, then shut abruptly after she glimpsed the mess that was her skin. It was bright red, blistered, and not at all like the pretty round face she had always been rather pleased to be the owner of.

“Damn, what the hell happened? How long was I out?”

She had no way of knowing, but judging by the change in color of the grass where she had lain, now a dirty yellow rather then the vibrant green it had been, it was obvious that it had been two, maybe three days at a minimum. Going by how bad she needed to pee it could well have been half a lifetime. Her belly rumbled its dissatisfaction, and before she thought more on what had just transpired she took care of her bodily needs. Pee first, there was no question about that.

Stumbling home, getting more sore by the minute, she realized that she might be in need of a little bit of help if she was to Awaken fully.

She knew what she had to do. She just didn’t know how to do it.

“Right, how do you find The Commorancy then?” Kirstie took quite some time to find out. It was worth it.

~~~

“Well, she looks just about ideal for The Room For The Garden. She will be a perfect companion for Mike. George? George? Don’t know why I bother talking to you, I really don’t.” George, first in a very long line of George’s, that Marcus had decided to simply all name George as it got too complicated otherwise, twitched an ear from underneath the table, opened an eye a sliver, then went back to his dreams.

Marcus turned his attention back to the screen. He checked over Kirstie’s records, noting that she was probably at least partially Awoken already, reading the data and understanding there was much more to come. He scanned her questionnaires, taking in the information on each page in the time it took to click the mouse.

There were charts of all types — pie, block, scatter-plot, funny-flow and more. There were Venn diagrams, word clouds, graphs, squiggly lines that looked totally random, maps with colored dots, highlights, lowlights, and snippets of information only the truly obsessive would care about. There were large compilations of everything to do with her, massive family trees going back well before The Lethargy, notes on occupations of her relatives, their year of death, percentage speculations covering vast numbers of potential futures — from the most likely to the outright bizarre.

Marcus decided to send something special to pick her up. He had the feeling she was going to be a long term guest, so it would be nice to make her introduction to The Commorancy a little different.

He smiled as he tapped away at the keyboard, finalizing her records, then went to prepare a nice surprise for what he hoped would be his latest guest.

“Wait,” said a voice, as Marcus opened the door to leave the Room. “This happened ages ago.”

Marcus froze, dread clawing up his spine like cerebrospinal fluid turned menthol. He could feel the color draining from his already pale face, feel The Noise sucking him into madness. He dare not turn.

Marcus turned around.

“It’s you,” Marcus stated, as matter-of-factly as he could, trying not to sound terrified.

“Of course it’s me, who else would it be? And there’s no point trying to act calm is there? I know as well as you do that we are terrified.”

“How can you be terrified, when I am the one you are telling that Kirstie came ages ago? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Does any of this?” asked Marcus. He clomped around the Room, pointing at things, picking them up, putting them down, tapping the top of the monitor, stamping a foot on the ground, following the traces of circuitry in the walls and doors, as clear to them both as the cables coming out of the back of the computer tower.

“Look, what’s going on here? We have work to do. Shouldn’t you be getting ready to leave or something? To draw away these damn Eventuals?” Marcus knew he was going to go mad at any second, and would rather be alone with his insanity, even if the company offered was himself. Actually, it was because it was himself. It didn’t help with the sanity issue one little bit.

“And what’s all this about George? George is George, there are no others. He’s unique.”

“I know that, but there have been lots of Georges… haven’t there?”

Marcus shook his head, looking grave. “There has only ever been a single George, he’s a one-off.”

“I believe I need a lie down. I don’t think I’m in the present. I must be in the past. What year is this?”

Marcus told Marcus the year.

“So I am in the past. That’s what? Two hundred and fifty odd years ago? How can I be there and here?”

“Well, you can’t, can you? You must be dreaming. Either that or the future hasn’t happened yet. Are you sure you aren’t just talking to yourself right now?”

“Now that is a stupid question. Of course I’m talking to myself. You are me, and I am you.” Marcus was sure about that, if not much else in his current state of mind.

“Haha, very funny. No, I meant, are you sure there are two of me. I mean, two of you?”

“That’s enough, I’m going for a lie down. This isn’t funny any more.”

Marcus slammed the door shut on his way out. Inside the Room, sat in a chair at The Desk, Marcus twitched in his sleep, he was having the strangest of dreams.

At least, he hoped he was dreaming.


NOISE? WHAT NOISE?


IT HAD TAKEN Astolat almost two years of daily practice before she finally found her way to Marcus in The Noise, although she didn’t really know what it was she had encountered at the time. She had tried in vain to cure her Tourette’s via controlling her own body, it just seemed it was embedded too deeply within her brain to gain such mastery as a beginner. At least she was on the right track though, she felt like she was getting somewhere.

The Noise was a revelation to her.

It brought the visual world alive with possibilities. She could see the power in a sapling, the energy waiting to be released in a flower, the promise of something spectacular in the tiniest of pollen spills caught on the breeze. It made her hungry for entry to The Commorancy. She grew dizzy wondering what she could learn — achieve, if she was given access to the teachings of Marcus.

Astolat Bora had decided that reaching Marcus via technology was a lost cause. She had never been taught about computers by her parents before she lost them, and she had no intention of taking the time to learn how to reach Marcus that way now.

She did what she thought was right, what she knew suited her personality — she went and lived in the woods.

Always a lover of the natural world, she reveled in the feeling of the wilds. Astolat had read enough to know that she would be described as a hippy type, a mother earth sort of figure. Wild frizzy hair, a penchant for long, patterned flowing dresses, and even the occasional piece of beaded jewelry marked her as a person who was supposed to fit into a nice neat category. She still found it amazing that people used to do such things to each other — categorize them just as they did everything else in their lives.

What about the freedom? The opportunity to be who you wanted to be? To explore the world as you wanted, to roam and commune with nature and experience first-hand the wonders it had to offer?

It seemed such things had been lost before The Lethargy even took hold. Often, she wondered if it wasn’t this turning of the back on the natural world that brought about The Lethargy. The more she read about the past, the more she knew she would have hated it. Everything was concrete and towering buildings, rushing about striving for that extra item that you had to have to keep up with everyone else.

She shuddered at the thought. Although it was a lonely life, with so few people ever encountered, something told her that she was still happier than she would have been living in such a world.

Now those skyscrapers, and the once-contaminated ground, were being taken back by nature. Slowly, inexorably, nature reclaimed what was rightfully hers, although the remnants of man’s domination still dotted the country. But it was happening, and Astolat wanted to be alive to see it complete — the washing away of the foulness humanity inflicted on the planet, its surface wiped clean. Not of people though; she never once sided with The Eventuals. A Concluder at heart, she wanted to be a part of man’s awakening to what he had done, what he had become, and his understanding that if people were to thrive once more there had to be a better way than the existence they had thought so great before The Lethargy.

Astolat sat back in her rocking chair and carried on her knitting. The crackling fire and cosy atmosphere left her half dreaming as her fingers worked automatically. A cat purred deeply on the scruffy couch, one of a few that seemed to have found her somehow. They would never allow her to touch them, they came and went as they pleased, but it was still nice to have the company, even if it meant less food for her when they began to howl and wail, rather than going off hunting for themselves.

She thought back over the last few years, marveling at how much she had learned. Tomorrow was a big day, she was to go and meet Marcus, to travel to The Commorancy, to get her Room. She tried to contain her excitement. Again, she wondered if she should have packed up her home more thoroughly. But what was the point? It was just things, if she ever needed them again then she would manage to find them again, she was sure.

And if not, then maybe a person just like her would come across the place one day, then make it their home for a while, just like she had.

She smiled to herself — she liked that idea best of all.

~~~

Two years previously, Astolat had been traveling in the woods looking for somewhere suitable to stay for a while, so she could begin her search for Marcus in The Noise, when she came across a beautiful little home.

It was as if the place had simply been abandoned quite recently. There were still the remains of vegetable gardens, obviously once well tended. When Astolat plunged her hands into the dark ground, and scooped up handfuls, it was obvious that the fertile soil was the result of many years of careful attention. The empty animal pens had to be the source of rich manure at one time, and as Astolat wandered around the grounds, then explored the comfortable home, she decided that this would be the perfect place to settle down to do what she could to become a suitable candidate for The Commorancy.

The first night in her new home Astolat spent most of the evening exploring the rooms. The living room was snug and comfortable. Well worn furniture that was simple but robust made the space inviting. She lit a fire after first burning paper to see if the draw was good, then she settled down on a sofa to stare around the room. On the walls were a few photographs, some yellowed and faint, showing ancient Japanese men wearing traditional garb.

What caught her eye, however, was a picture of a startlingly beautiful young girl that must have been two or three at the time. Her skin was the color of a ripe plum, her lips full and red, her hair raven black. “Just like a plum,” said Astolat to herself, smiling back at the young girl, wondering what had become of her. The room was full of various familiar items, and there were a great number of books lining the walls. Dust was minimal so the place really couldn’t have been abandoned that long ago at all.

Over the next few days she settled in comfortably. She dug over the once bountiful vegetable plots, cleaned the house from top to bottom, and made minor repairs where she could with the tools she found.

She wandered around the surrounding countryside, familiarizing herself with the forest, with the small streams and the large open fields now returned to grass. Birds were everywhere, the abundance of wild hedgerows with their bounty of fruits and insects, the coolness of the forests and the plentiful supply of shallow streams, making it an unspoiled paradise for species of all kinds. She even swore she saw a group of horses one day, galloping away in the distance, manes flying wildly, declaring their freedom.

As the days passed Astolat settled into a routine. She would wake at dawn to tend the plants. She uncovered a swathe of geraniums and slowly they gained vigor, a huge wash of blood-red blossoms that welcomed her back to the house. As she cleared the weeds, valiantly fought to cut back the grass, and did her best to prune what seemed to need it, the garden slowly came to life — all it needed was a little human intervention to bring out its best.

Vegetables were a struggle at first. She found packs of seeds, carefully labeled in tiny neat handwriting, but she had no idea how old they were. A few seedlings emerged though, then in no time she was growing if not a wide variety of plants, then at least enough to give her some semblance of a varied diet. Her main source of food was still fish that she caught and birds that she captured in nets. She had learned over the years how to survive off the land, and if not always the most varied of diets it was enough to keep her fed.

The greatest joy of all was as summer passed into autumn. The orchard dropped its fruit. There must have been a hundred apple trees of many varieties, gold was truly struck when, in a small brick outbuilding, she uncovered a cider press. That first sip of fermented apple juice was pure nectar, and she spent many a content evening, and a fair few mornings and afternoons, happily sipping alcoholic cider that she cooled in bottles down at the stream.

It wasn’t a bad life, but such activities were always a background to her true purpose: to master The Noise enough to gain entry to The Commorancy.

Days passed rapidly, as if in a dream, as did weeks then months. Slowly but surely she made progress.

Astolat became in tune with her surroundings. Things came to life. The trees opened themselves to her, she felt their age, their energy, saw the processes that allowed them to grow. She watched the sap rise as if it were as plain as the bark on the tree. She saw the leaves suck up the sunlight and convert it to sugars.

She attuned to the vibrations all around her. While her sensitivity grew so did her connection to The Noise. She began to rise earlier, to rush through her chores so she could settle somewhere comfortable, outdoors if the weather permitted. Hour upon hour was spent locked in a world that hinted at endless possibilities. She grew stronger, more capable. Astolat never truly realized when she was Awoken, it wasn’t a blast of sudden insight and revelation like it was for some, she simply gradually became aware of more and more until her special gift was there, fully formed. At least she thought it was, but it wasn’t until she spent time in her Room that she understood how much more there was to the world than what she had already uncovered.

While she focused on searching for Marcus, she gradually became aware of others too. There was nothing she could truly call a solid presence of another person fully realized, but what she encountered she understood was the faint signal of other people like her, people who could access The Noise.

One day it nearly all came to naught. She became a snail.

It had been an exercise she had done before, but for some reason this time it was different. In the past she had entered animals, then allowed herself to be carried along for the ride. She never interfered, never directed the animal against its normal instincts, merely allowed them to follow their natural paths. She had been a rabbit, a bird feeding its young, and once she even entered one of the cats that came visiting, an experience she never repeated. The mind of a cat was a cold, calculating, dark and vicious place, she was sad to discover.

As she was sat in a comfortable chair outside the front of the house, with the breeze blowing gently and the bees buzzing busily, she spied a snail. It was slowly making its way along the fence that bisected the garden, used to train a vine that was as thick as her thigh, yet failed to produce anything but the smallest, sourest of grapes. She rose from the chair, feeling rather heavy and lethargic, the last of the summer heat blasting forth, making the plants scream for water.

Slowly she made her way to the fence, where she leaned forward to peer at the little gastropod. Her first thought was whether or not she could eat it, but that soon passed, it really didn’t look appetizing at all.

Instead, she wondered what it would be like to see things from a snail’s point of view, so sat on the grass and entered The Noise. She felt the presence of the tiny creature, and as she had done in the past she gradually found her way into the very being of the little creature.

It wasn’t at all what she had expected.

The first thing she became aware of was that it was an odd space to occupy. It was small, cramped and spiraled. She felt her consciousness curl up tight and fade almost immediately. This was nothing like the other creatures whose lives she had experienced fragments of. This was simple, as basic as it gets. There was a weight to it, the shell, and there was the strangest outlook. Her, its, it was hard to tell, eyes swiveled around independently — it was disorienting in the extreme. She caught glimpses of the world through the myopic eyes. She saw the flowers and she saw herself, but things were not how they should have been. Everything was fast, everything vibrated and moved incessantly. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, the leaves fluttered madly, even the house seemed to expand and contract.

She felt giddy and well out of her comfort zone. She had assumed that a snail’s life would be in slow motion, just like it moved, but the opposite was true. As time was so sedate for the creature, so the rest of the world was moving at a frantic pace. Neural networks were bound to time as a reality entirely different to Astolat’s human sense of progress through the present. With her sense of self condensed into so small a brain she had no choice but to diminish as a person — to experience things in the same way as did the snail.

Bees moved frantically, plants lashed around in the slight breeze, even the fence she gripped with her mucus covered foot seemed to rock rather precariously.

It dawned on her suddenly — she was stuck.

This was too simple a creature to inhabit. For it to accommodate her sense of self she had to compact and squeeze the most basic parts of her awareness so they would fit. It was cramped and uncomfortable. To ease the burden she let go of more and more.

She nearly let go of too much altogether.

As soon as she understood what was happening Astolat fought to leave the spiral that was the spark of life of the snail. It was close to impossible. She was coiled tight. The world was speeding up just as she herself slowed down. Astolat felt herself fading into stasis, morphing into a creature without self-awareness; just being. She sensed on an instinctive level the warmth of the sun on her shell, the drying effect on her moist skin, and she felt the cilia on her foot contract as she moved at a fraction of an inch a second across the rough surface of the wooden fence.

Eyesight dimmed as the day wore on. The sun got brighter. Things began to blur into shades of light and dark. Her lungs felt heavy, as if that was all her body contained.

Astolat drifted in a sea of forgetfulness, fading into the dreams of a creature that once dimly remembered being a human being, yet couldn’t fully understand the concept any longer.

Soon there was almost nothing, just the warmth of the sun, the steady progress along the elevated surface, and the comfort of the spiral upon her back. A wet comfort was all around her. There were no concerns any longer, it was almost like The Void. Life just was.

Astolat the snail, what a way to go.

“Ow, bugger. Oi, gerrof. slimy wet foot, swivel tuft, smelly pants head.” Astolat swatted at her left cheek as it began to swell. The bee buzzed off about its business.

For the rest of her life she wondered if it was merely a bee, or if there was the wisp of a consciousness within the insect that somehow knew of her predicament so had saved her. Brought her back to her self by stinging her hard in the face. Astolat never became a snail again, it was way too cramped and it felt like crawling through molasses while God made a mockery of time as you knew it.

It took a few days before she entered The Noise again, but when she did it was with a renewed vigor and attention to the spaces between. She found ways through the past, present and the future until she found what turned out to be Marcus.

Before she knew it she was riding in a hot air balloon, well on her way to The Commorancy — where she would spend many normal lifetimes uncovering the depths of understanding humans were capable of, growing more at one with Mother Earth as the years slid by, and traces of man were slowly washed away from the planet they had despoiled.


FAMILIAL BONDS


MARCUS WAS IN… well, he didn’t actually know where he was. Part of him was definitely in The Room For…? He would remember, surely? But he was also part of The Evacuation as well. He had gone outside, onto the island, breathed the salty air. The connection was tenuous at best, the further apart from himself he got the less he was who he thought he was.

He felt like he was disengaging, like parts of what made him Marcus were floating away, dissipating in the air like an exhalation of life itself.

Marcus focused.

Had that actually happened yet? What order were events unraveling in? Was he jumping ahead of himself once again? Remembering things the other Marcus was yet to do as if they were already a part of their history? It had happened before, usually an insignificant event, but over the years it had led to some very confused guests — when one Marcus left Orientation, only for another to enter, thinking that the interview was already over.

He needed to center himself, get caught up with pasts and futures. Begin to focus on a linear timeline. Stop it seeping back and forth, make it now, just the present. No bleeding from the future to cloud his mind, make it impossible for him to know what to do as he may have already done it.

He was alone.

And things were not going well.

Time to evacuate.

Could he do that? Leave? Again?

He couldn’t see that there was much choice at the moment, not unless he could come up with a very good plan, and soon.

Marcus settled himself in The Noise. He focused deeply. Outside the Room countless animated Lethargic howled at the injustice they had faced for centuries, only to wake up to an even worse nightmare.

They wanted to tear him limb from limb, then destroy The Commorancy. Unless Marcus stopped them they would do exactly that.

He had assumed that by leaving the grip on the roused Lethargic would wane, then vanish altogether, but this didn’t appear to be the case. Not yet at any rate. Something was driving them and it wasn’t just Varik. They had managed to escape their Room, where many had been for centuries, where many of the first people in history to come down with The Lethargy had been kept alive artificially — Marcus’ penance, and Marcus’ hope for a brighter future all rolled up into one messy situation that was a constant reminder that he had abused some of them, and undoubtedly pinned too much hope on them all.

Marcus took stock of his surroundings, focusing on present concerns, leaving worry about events outside of his control to him, the other Marcus.

There was another one wasn’t there? He hoped beyond all hope that this wasn’t some kind of breakdown. Did he have breakdowns? Would he know if he did?

Time to get a grip. He shook himself, a rather fetching hat falling off his head into his lap. Of course he would know if this was a dream, a descent into madness. He was Marcus. Tyrant extraordinaire. Ruler of The Commorancy. He damn well knew exactly what he was doing. Didn’t he?

Yes! He was saving humanity, that’s what he was doing, and he was being rudely put upon by Varik, his acolytes and something, somebody, else too. The control over The Lethargic was strong, so there was no way it was purely down to a few tattooed wannabes. There was somebody else, somebody very powerful, at the heart of this Contamination.

Marcus swiveled in the brown, worn leather chair. His corduroy trousers matched the color perfectly, and he wore a pair of tan loafers — without socks. He had decided to deal with The Contamination in his own distinct way so, of course, it began with dressing for the occasion. His upper body was covered with a light fawn, short-sleeved shirt and on his head he wore a hat that was once genuinely worn by non other than Bob Dylan. It was a bit of a tight fit because of his long hair, but still — Bob Dylan. The hat! He inspected it carefully, then put it back on his head.

Marcus hummed to himself as he turned left, then right, twiddling a circular ball set into the desktop in front of him, pressing buttons and occasionally lifting the hat to scratch at his forehead. He should probably clean the hat one day, but well — Bob Dylan!

He glanced again at the bank of screens that curved around him, there were literally thousands of them. At least he knew where he was now, he must be returning to normal. The Room For Seeing What Was Happening was silent apart from the humming of screens, the buzzing of wires, and the mumbling of Marcus. Oh, and the howls of rage from the animated Lethargic roaming the halls, trying to untangle themselves from the numerous support systems that ran in and out of their bodies. He tried to ignore that particular noise.

He actually wondered how they would sustain themselves without the medical aids. Would they keel over in a few days anyway? No food or drink would surely mean they would be of little use by then. But in the meantime? What havoc could they wreak? And maybe those that animated them could carry on indefinitely, he was unsure. In the meantime they could rip The Commorancy to shreds.

There was nothing for it but to focus on the task at hand. He knew it was going to be a very depressing few hours just finding out what was happening to his beloved home.

~~~

Marcus sat naked on the floor. He felt spent, exhausted and drained. It wasn’t the mental activity, although that had taken some serious concentration, it was the loss. The loss of himself from himself. He felt the tenuous connection stretched to the max, and wondered just how far he could go before it snapped.

Could it snap?

No, surely not. He had left before, hadn’t he? Been outside and far away? The connection had always held, always stayed. Why, just a few days ago he had collected Letje so why was this any different? Wait, was that him? Or him?

He looked within and understood the difference. This was a farewell and the other him had decided that they would be better off, he, the one left at The Commorancy, would be better off if he didn’t have to experience the possible death of the him that was right now leaving the island — drawing Varik away with him.

That’s what he would do anyway. So obviously also what the other him would be doing.

Wasn’t it?

It wasn’t as if he didn’t have his own secrets either. Marcus might have his as well. In fact, there could be no question, obviously he would. Did. Does. If he had parts of their life that he hid, then it stood to reason that the other him would have done the exact same thing.

Gosh, why on earth did I see this as a good idea? I don’t think I could have come up with a more confusing way to have a little bit of help around the place. Or did the other me come up with the idea?

Marcus was tired. It was showing. He didn’t know if he was in the past, present or future. Now, to top it all, he wasn’t even sure if he trusted himself. He shook — violently. No, he did trust himself. If he couldn’t then there was no point to any of it.

None at all.

A hat fell into his lap. It looked like the one that used to belong to… ?

Bob Dylan!


SECRETS AND LIES


AS FAR AS he knew Marcus had only kept one secret from himself.

It was the time he went outside, and he lied about what he did. He assumed this was the only lie he told to the other Marcus, but if he thought about it then if the other one had secrets too then basically he could have lied to himself countless times.

It was all him after all.

That’s the way it would work, wasn’t it?

Unless… No, not that, anything but that.


INSTITUTIONALIZED


“I DON’T LIKE this one little bit,” moaned Calvin.

“Me either, it’s too much. Look at the sky. Huge!” said a bewildered Sy.

“I love it. Feel that fresh air. And what about the view? Wowee.” Kirstie spun her son around joyously — the wildness was entrancing.

“It’s alright for you, you had The Garden. I haven’t been outside for hundreds of years. And it’s hard enough coping with people after all that time alone let alone such big spaces.” Calvin was feeling the pressure of coming out of a dream and back to reality with a bang. He was still an Otaku at heart.

“Well, I love it. But I have never spent any time indoors really, I love being outside.” Letje felt more comfortable than she had since she had arrived, this was just, well, it was normal. Sort of. “Marcus, are you okay?”

“Oh, yes, fine, fine. Just a little odd being out. You know, I haven’t actually stepped foot out here since the place was built. I’ve been away a few times over the years but not actually in the wilds like this, just on foot. It’s all rather…”

“Huge and bloody scary and can we please go back inside now. I don’t like it.”

“Yes, something like that,” said Marcus, smiling weakly, trying to remind himself that he was the master of all he surveyed and there were those out to eliminate them the first chance they got.

Marcus squared his shoulders and brought some color back to his cheeks.

Everyone was hefting a substantial but surprisingly light backpack, all were identical black and extremely comfortable. Calvin was carrying two so that Kirstie could better tend to her baby Dale.

Exiting The Commorancy had been disappointingly normal. There was no dramatic door, no Room to wonder at. Marcus simply led them through to a small space that contained what appeared to be airlocks on either side. Once one door was closed, then sealed, the other was opened. Marcus turned a huge wheel that broke the seals and fresh air rushed in to greet them in the sterile space. Nature beckoned with a crisp finger so they filed out from the complex warren that was The Commorancy and into an environment just as alien to most of them.

“Um, Marcus? Where’s The Commorancy?” Letje was rather astonished nobody else had thought to ask the question.

“Well, glad to see that somebody is paying attention at least,” said Marcus. He looked at the group, realizing that having become rather institutionalized, himself included, the reality of the outside world was a little too much to take in immediately.

There were murmurs from the others, each slowly coming to realize that standing on a rocky outcrop at the mouth of what now appeared to simply be a large slab of rock in a steep sided craggy valley, was not what you would expect when leaving such a vast place as their home of so many years.

“We are well away from it already Letje, we are on the other side of the island, but you can see it soon enough. We are going up there.” Marcus pointed up a steep set of steps carved into the rock, the heights lost in a blanket of low cloud that always ran fast with the sea winds. “From there you will be able to see it all, and the sooner we get up there the sooner we can get to the tunnel and make our way off the island. It won’t be long before our presence is picked up, so let’s get going, if that’s alright with everyone?”

There were murmurs of assent and while everyone tried to take in the rapidly changing events Marcus bent to his bag, pulling something out.

“What you doing?” asked Umeko, watching as Marcus pulled his shirt over his head.

Marcus looked up quizzically, as if it were obvious. “Changing of course. New Room so new outfit. The Outdoors Room is the biggest of all, so I need to dress for the adventure to come. You not changing?”

All eyes turned to Marcus, like he had finally lost the plot. He continued to change into an outfit that can best be described as dangerous, yet designed by a man that really had a penchant, if not fetish, for pockets. Lots of them. Heavy black boots with black combat trousers tucked into protruding green socks, a belt with numerous holsters containing who knew what, a tight vest then a sleeveless dark green, pocket laden jacket, with a matching neckerchief to finish off the look. Marcus resisted the temptation to smear face paint on, although he was sorely tempted.

As he changed, and arranged the multiple bulges in various pockets, there was not a word said. The silence began to get creepy. Marcus was aware of the stares, but thought it best to ignore them. Hadn’t they seen anyone get changed into more suitable attire before?

Marcus stood, performed a final pat down of the pockets, checking for the contents he already knew were there, until he finally gave in to the stares. “What? You know I like my clothes. Right?”

“Um, yes, well, it’s not that,” gulped Umeko. “I’m right, aren’t I? It’s not just me?” Even through her dark skin-tone it was obvious she was blushing. She looked to the others. Even the men were somewhat shocked, Letje was beetroot red, and the other women were almost as flushed. Necks burned and cheeks were as rosy as if they had been out in the noon day sun for a fast run.

“What?” Marcus was not usually one to miss what was happening, but avoided going into The Noise to find out.

“It’s your body dude.” Sy was trying not to sound jealous.

“What about it? It’s alright isn’t it?”

“Um, well, yeah — it’s hot. bananas, double melon bag, grab a sausage. Marcus, you are very EAT THE BUNS! fit you know that? How did you get to have all those muscles? waaay haaay cowboy.” Astolat was trying her best to stop herself reaching out and grabbing bits of him.

“Aha, well, lots of exercise in The Dangerous Room, a mind that can control how my body works internally, and natural good looks I guess,” quipped Marcus, feeling very pleased, wondering when the last time was he received such a compliment. Over a hundred and fifty years ago and a dream long dead. If it was even him. Not the other him.

“Well, you’ll have to show me how to do it sometime Marcus,” said Calvin. “It’s all very well learning about The Noise but I wouldn’t mind a hot body as well.”

Marcus beamed, and as he did so things got a little out of hand.

He involuntarily, so he told himself, allowed his testosterone levels to soar wildly. Simultaneously his adrenal glands produced androsterone at levels so high his pores couldn’t release this volatile pheromone fast enough — his hair actually began to weep the excess out. His whole body became nothing more than a magnet to the opposite sex. He stood there while the dangerously high levels of attractive pheromones caused a dizzying reaction to the women. All four women, Letje more so than the others, rushed toward him and reached to grab him. Marcus backed away, aware what he had done. He shut down the attraction magnet as quickly as it had risen.

The women stopped in their tracks, breathing heavily. Chest heaving, Letje had to sit down for fear of collapsing.

“Oops. Sorry about that, I got a little excited and forgot myself. It’s the fresh air, must be playing havoc with my normal levels.”

“Yeah, well, buttercup, buttercup,” panted Astolat, “let’s not do that again shall we Marcus. I don’t want to be feeling all frisky as the Inked Hordes come to try to tear me limb from limb. stroke my rabbit ears.”

“Good point. Which is the perfect time for me to explain about your bags, allow you to change if you so wish and then we really do need to be on our way.”

~~~

Half way up the seemingly never ending rocky steps, visions of unending Rooms and a surprising number of changes of clothes still flashing in her mind, Letje caught up with Marcus and tapped him on the shoulder. He turned and stopped.

“Oh, please carry on walking Marcus, it’s nothing too important.”

As they climbed higher Letje asked her question. “Marcus, do you think I will ever get a Room in The Commorancy now? What with The Eventuals chasing after us, is it ever going to be safe here again?”

“Letje, please don’t worry. I can’t apologize enough for what is happening, but rest assured you will return to The Commorancy one day. I know this for a fact.” Marcus did know this, he had seen countless futures, was partially lost to The Noise ever since the realization of Varik’s attack had become apparent, and one thing that was an overriding constant was Letje back in The Commorancy. He just didn’t want to dwell on what he saw. He didn’t want to frighten the young woman. Was she a woman, or still a child? It was impossible to recall with accuracy what it was like to be that young. So many lifetimes ago and another world entirely.

“Oh. Great, that’s great Marcus. Thank you.” Letje gave him a quick hug, then stepped away abruptly, just in case he decided to pull any tricks like he had earlier. She was still trying to understand the overwhelming urges that had stirred, it was worryingly enjoyable. She also wondered if girls could do it too, but was a little too shy to ask.

“You’re welcome. Ah, here we are. The Commorancy.” Marcus swept his arms wide, dark hair thrashing in the strong breeze as they crested a ridge. They looked down from the summit of an almost vertical cliff, thousands of feet high, to the finest view of an agglomeration of man-made structures ever seen by human eyes.

Birds got an even better view. So did Varik.

He gasped in involuntary wonder at the sheer scale and audacity of what Marcus had done.

Bird flapped languidly over the huge sprawl that was Marcus’ home, his huge wings a mockery of size against such a vast and epic congregation of diverse architecture and downright astonishing feats of both imagination and construction.

Then Bird caught a reflection of light from atop the sheer cliff. With acute eyesight he easily recognized the humans there.

Varik smiled as he subtly drew bird in the direction of his foe.


COULD THIS BE LOVE


SY HAD NEVER had a girlfriend. In fact Sy had only ever spoken to a few females in his entire life.

He hoped he wasn’t staring.

He also hoped that it wasn’t extremely wrong of him to rather fancy a girl that was many, many times younger than him. How did this work? He had no idea. Out in the world it would be totally normal for a young man of his age, before he entered The Commorancy, to take a wife of Letje’s age if he were lucky enough to find such a beautiful girl. Children were born to those as young as thirteen once The Lethargy became commonplace, just as they had in centuries past, before the age of consent was raised to a much more respectable level. But when there were only limited people left alive, and most expected to die some time soon, procreation became a priority, so children were born to younger and younger parents.

Often, marriages were forced, men dominating women and taking them whether they wished it or not. Arranged marriages between small groups of families that retained ties were the norm; life was too precarious to let relationships happen by chance.

Some lucky few even managed to find love, but the chance of it happening was nigh on zero.

So what did he do now?

How old was he? Really? He simply didn’t know if his time in his Room counted as real years. Sy furrowed his heavy brow in concentration, trying to figure out his age if time had simply moved as it should. Of the many gifts he now possessed he was still not the best when it came to mental arithmetic — it had never been his strong point, and not much had changed. He still cringed when he thought about how long it took him to understand the clues he had been given to gain entry to The Commorancy. He felt stupid sometimes, even now. He put a hand through his unruly hair, thinking hard. If he was sixth generation, and had been inside since then, how old would he be now?

Two hundred? More? Less?

Sy settled on one-eighty, making a mental note to ask Marcus when the time was more suitable. But he didn’t feel old like that. He still felt like a young man just starting his life. He couldn’t be an old man — could he?

Still, he was unsure if it was proper for him to feel attraction to such a young girl. He should certainly put such thoughts out of his mind.

But on the other hand. What if he waited? Yes, that was it. He would wait until she was older — sixteen. Then he would marry her. He would marry her and they would live together, and they would have children. Whole children — Awoken. Or did he want that for them? Would he want them to stay in The Commorancy? Get a Room? Be lost for centuries maybe? No, maybe it was better if they never Awoke, were just Whole and healthy children that lived natural lives and didn’t have extended lifespans. But that would mean they might die before he did. He couldn’t bear that.

And what about Letje? She was special, that was obvious. But she wasn’t yet truly Awoken, not fully. How long would she live? Could you really spend what amounted to multiple lives with the same person anyway? It wasn’t natural was it? How would that work?

Who would get old first? When did you actually decide to let your body age anyway? As far as he could tell you could stay looking young, feeling like you inhabited a young body, for as long as you wanted. But there had to be a limit, surely? Could he really expect to live for hundreds more years? Thousands? Wouldn’t his brain explode with that many memories? If he thought he was a bit rubbish at math now and not that sharp when it came to solving riddles, what would he be like if he was a thousand years old and still looked just out of his teens?

It made his head hurt just thinking about it.

“Hey. Hey. HEY!”

“Eh? What? What’s happening?” Sy flushed deep red, hoping nobody was using their skills to peek into his thoughts. Marcus was looking at him with a knowing grin on his face though, and Sy flushed deeper red still.

Damn, I’m what, almost two hundred and I still get embarrassed? Some things never changed he guessed.

Sy noted with dismay that he had been focusing on Letje’s bum the whole time he had been lost in his dream of family life. Had anybody noticed? By the looks of it they had. Marcus was trying not to smile, while Letje was looking at him quizzically, as if noticing him properly for the first time. Gosh, what was he doing? Now she would think he was some kind of weirdo who liked nothing better than staring at young girl’s behinds. Which he probably was, it was what he had just been doing after all.

Letje and Marcus stared at him some more, until it got very uncomfortable.

“Well?” asked Sy, trying to move the conversation along a bit, trying to dispel his dreams of having a wife and family with the long legged, slim and beautiful… Damn, what was wrong with him? Two centuries locked up in a Room, a life before that without human contact or female companionship, that was what was wrong with him.

Sy actually felt better for the confirmation. It was normal, healthy. Men were attracted to women and vice versa. Having such feelings showed that he was Whole, a man. Normal.

Sort of.

“How old are you Letje? Are you really fifteen?” Sy lifted his hand to his mouth, the words had blurted out before he knew what he was doing. What was wrong with him? He was acting like a little kid.

Letje looked at him quizzically, all wide-eyed innocence and faked incomprehension. Even through his embarrassment Sy couldn’t help notice the shift she made to favor one leg, the lifting of the hip, the way she slowly brushed her hair away from her face, and the way she suddenly liked to pout her lips somewhat. Was that a sign? Was she interested? Or was he just dreaming about things he had no right to? How could he have asked her that? What an idiot!

“I am fifteen, yes. And why do you ask Sy?” Letje fluttered her eyelashes at him, he was sure of it. She really did.

Marcus watched the scene unfold, smiling and enjoying the blossoming relationship. He was rather amazed that Sy had totally missed the fact that he merely had to look up to see the incredible view, but he guessed that certain more curvy views always would hold more of an attraction, who needed architecture when there were bottoms to behold?

“Actually, Letje, you aren’t fifteen. You are seventeen years old as of your most recent birthday. And although this is all very nice, having a chat and all,” Marcus eyed Sy with bemused annoyance, “can we please save this for another time? You know, one when we aren’t on the run, trying to escape The Eventuals, trying to save The Commorancy and look out for wild dogs that will eat us if they catch us. Things like that.”

“Dogs?” asked Kirstie, turning, unsure what was going on.

“Dogs,” confirmed Marcus.

“Wait. Um, what? Marcus, how am I seventeen? I’m not, I’m fifteen.”

“I will explain properly later but it’s a tradition in a lot of families, for the females anyway. They skip a few years when you’re young, change your birth date, pretend one or two birthdays haven’t happened at all. You don’t notice when you’re just a few years old. And for parents who are Awoken I’m afraid to say it’s a very easy thing to manipulate the mind of a mere baby or a child. They can do all sorts of things if they want to. Yours just made you think you were younger by changing your birthday and skipping one year, so it means really you are now a little over seventeen, a woman Letje.”

“What? That’s crazy. Why would they do that?”

“Isn’t it obvious,” said Kirstie, joining the conversation. Letje turned to here, waiting for the revelation. Kirstie replied, “So you won’t go looking for a husband when you’re too young, and to put off would-be suitors if you ever met any, as you would still be a very young girl in their eyes. It would keep you home longer, probably safer too.”

“Exactly. Now, have you seen the view?”

Sy began to redden again. Marcus saved him further embarrassment. “Sy, the view? That one.” Marcus pointed off into the distance, well away from the behinds of any females.

“Oh, right. Oh! Wow! Cool.”

Sy smiled broadly. He didn’t feel quite so bad about admiring Letje from behind. Both views were really rather impressive.

And when we have our third child I will build a huge tree-house and the girls will be able to have their own place to play and I will make them all kinds of toys and… Sy got lost in his dreams once again, this time without feeling quite as guilty about it all.

He also kept a look out for dogs.


NO, I'M SPARTAC... UM, MARCUS


MARCUS FELT LIKE he was losing himself.

He was split in two — it felt at once both liberating and terrifying. He could feel the ethereal strands of the bond between himself stretched to their limits. Soon they would be tested to breaking point. He could feel the sense of self dissipating.

Alone, he was truly alone now.

Wasn’t he? Or was it freedom?

Freedom from himself was a strange notion. Hadn’t he gotten along just fine all these years being Marcus, getting more done, doing things it would be impossible to do otherwise?

As the connection began to be lost, and he clung to the feeling of the wind in his hair at the view-point out on the island, he looked around him at the spinning heads in The Room For Remembering thinking of all the people that had come and gone over the years. Of those that still remained in their Rooms, knowing nothing of the recent events. Marcus tried not to dwell on the fate of humanity if these lives should be lost forever — The Commorancy held an incredibly high percentage of those that were Whole, most now Awoken and ready to carry on the fight for a communal future.

Something unknown washed over Marcus. He collapsed like a toy suddenly out of batteries.

He wasn’t in The Room For Remembering, he was in The Room.

It was the most special place in the whole of The Commorancy, a location Marcus had visited only a few times in his entire existence. It was a place where he went to convince himself of his own reality. With his heart hammering and his head pounding Marcus shakily pressed play on the tablet in front of him — a huge screen sprang to life, showing him The Marcus Room of earlier that day, of him talking to himself.

Wait.

What?

Talking to himself?

Where was he though?

The other him?

He frantically rewound and fast-forwarded the digital recording, becoming more and more dismayed as each second passed.

It was just him, there was no other Marcus. He was there alone, arguing with himself about who was to do what, talking about how strange it was to talk to a person that knew everything you did.

Except he wasn’t, was he? He was just talking to himself.

Marcus reeled under too much pressure, a cold sweat sprang to the surface of his skin as abject terror took hold.

Was he here?

What was real?

Was he inside now, or outside looking down at The Commorancy?

If it wasn’t him then who was it?

~~~

Marcus awoke in The Room For Remembering. He was lying in a heap on the floor, his head was sore and his throat was dry. He got to his feet unsteadily then went into The Noise and slowly got his body under control.

Such things happened on occasion, a blasphemy against all that was intended for man didn’t come without a price. He was paying his penance.

“Time for a visit to The Screaming Room, I think.” Marcus made his way hurriedly, he had things to do.

He had responsibilities to attend to within his Commorancy, letting madness consume him simply wasn’t an option.

He just hoped he had a choice in the matter.

The Marcus Room! As if!


OH, GEORGE!


“IT’S INCREDIBLE, ASTONISHING. I can’t actually believe it’s real.” Calvin was overwhelmed.

Staring out at The Commorancy was like looking at a fantasy landscape in one of his games or the countless manga he had read over the years. There the comparison ended, with the ability to see behind the walls it was so much more. He traced patterns of electricity running far away from the buildings, writhing to unknown destinations. He could see data traveling at sonic speeds between bizarrely shaped constructions, constant streams of information running around the whole vast complex. He saw pinpricks of power hovering above golden spires and huge spiraling circles of energy pulsing around what could only be described as the crumbling remains of a once proud castle fit for giants. That was just the beginning. He could sense potentially vast forces of energy waiting to be unleashed, understood the information contained within certain huge buildings, seemingly there specifically to store 0’s and 1’s, just in case they were needed.

There was more. Out to sea, beneath the water, he saw through The Noise the huge data coils sending signals back to the island, back to, what did Marcus call it? Vectis?

“All my own work,” noted Marcus cryptically. “It took a while but I think it was worth it.” His voice sounded hollow, like the wind stole its power before he spoke.

“No way dude, said Calvin, that’s like what, miles and miles big. How the hell did you manage to build som—”

A cacophony of gut wrenching noise carried on the breeze cut Calvin short. It struck at the very heart of the assembled group.

“Um, what was that? Marcus, any ideas?” Kirstie was the first to ask, concern for her baby making her keen to understand any potential danger.

“That would be the dogs,” said Marcus matter of factly. “And they may be a little on the wild side. And big, they are big too.” He sounded distant, like he wasn’t really standing there, like he was dreaming.

“Well, don’t you think we should do something then?” shouted Kirstie, fear and desperation vying for dominance. “Marcus? MARCUS!”

Marcus seemed to transform before their eyes. He became sharp, focused, back in control.

Just as his eyes took on their bright green shine once more there was a clattering from behind. They turned. It was George, not a pack of giant dogs.

“Ah, it’s just George. You took your time there George, what happened to all that sure-footed goat behavior. George?”

Before Marcus came back fully to his own reality George tucked his head down and ran straight at the group. Marcus knew he had lost the connection to his friend for an instant while he was lost in dreams of multiplicity. He tried to draw his companion back to him, to feel the connection through The Noise, but momentum and whispers of a power as strong as Marcus’ carried George forward.

Calvin was still lost in a daze at the wonder of the vast magical sprawl of The Commorancy laid out beneath them, and as he turned at the cries it was too late.

George crashed into Calvin’s side and a tight curled horn caught him in the hip. He stumbled, lost his footing, fell. George’s momentum nearly carried him over, company for Calvin’s descent into The Void, but he dug his feet in deeply and came back to himself peering down the bone-white cliff face into the accepting eyes of Calvin.

“Oh my god, oh my god. Calvin! Is he alright?” Umeko was the first to occupy the now vacated space where Calvin had been standing. He was gone.

Calvin’s cry could be heard for a split second as he plummeted thousands of feet down the vertical cliff face, his screams reaching them before they were carried away on the wind.

George shook himself, sweet perfume a mockery of the death just dealt. George knew he had been violated. He was Awoken, but only as much as a goat could be, a split second of his life was lost to him without his permission, and he stared around uncomprehending of what had just transpired.

A bird flashed past them, diving downward as fast as Calvin, watching him as he flailed and screamed before he smacked into the damp grassy ground at the base of the cliff — his body mangled, smashed, little more than pulp.

The bird turned from its dive, gliding across the scrubby plain, before it elegantly rose up and The Commorancy itself dominated the horizon for as far as even it, with its incredible eyesight, could see.

~~~

“We need to go. Now. We need to move. Come on. Please.” Marcus brought his will to bear on his own mind and body to enter The Now — everything else was pointless. He needed to act, and for the first time he could recall in countless years there was no time to change. Clothes For Being Chased or any other form of suitable attire to fit the occasion would have to stay in his backpack.

He put thoughts of Marcus aside, forgot about Calvin for now, and focused on the people he had sworn to care for.

But Calvin, so old, such promise, such abilities all gone, mangled below, food for the dogs.

Marcus shuddered into the present. Get a grip man. The dogs, the dogs.

Once they seemed like a good idea, not so much now that he was the one on the outside and they were not exactly discerning in their tastes.

“Is he really dead? It doesn’t seem real. I just met him, he was so old, so young too.” Letje couldn’t believe that one of the few men she had ever met in her life was now dead. It was different if it was The Lethargy, but to die like that, after so many years alive. It didn’t seem right.

“I’m afraid he is Letje. Let’s not think of that now, we need to move. George, up front with you. You bad goat.”

George trotted to the front of the group and looked at them with his usual disdain for his inferiors.

At least he doesn’t know what has happened. Which is a blessing, thought Marcus.

George led the way setting a fast pace along the top of the ridge, everyone keeping well back and constantly looking around for dogs, listening to the wind for a sound that told their presence was known. Marcus dipped in and out of The Noise, spreading his awareness. Astolat, now so in tune with animals and her natural environment after what she had learned in her Room, could feel the slightest presence from quite some distance. Soon enough, she got a warning.

“They’re coming, three of them. Two females, one male. The male is a bit lame, but the females are huge, and hungry.” Astolat couldn’t help but notice the absence of her usual inappropriate outbursts.

“I feel them,” said Marcus, focusing his attention on their presence coming fast from the west, the group’s scent traveling straight toward the roaming creatures.

“Can you hold them off Astolat? So I can focus on something for a minute?”

“I’ll try. Should be able to, not for long though. poo in a bucket, where’s my rabbit tail?”

Damn! Not now.

Astolat entered The Noise, drowning out the sadness, the fear, the wind, everything. She sought out the creatures, finding them easily enough. Three large purple spots in The Noise, close by, pulsing. She delicately eased into the weak spot within each mind, the quiet place inside every animal from humans to the smallest bird. She entered, then expanded her consciousness to encompass not only herself but the primal instincts of the dogs. She calmed herself, calmed the beasts, taking away the ferocity, the hunger. She stood still, wagging her tails, felt the saliva running down her chins, licked her lips, sensed her splayed paws on the cool grass.

She was strong, powerful and sure footed. Astolat relaxed further, and as she walked she was split in four. She had never entered so many minds at once and it took its toll instantly. Her footing became unsteady, trying to cope with her own two feet and another three sets of four was no easy task, but slowly, surely, she followed the group along the ridge as the dogs converged from the slopes above them.

~~~

Marcus let the sky in.

He become a cloud, a drop of rain, the wind. He became the connection between all things and he became Bird. The presence was easy to find — he sparkled like a red diamond in a clear shallow stream.

Bird dropped ten feet as the intrusion hit, then recovered. This wasn’t Master, this was the man Master hated with an intensity Bird could never understand. He didn’t have those kind of emotions, never would, certainly didn’t want them. He was a thing of nature: pure, and Awoken. Marcus felt his grip on the bird wane as soon as it began, holding on to creatures was one thing, but when they were so intelligent and Awoken too, well, it was not as easy as controlling those with The Lethargy, or even Whole humans.

He released Bird, he had seen enough.

Bird continued his flight back to his place on Varik’s shoulder.

“They know we are here, and they have a spy. So let’s be careful. We need to get under cover, away from the sky, and we need to get to the tunnel. It’s not too far now.” Marcus planned the remainder of the route in his head. Another few minutes, that was all they needed. Then they would be safe.

For now.

~~~


They continued along the ridge, the ground becoming increasingly unstable. As they turned a corner away from the horrific drop they found themselves walking along the remains of an excavated ledge. The scree became treacherous, slowing progress significantly. Terraces rose up and continued below them where loose rubble congregated in a shallow valley.

The wind picked up, howling through the narrow space, whirling and eddying as it came at them. The rock was black, and extremely sharp, the remains of Marcus’ excavations from so long ago still not totally reclaimed by the plants that clung desperately to the slightest hint of bare soil.

“Oh my god, is that a person?” whispered Letje to Marcus, as they slowly made their way past a collection of bleached white bones.

“Probably just the remains of an animal,” said Marcus, not wanting to make anybody more upset than they already were. As they continued more bone cluttered the path. When they passed the intact remains of a human skull Letje looked at Marcus inquiringly; he merely shrugged his shoulders. There was no point trying to explain that this was the remains of somebody that had tried to cross him, to take his life. It was in fact the remains of ffu, a man that had invaded Marcus’ home, ultimately paying the appropriate price.

The narrow ledge curved softly to the right until gradually it was nothing more than a gentle walk along a grassy path, now wide and easing out onto a plain. The wind whipped through the open space before funneling into the narrow valley and as they turned the corner the air was noticeably warmer. Short stubby grasses battled against the breeze, random clusters of gray boulders criss-crossed with quartz striations shimmered in the sunlight and the reflections from the sparkling sea. The rocks jutted out from the ground randomly, but a little too randomly if you took the time to look at them carefully — nobody gave them a second glance.

Marcus beckoned the group to where he had stopped at a large cluster of rocks three times their height, on top sat a huge egg shaped boulder, balanced precariously on the smaller rocks below.

“We’re here. We just need to get inside and then we’ll be safe. Astolat can you hold the dogs off for a little longer? I just need to get the door open and—”

Grr.

“Oh, hello little doggie,” said Marcus, not wanting to scare the beast, invite an attack. With focus so much on the large dogs making their way toward them across the open space nobody had bothered looking for smaller minds that may be in the vicinity.

“It’s just a little puppy, look at it’s funny ears,” said Letje, admiring the cute little animal sat on the rock.

“Yeah, maybe, but I don’t think mum is going to be too happy about this,” said Sy, staring over his shoulder at the approaching animals. Now that they were closer it was very obvious that these were far removed from your average breed. They were huge, larger than wolves and much more deadly. An initial breeding program when Marcus had tried to get an animal that would guard the island against intruders had taken on a life of its own over the generations. Survival of the fittest at its most potent. The stronger and the larger won out over the smaller animals so year after year they become progressively more aggressive and deadly.

“Marcus, I think we need to, smelly bum, big teeth, geranium petal, damn! We need to… move, and fast.”

Astolat could feel her hold on the minds of the animals breaking. They were too much for her to handle on her own. Marcus took control of the male and Astolat’s hold sharpened.

“Is that better?”

“Much. Yes. time for a biccie, have a banana.”

“Okay, one minute please. I’ll be back, promise.”

Marcus disappeared into the dark interior of the cave, leaving the group exposed and alone.

“I hope he’s quick,” said Kirstie, hugging Dale tight and staring intently at the dogs.

They had held off just a few paces from the group, but their urge for food was making it hard for Astolat to control them. The puppy kept whining on top of the rock over the entry and it’s mother, a large shaggy coated beast with paws as big as human feet, was straining at its mental leash. It wanted to protect its young. And eat.

“Ta da.” Marcus beckoned them inside. He took control of the three animals, Astolat felt instant relief. They all filed into the cave and Marcus appeared a second later.

“Right, time to make our escape.”

“That wasn’t our escape?” asked an increasingly stressed out Stanley.

“That,” said Marcus, as he placed his hand on the wall at eye level, waiting a second until a thick steel door slid out of the shadows and blocked the outside, “was the aperitif. Now it’s time for the main course.”

He winked in the low level lighting, and for the first time since leaving The Commorancy their was a semblance of safety.

Without pausing to allow anybody to talk about the loss of Calvin, Marcus walked through the gloom and placed his left hand on a seemingly random outcrop of rock. It slid to the left, then he pushed on the door right in its center. The small cave was illuminated brightly as the door slid away.

Marcus slammed his hand down on a large black button that sat next to a matching one in red on a pedestal to the right of the door and a whirring noise began. The staircase that led down began to move.

“Welcome to The Train Station,” beamed Marcus.

Before anyone knew what else to do George and Marcus filed onto the escalator.

Marcus waved as he descended, beckoning the others to step on and follow him.


JOIN THE QUEUE


CALVIN FELT THE sharp nudge from behind and before he had time to consciously understand what was happening he was over the edge of the cliff. He looked ahead and saw the shimmering spires of The Commorancy in the distance. Saw the crumbling remains of millennia old castles, now incorporated into the vast reclaimed landscape. He saw strange buildings apparently made all of glass, and saw huge forests above roofs that appeared to never end, the roots of the trees making up the walls of the buildings themselves.

There were skyscrapers that looked like they were made of wood, and huge amphitheaters that could seat thousands. He even noticed what appeared to be a large building with a white tent for a roof. There was even a ferris wheel, huge, dominating the skyline and looking like it would offer incredible views. He marveled at what Marcus had done. He had grown up playing games and reading comics where such fantasies were the norm so had often dreamed of seeing these imaginary magical cities made real. He had actually gotten really excited when Marcus had quipped they were in a magical floating city, even though he knew such things were the stuff of children’s fantasies.

But this was just as good, the scale breathtaking, the work miraculous, the imagination and will to build on such a level staggering.

If he had a regret it was that he would never hear the story of how it was built, or be allowed to ride the ferris wheel.

If that was all he had to worry about then he thought he had done a pretty good job of his life in the end. Sure, he had wasted some of it, but had come to his own personal nirvana in the end.

What Calvin noted with surprise was that he wasn’t scared witless. How he could find the time to observe such things when his life was basically over he wasn’t sure. Maybe something was going to save him? Maybe his body knew this wasn’t the end? That he would snag on a ledge or grab a branch any second now.

He began to plummet headfirst, forced to look in at the cliff-face he was trailing downward. It was white limestone, totally vertical, and as far as he could tell there was no ledge to save him from going splat any second now. There were no miracle trees with convenient branches for him to hold on to. He was going to die.

He picked up speed as he raced to the ground below — a pleasant green and looking like a soft plump cushion with all the tiny hillocks.

Calvin was astonished that his past did not flash before his eyes. He didn’t suddenly get any great insight into the meaning of life. He was actually quite content. He had been given the gift of an escape from the outside world. A way out from his obsessively isolated existence. He had been shown the wonders of the world, unlocked doors within his mind so he could see the truth behind so much, and he had lived as long as any person in the history of humanity had ever lived.

That wasn’t so ba—

Calvin never felt the impact. His heart stopped beating and his brain shut down a split second before he hit the ground, as hard as concrete when met from such a great height.

Calvin was dead. Calvin had died happy.

What more could you ask for? He certainly didn’t want anything else out of his life. A little more time maybe, but that was just being greedy, wasn’t it?

~~~

That which was no longer Calvin entered The Void. What became Calvin for a brief moment joined the queue. It stretched out infinitely, no beginning, no end. What was him before his birth, and what was no longer him now he had died, had been here before.

Countless times.

Ever since the beginning, when all was The Void. Before anything, and the nothing that was once Calvin would endure when everything else had returned to where it came. To The Nothing, to The Void. All the rest was a dream of dust. Of stars and galaxies in their billions, of planets in their trillions. Of countless suns and the never ending space between. Of dark matter and light, black holes and sunshine winding its way around the Universe. The Void was people, plants, animals and alien races in their immeasurable numbers. Creatures swarming through hundreds of galaxies waging wars and decimating their foes — all returning to The Void. It meant nothing. It was an intermission, nothing more. A small interruption to the continuity of nothingness that was all that there was and all there ever would be.

Calvin had been born before, numerous times, not as Calvin for he never was a thing if truth be told. He was just a part of The Void, a mote that made up the whole — each had its turn at making up the infinite Universe. It was, after all, what everything was made of. It was all the same thing, all part of the same matter and non-matter. It changed energies but energies never died. Once more, in the blink of an eye, the tiny scrap of The Void that had already gone through billions of years of change from one state to another vibrated for a period of time that had no meaning — it could have been a fraction of a second, it may just as well have been ten million years. The energy became a birth.

The sum of what had once been Calvin came kicking and screaming once more into a world. When its eyes opened it crawled out of the ripped sack that had opened at the throat of its mother only to stare, uncomprehending, at the moons that hung low and red in a sky cloudy with gases that would sustain it until it spread its wings and flew to the rocks in the sky. Rocks held in place by half mile wide tethers to stop the floating cities from leaving the atmosphere and drifting away into space for eternity.

The newborn cried through a mouth green with slime from its dead mother before crawling out onto a ledge high up in the hills of its home and stared with sticky eyes at the scene below — a blemish free landscape as it had always been. Never wanting to desecrate the face of their Home, his ancestors made their nests in the sky.

Calvin would have been quite excited to have seen such a place, but there was no Calvin, just a baby born to its world like the trillions of others born that very same second all over the Universe.

The Void endured. It always had. Always would.

The Void was all there was on any kind of meaningful timescale.


A LITTLE KISS


SY HAD KISSED exactly one girl in his entire life and had almost given up hope of there being a second. It meant he was somewhat surprised with himself — surprised that he hadn’t really taken that much notice of Letje when he first met her. He assumed it was down to the shock of coming out of his Room, meeting Marcus again after so long, being put in a group of strangers, then everything that had come since. It was all rather heady stuff.

Plus the realization that it was real, that was not something to be overlooked.

The human brain wasn’t ready to accept that so many years had passed, especially when confronted with the reality of it all from another person. It was one thing being in his Room doing what he had been doing all this time, quite another to be out in the world and having to accept he looked the same, had mastery over parts of The Noise, but was far removed from the person he had once been.

So it was perfectly understandable that it wasn't until they were finally outside in the genuine open air, that he began to come back to his senses in any meaningful way. It was all actually real, not some dream, not the result of a hallucination, drugs or a virtual reality he had read about countless years ago now.

And she was seventeen.

Sy smiled, his full lips crinkling up his face as it threatened to spill over the sides.

Then it faded just as quickly. He scrubbed through his hair, the untidy mess refusing to be tamed as always.

Maybe this would be his chance. His fate? The whole reason he had come here? To Awaken, then to find a wife? He could dream anyway. As he rode the escalator Sy let his mind drift as it was wont to do. He had been a dreamer his whole life, something he refused to apologize for.

The girl, his little love.

If you can know what love is at the tender age of thirteen.

~~~

Sy’s parents had been a huge responsibility for him. He had just crossed the threshold into his teenage years when he was left alone, and much as he cried and lamented his isolation it was freeing at the same time. Years of tending to their every need, only to watch them fade into nothingness almost broke him, but eventually he was alone.

It was tough — coping.

After realization dawned on him that he was an extremely vulnerable young man he began to learn how to defend himself as best he could. Then he began to learn how to hunt in earnest. Until he was thirteen or so — he was never absolutely sure of his age — he had done little, just enough to feed himself and try to get something inside his parents. But he began an exercise regime, one he continued to this day, and it meant his appetite soared. Raging hormones plus increased activity combined to make him ravenous.

So he learned how to hunt properly. It took him out into the world, away from the decaying city, away from the eerie empty suburbs, out into the thriving woodlands and the fields full of insects drawn to bright pungent flowers.

It was there, as he stalked a small deer one day, that he heard the shriek of a girl.

Sy was coming up on fourteen by now, and his body had changed dramatically. His was the frame of an almost grown man. He had always been rather swarthy: a strong jaw, deep brow and crazy hair made him look older than his years. With the added bulk to his body from training and spending so much time out of doors he could easily pass for someone approaching their twenties.

Not that it mattered, he hardly ever met anybody anyway.

Sy heard the cry and stopped dead in his tracks. He saw the deer prick up its ears, then continue its gentle stroll, it was obviously a sound it was accustomed to. Sy strained to hear more, finally there it was. It was no cry, it was laughter. Having encountered enough people to know not to trust anything as it could always be a trap, he crouched low and cautiously went to investigate. As he made his way out of the woods, never making a sound, not even snapping a twig, he saw a young girl bent over at a stream. She was washing clothes, rinsing out the suds by holding them underwater, letting the strong flow do the work for her. A young puppy was jumping about all over the place, splashing her, yipping at little fish, generally having a very excitable time. She laughed at its antics, talked to it almost non-stop, and seemed to forget about the large pile of dirty clothes waiting on a nearby rock.

Sy watched for what felt like hours, never moving, just enjoying the happy scene. It had been so long since he heard laughter that he was transfixed, plus the girl looked really sweet too.

Sy was lost in a daze, the sounds and warmth of the sun sending him into a waking dream.

“Huh? What?” Sy jumped up with a start, the silence broken. The girl was standing right in front of him, hands on her hips, small dog yapping but backing away nervously.

“I said are you ever going to come out and say hello, or just carry on hiding?” She looked down at him quizzically, obviously not in the least bit frightened.

“Um, I was, but I didn’t want to disturb you,” said Sy lamely, getting to his feet, now towering over the girl.

“Well, it’s rude to spy you know. I’m telling my dad.” She turned to go, her skirt sticking to her legs.

“Wait, please. I didn’t mean to, it’s just… well, you never know if it’s safe.”

The girl paused, turned back to Sy, and looked at him closely. “How old are you?”

“Me? Um, thirteen, nearly fourteen. What about you? What’s your name? I’m Sy.” Sy was talking too fast and he knew it. He held out his hand.

“Well I’m not telling you my name, but I’m thirteen.” They shook.

~~~

“You mean you live alone? That’s so sad.” The girl’s mother piled another heap of buttery potatoes onto Sy’s plate and he dug in greedily. The girl had insisted he come home with her until he reluctantly agreed. Her mother and father had been surprisingly welcoming, offering him food and a bed for the night. Sy was wary at first, but soon relaxed into a warm cocoon of happy family life. Something he would give anything to get back.

Sy wiped his mouth and answered. “It’s not so bad, I can take care of myself. Well, I miss my folks obviously, but what else can I do but carry on and try to make the best of it?”

“That’s the spirit,” said the girl’s father, a hulk of a man who had an even healthier appetite than Sy.

The conversation continued well into the evening, Sy helping with the chores around the place, dealing with the animals that needed to be tended, fetching water, just everyday life for people trying to make the best of their situation.

The adults never offered him permanent residence, they gave him a bed for the night and were most amicable, but there was no question of them taking in a young boy. It was understandable, times were hard, and they had their young daughter to think of. They were obviously very protective so rightly didn’t trust a teenager around her permanently. But they inquired where he lived, made it clear that in a few years they would be coming to visit, all three of them, and that there was a strong possibility that things would move forward from there. Most of it was unsaid, just intent made clear. Everybody knew the lack of people meant that once of a certain age young adults were encouraged to develop relationships if parents thought the match was good.

Children were important. Life was important. Having a partner was important.

Sy said his goodbyes, thanking them for the pleasant company, the chance to rest for the night, and the delightful meal. They waved him off from the porch, a happy family.

“Wait, wait,” panted the girl, catching up to him not far into the woods. “Not going to go without saying goodbye are you? You know, we might be husband and wife one day.” She looked at him sheepishly, head tilted to one side, waiting for him to… to do what? Sy didn’t understand girls, he had only met a few and they had never been very friendly to him.

He did the only thing he could think of, what he would do if she were his wife.

He kissed her.

She let him.

Sy held onto her shoulders and pulled back, looking her in the eyes. They were twinkling like the stars at night when he lay down to sleep.

She ran away then, skipping and laughing, her little dog bounding along at her side.

~~~

They never did come calling to his home, even though he hoped they would as the years went by.

One day he decided he would go and see how they were, secretly hoping the girl had grown into a real beauty, was maybe old enough to marry him now.

He wished he hadn’t gone.

The father was there, sat on the porch, skeletal and breathing raggedly.

Out back were two burial plots.

Sy read the inscriptions carved roughly into the wooden headstones.

The woman had died years ago it seemed, the writing was already badly weathered, the burial marker threatening to fall over.

Sy read the other. “Erin Cheel. Returned to The Void Age 16.” Sy stood there until the sun went down and the moon cast a depressing gray light on the mound where the girl he kissed was buried. “So that was her name. Erin.”

As he walked away he thought he heard a dog yipping in the distance. He never did see it though.


ASTACOLOGY TIME


MARCUS HURRIED THROUGH The Changing Room, pausing only for a minute on his way to deal with the rather pressing problem of The Lethargic. The Room was actually little more than a housing for the surfacing of a number of underground streams that kept the island of Vectis well irrigated and the micro-climate so lush. When first built the Room was constructed just to ensure that the source stayed perfectly clean and as a rather whimsical nod to the craziness that consumed him when building other Rooms.

But halfway through his life the Room took on a rather different role, and Marcus did the unthinkable: he modified the name from The Pool Room to The Changing Room.

He could have just as easily called it The Crayfish Room.

“I hope you are doing well my friend, I sense that you are more than you ever were, yet very different. Be well, and stay safe.” Marcus hurried on, he would have to return to have a more sedate look into the pool at some later date. He was more than a little interested in the outcome of such a unique experiment. He shook his head as he rushed away, wondering how it was that he could have forgotten about his one time guest for so long.

So much to do, so little time to do it in.

The surface of the pool rippled slightly as an Austropotamobius pallipes broke the surface with a rust colored claw. The crayfish had become a real rarity in the United Kingdom where it was once prolific. But numbers had risen dramatically on the island over the last hundred years. The more the waterways cleared, becoming as pure as before man first set foot on the island the better they could thrive. There were now thousands of the crayfish, the only native one to the country, throughout the waterways of Vectis. Each creature contained the personality of Brishen — once a guest within The Commorancy. Brishen had stayed in a Room for three decades, Awoken to a peculiar sense of destiny that he found impossible to resist, so with the help and careful tutoring of Marcus he had taken on a new life that had defied all that was normal for the souls that shed their bodies.

Brishen continued to live even though his body was long since dead, no mean feat, one of only a handful of people in the world that had managed to carry on living after death. It was no accident, he had a calling, and that calling was to live as a dispersed collective consciousness, to become a tiny part of the healing of the infrastructure of the planet.

When he emerged from his Room he discussed his Awakening with Marcus, telling of the dreams he was having, of the compulsion to be something else, to spread, to multiply, to become a part of the ecosystem itself. Marcus had seen similar things before, although never such an extreme case. It was all tied up with The Lethargy of course, it didn’t just effect humanity. Plants slowly died, so did certain animals and insects, it seemed to be a random effect that was impossible to change once it first began. Over the years the bees had recovered somewhat, although they were still nowhere near at the levels they had been before The Lethargy. Certain plants were now extinct partly due to The Lethargy, and in part due to the lack of bees — their natural pollinators.

Fish had gone the same way, as had thousands of other sub-species all across the globe. The Lethargy and the planet’s highest ever levels of pollution worked in conjunction to decimate already fragile ecologies, cycles of life interrupted with no way to return to normal levels.

The natural crayfish population of the UK was fragile at best. The introduction of aggressive foreign species that carried disease, combined with polluted waterways meant the delicate creature declined rapidly. It was only in isolated pockets that they managed to cling precariously to life. The island was one of those places where they hung on, their range becoming narrower and narrower as numbers decreased. They too had given up. The Lethargy reached even into the streams running beneath the ground, it permeated the rocks and seeped into the nether world where all was dark and unseeing creatures groped around for food.

Brishen decided, or was pulled by natural forces, that he wanted to be a part of the rejuvenation of the planet. He would do his little bit to set the ecological balance straight. He would become not one, but a multitude. What better way than to begin with the island that had given him so much? He could give a little back now.

With Marcus beside him at the pool they had worked together to make his transition as smooth as possible. Then he found himself staring at his own inanimate body through new eyes. He felt his twenty body segments, multiple feet that were no longer feet he really understood yet. He had strange claws gripping the pebbles in the pool, his breathing alien to him through the expanding and contracting gills. Most of all he felt reborn — a strange sense of freedom left him euphoric.

He got to work immediately, heeding Marcus’ warning about trying to retain his personality in such a simple animal. He would have limited time before he faded to a shadow of his former self. If he stayed for long in such a small creature’s body, with such limited brain capacity, he would shrink until only a fraction of his true personality remained.

He needed to expand.

Brishen wasted no time. He had chosen the body of a male, so he could mate straight away and pass on his code to the eggs. He watched as if from a distance as the crayfish went about its natural mating activity, and then he asserted his will by ensuring the male stayed close to the female until the eggs were fertilized. Hundreds of tiny crayfish came into being within just a matter of weeks, each one carrying a rather ethereal copy of Brishen imprinted right down into its genes. Over the days then the weeks and months that followed he felt himself expand, to become something more than he had ever been in human form. He grew into something new, unique, the first of its kind on planet earth. He was a hivemind, a collective that grew larger and more intelligent with each passing generation.

Now he could no longer be eliminated by a single death he made his way into the streams, ponds, lakes and dark passages that meandered through the rock beneath the surface of the island and proliferated like never before — a true diaspora. His tiny bodies thrived as there was no longer any water contaminant and food was available in numerous forms. He ate tiny fish, algae and decomposing matter found in the still depths of slow streams, growing, maturing, becoming stronger and more intelligent by the day. Awareness was multi-faceted, he knew and saw so much through thousands upon thousands of tiny eyes, all linked to a single mind that experienced multiple events simultaneously. The white-clawed crayfish was no longer an endangered species, but this was not enough for Brishen.

No longer the mind he had once been, the fact that he lived in a new environment, had a new body, and experienced the world in a very unique way for a once human meant he had to accept the different drives and instincts of his new bodies. Those bodies wished to spread, to procreate to ensure the survival of their species.

Tiny numbers of weeks old youngsters found their way to the mainland. Surrounded by the sea Brishen thought himself trapped, but over the years he found that if he sacrificed enough young to the countless visiting birds then some would survive — carried over the salt water then dropped before being eaten, or before fed to their chicks. These seasonal visitors did enough to ensure he made it to the mainland. So in a few generations he had spread over the south of England. Generations later Brishen was in the waterways from John ‘O Groats to Lands End, a huge consciousness that ensured a fragile ecology was just that little bit more secure.

He spent days filtering the data he received from his countless tiny bodies, observing the way the plant and animal life was changing, flourishing as the years sped by.

His consciousness was no longer that of a human being. He felt time differently — it flowed over him like the comfort of a warm stream, tickling his underside but not really of much importance. His short individual lives raced fast against the ticking of a clock, an experience a normal human mind simply couldn’t understand.

He fed, grew more intelligent by the year, and had found the one thing humanity had been striving for ever since it stood erect — immortality was his.

Brishen just wished he could tell somebody.


FORGET SOMETHING?


STEPPING FORWARD DELICATELY on shaky legs, all of Saul’s past, his present, his lack of a future, was open to him. But Saul was far from just himself. He felt the tug of another presence, one gripping him like a vice, taking him over piece by piece, tugging him in a direction he knew it was impossible to resist.

Saul also felt something else, part of a larger whole he was but a cog in a huge machine made up of thousands of other Lethargic pulled from their dreamless sleep to make up a mind intent on one thing: destroying The Commorancy and the people within it.

He was part of a group consciousness, a manufactured entity that he felt would consume and devour him atom by atom. He wondered how it was that he didn’t descend into madness in an instant, it was beckoning, pulling him down like a rip-tide. But he stayed himself, had fleeting memories of his family, of The Lethargy taking hold, even snippets of standing at the top of a huge scaffolding, chisel in hand, staring out to sea wishing he could jump and end it all.

But most of all he felt the grip of another mind directing him, and watched in horror as his body obeyed. His mind was being filled with hatred for the possession of his being hundreds of years ago, directed to work against his will for the vanity of a man named Marcus.

“Marcus,” whispered Saul, then shouted. All around, echoing up and down the vast chamber, the chant was taken up as minds both insane and aware of their predicament after an impossibly long sleep vowed to eliminate the source of their anger. They had no choice, forgiveness or even a possible thank you for hoping for their return to life was not an option, they were filled with hate by a man that had hundreds of years to perfect his techniques of mass control of weak minds lost to The Lethargy.

Saul caught himself on a drip stand next to his bed, steadied as feeling slowly came back to his body. Others were in similar states whilst many hundreds more were writhing on the floor in agony, their tubes ripped from them, bowels evacuating viciously, vomiting dark liquids, tubes and plastic bags spilling their bodily fluids in all directions. But thousands upon thousands were stood, coming to terms with their situation, letting the explanation for their predicament wash over them, as a partial truth was told to them and they became a single entity intent on the destruction of their prison and jailer.

Saul wobbled slightly then righted himself.

Suddenly almost everything was wiped from his consciousness as a cry rose from his throat unbidden. He was joined by a chorus of many thousands of other voices as a single compulsion overtook all else.

He headed for the door.

~~~

There was no way out, it was driving Saul into a frenzy. Countless hands battered the door ineffectually, thousands smashed against the walls while bones broke and flesh was pulped underfoot as bodies clamored for freedom.

His mind stilled, around him silence reigned.

All that could be heard was the quiet whimpering of the truly insane and the drip, drip, drip of tubes slowly spilling bodily excretions and plasma packets onto the cold dead floor.

Saul felt himself drift back into The Lethargy, he fought it, dread seizing him as it had so many times when he had first succumbed. The emptiness was terrifying but he could do nothing to stop the mind floating on the sea from taking him where it wished. He heard a dry cackle in The Noise, made as if to mock him, to prove to him resistance was futile.

A new partition opened, another glimpse of the power within The Noise, powers only gifted to those who were Awoken, which Saul was not. But it forced its way into him, and his glimmer of awareness marveled at the new things he saw.

He walked up to the door, the way now open to him all other bodies parted to make space. He saw so much. He saw lines of vibrating electrons pulsing through the walls and the floor, electricity passing via copper wire, data running along fiber optic cable. He saw thousands of junctions in the ceiling and floor where power circuits split and he saw pipes filled with gases — gas that would burn, gas that would suffocate, and pipes full of water to quench unimaginable fires.

He turned his attention to the door itself, a plain piece of metal devoid of discernible features. He saw a handprint through the thigh thick steel, the print shining like a full moon on a perfectly clear night. Embedded within the print were thousands of tiny wires swirling in the shapes of fingerprints, marking out the lines on the palm. A circuit board of extreme complexity.

Saul studied the print carefully, mapped it exactly then lifted his own hand, his right, to match the left as if in a mirror. He stared at his hand numbly as it slowly re-configured. First it shrunk, then his fingertips burned as the skin became translucent, nociceptors blunted, a rare generous act so that pain receded while new spirals slowly drew themselves on his fingertips and fresh lines creased his once huge and calloused hand.

He pressed his hand up to the glowing image leaking from the other side of the door and fresh air greeted him as the door slid back silently into the wall.

~~~

Marcus watched via the monitor as the door opened, fascinated as much as anything else. He would have to act now, much as he wished he didn’t have to.

All those people, those he owed so much to. People that he had carefully looked after all these years, hoping beyond hope that he could save them, bring them back to themselves, cure.

Marcus sighed. “Maybe it’s for the best. It’s been long enough. There’s been no sign of The Lethargy releasing its grip on humanity, it just gets worse every year. Maybe a final peace is the best gift I can give to these poor souls.”

Marcus left the Room and went to The Room For Clothes. He had to be sure he showed proper respect to the people he was about to kill, and that, obviously, meant dressing for the occasion.


ESCA WHAT?


“NOT ESCALAVATOR, IT’S escalator,” said Marcus.

Letje repeated the word. “Es… calator.”

“Exactly. Most subway systems in the world had them, and The Underground in London had some huge ones. It’s part of what makes a train station a train station.

“That and trains,” quipped Stanley.

Most had been somewhat nervous of the moving stairs, it was simply not something you experienced in a world where electricity was a luxury and trains hadn’t run for generations.

Letje was overwhelmed by the whole thing, she wished she didn’t constantly feel like a little child gawking at the adult world. The escalator had taken them down and down, it seemed like it would never end. Letje stared at her feet the whole time, making sure she didn’t fall off the strange moving staircase.

She couldn’t believe that Calvin was gone. How could things like that happen so suddenly? It didn’t seem right. It wasn’t fair. Letje obsessively clutched the duffel bag carrying Constantine, unzipping it repeatedly to check he was still alright. He seemed to be the only one not concerned by recent events.

At the bottom of the escalator they all gathered in a large open space, the curved roof towering overhead. Actually that wasn’t right, Letje followed the curve of the roof and realized that they were in a proper tunnel, walls curved up into the ceiling, the only flat surface was the ground. It appeared to be natural rock, polished to a fine shine, impossibly clean.

“The Train Room,” said Marcus, marching over to a small room with glass windows and metal trays at the bottom where you would pay if you were anywhere but in a Room designed by Marcus. The booth was authentic of course, taken from Piccadilly Circus, one of the Underground Tube stations served by the Piccadilly Line itself. The interior was not your usual ticket booth however. Marcus fiddled away pressing various buttons, sometimes pausing to think, then returned to the group.

Time for an explanation. Marcus resisted the urge to just turn around and go home.

“We are going to leave The Commorancy, leave the island. Now that Varik and his followers know we are on the loose they will be looking for us. If we are to save The Commorancy then we need to get them well away from here. We need them to follow us onto the mainland.”

“How will they do that if we are down here?” asked Umeko.

“Simple, we tell him.” Marcus smiled icily.

“Why do I have a very bad feeling about this?” asked Sy, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot, rubbing his thick brow to try to dispel the dream he found himself caught up in.

“Don’t worry, this is going to sound worse than it will be. And we all get to ride the train.” Marcus gestured ahead to a large opening, where a platform could be seen. There was an approaching sound that grew louder and louder, the air changed, grew thick and heavy, and then a gleaming train with two carriages could be seen coming to a stop in the tunnel ahead.

“I am not a mole. I am not a mole. I am not a mole.” Letje mustered all the self control she could, focused on her own body, took note of the large space, the air around her, and tried not to think of worms.

“Letje? Letje?”

“Um, yes? What?” Letje stopped her mantra and looked at Marcus.

“You still have the acorn, yes?”

Letje fumbled in her pockets then remembered she had placed it in a side pocket of Constantine’s portable home. She pulled it out, held it up by its stalk.

“Great. Please keep it safe. We can make sure that Varik follows us as long as you have the acorn. The pull of it is strong enough, even down here. He will be tracking us, which we want. For now.”

“An acorn? How does that let him follow us?” asked Sy.

“I will explain all as we make our trip, but trust me, he will be watching.”

Letje secured it back in a side pocket of Constantine’s bag and zipped it in. “All safely tucked away.”

There was no mistaking the tension in the air, although she was nervous and bitterly disappointed Letje thought that she actually had an advantage, if that was the correct word, over her fellow travelers. She, at least, had been outside up until recently, living and being a part of the wider world. She had traveled in a car, made her way on foot over the rubble surrounding The Oak, and then even gone in a helicopter of all things. But the others? They had been locked in their Rooms for who knew how long? Some of them had been there since the beginning it seemed, and even the more recent guests, such as Astolat the woman that spoke so peculiarly, had been voluntarily incarcerated for countless generations. They were all institutionalized to a greater or lesser degree and it showed.

She could tell that Marcus was having a bit of a hard time of it as well. That was perfectly understandable, he had the most to lose by far.

Letje wondered just what would become of The Commorancy, and prayed that Marcus’ plan would work. She would love the opportunity to get a Room. More than anything she wanted to continue to learn more about The Noise, to become fully Awoken so she could release the potential inside of her.

“Time to go,” said Marcus, shooing everybody toward the waiting train.

“Marcus, what’s at the other end of the tunnel? snappy biscuit, how much is that doggy? flapwings.”

“More to the point, how the hell did you build it anyway?” Stanley had followed the building of the Channel Tunnel with great interest in the last years of the 20th Century and knew exactly how much labor and technical know-how was involved.

“To answer your questions, at the other end are the wonders of the outside world, now untouched for hundreds of years. And with great difficulty and a lot of concentration Stanley.” Marcus had a determined look to his face, Letje could tell that he was having real problems leaving his home.

She just hoped that he planned on returning to it. The way he was looking he was leaving for good and they were all following him into whatever nightmare was waiting for them on the mainland.


NO, THIS WAY


SAUL MERGED WITH the throngs of the insane, hiding himself in plain sight, knowing that with so many tightly packed bodies he would hardly be singled out to be dealt with. Around him were the cries and whimpers of those remembering their pasts vying with the howls of those already lost to madness. As he made his way through blindingly white corridors, vast cathedral-esque spaces and cramped Rooms that he could discern no purpose for he watched as if from outside his body as he made progress toward what he somehow knew was Marcus.

On and on it went. He lost count of the times part of a group he was with were gassed, burned or frozen solid. Doors slammed shut, Rooms cut in half, floors disappeared and corridors suddenly seemed to spin on their axis so he was pointing back in the direction he had come from. It was as bewildering as it was impressive. Yet a distant mind drove him forward, allowing him to stay conscious to watch the madness all around him.

Then Saul was alone.

Awareness began to dim, he felt himself floating back into nothingness, his animated body still controlled by external forces, he simply no longer cared about such an intrusion. It was a blessing.

As he turned a corner, now devoid of company, an invisible wire at ankle height tripped him to the ground. The stone paving beneath him gave way and as his body reached out reflexively to grasp the intact floor to the sides his grip failed. He fell into blackness. Three seconds later he hit the water below, as cold as ice and flowing underneath The Commorancy at an incredible rate. The water filled his lungs as he sank — he didn’t resist. As he drowned his body slammed against the smooth sides of the tunnel carved out by the water over countless years, until he finally made his way out into the light at the top of a steep ravine.

His body sailed over the crest of a gushing waterfall surrounded on all sides by exotic plants that thrived in the wet, humid micro-climate. Saul crashed to the rocks below, his body already broken and smashed, just another casualty of the fight for survival of man. There were always going to be casualties, that was a given when the name of the game was war.

~~~

Marcus was back in The Room For Killing Everything.

Tears streamed down his face, dripped onto the white ceremonial robe he wore out of respect for the things he knew he would do. He solemnly pulled the blood red sash tight around his waist. His body shook as if he had just surfaced from a freezing lake, gasping for air, trying to stave off hypothermia

He continued.

He pushed another button. As he stared at the screen a metal door slammed down hard in the middle of a narrow corridor. Seventeen Lethargic hammered at the door, unable to accept their way was now blocked. They were quite mad now, insanity had taken them over as their minds were released from the grip of an ancient man sat in the bowels of a ship out to sea. Marcus caught a glimpse of the decrepit man as the hold on his wards was relinquished. Their situation explained, their age realized, the loss and the things they had done left their minds in tatters. A pure hatred instilled by the ancient man was all that was left. They would not stop.

Marcus flipped another switch and gas poured down into the corridor. Three dropped down clutching their throats, dead in seconds. Not before spasming uncontrollably on the tiled floor. Marcus noted that it could probably do with new grout. The others turned instinctively, rushing to retrace their steps while Marcus tapped a touch screen monitor and a door opened to the side. Flame shot down from the ceiling further along the corridor so the remaining fourteen people instinctively took the only door available.

He had been at it for hours now, and he wasn’t getting any more desensitized to the pain. There was a huge weight of responsibility on his shoulders and he felt betrayed by himself that it had come to this. He should have had better defenses, should have secured the Room more thoroughly, above all he should never have used these people in the first place. He certainly shouldn’t have hoped against all the odds that one day a miracle would happen so they could be brought back to themselves and made Whole.

When the door opened in The Room For Hope he knew that there would be only one outcome to The Contamination. So many bodies, infected with madness by an unseen force, meant there would be no way back for these people now. As the door opened and the first man entered the hallway outside Marcus felt the grip on them lessen, almost vanish. Only that first person seemed to be under any kind of real control any longer. But the orders had been given so the Lethargic were still animated — spurred on by hatred for Marcus and The Commorancy, unable to think for themselves. They were automaton, slow, zombie-like, no conscious will of their own. Insanity was all that was left for most but even that faded as the grip on them through The Noise dissipated.

Nobody could keep hold of that many people — nobody but Marcus.

The intent of the thousands of bodies was obvious, they would tear apart anything they encountered. Even as he watched they ripped at the doors, the walls, the floors. Ran down the corridors and began to disperse through any doors not secured against their progress. Much of The Commorancy was open, doors were used for important Rooms, but thousands of Rooms had none, no way of preventing people from entering and destroying their contents — apart from through violence.

So, begrudgingly, with an uncomfortable shifting in his seat and a slicking back of his hair, Marcus had begun to use the defenses he had so carefully constructed to herd the people.

Marcus worked until he felt sick, then carried on pushing buttons, turning knobs and flicking switches. He was soaked with sweat, and as he brushed his hair aside once more he caught sight of what must have been at least a hundred people running amok in a large gallery Room full of the best artwork the world had ever seen.

He stopped just as he was about to press a blue switch underneath the monitor for the Room, frowning in concentration as he weighed up the consequences of action or inaction. Were people more important than art? Well, there was no comparison was there? But these were lost souls. No longer self-aware and with no chance of ever becoming so — he had to admit that, finally. It didn’t make his job any easier.

He pressed down on the switch, gleaming and as shiny as the day it had been installed. It had been pressed exactly once before, to test it upon installation. Installed maybe by one of the people it would now be used against.

As a picture of bodies writhing in hell was ripped from its gilt frame, and the imagination of Hieronymus Bosch was eradicated from history forever, Marcus made his own tableau from the desecrators of the painting. As the gas entered their lungs, quickly burning through the pleura, they fell to the floor coughing up blood and then pieces of their stomachs. In less than three seconds all that remained were dead bodies, the puddles of their insides now nothing more than a janitor’s nightmare on the floor.

On, and on, and on it went.

Marcus herded the people back together where he could — opening and closing doors to move them away from spaces where damage could be done, eliminating those that failed to take note of his less than subtle direction.

It took hours. He had to strip off his now soaked robe to continue without overheating. He turned this way and that, watching monitors, making adjustments to temperature, flicking lights on and off, opening and closing doors and dealing out death and destruction where necessary to stop his life’s work from being decimated.

Eventually the remaining people were herded into a single huge space.

It was time to go pay them a visit.

Marcus pushed back from the chair and stood. His legs felt wobbly, his breathing was shallow. Oh how he wished more than anything that he wasn’t on his own.

How could he leave himself to deal with such horrors alone?

Maybe that was the point? No two people should have to experience death by their own hand on such a monumental scale.

“And I haven’t even started yet,” said Marcus to the empty Room. “Now I have to deal with the remaining nine thousand of them.” He swallowed hard, a lump in his throat making him cough. “I really do wish I had built a Room For Drinking In The Day. Or maybe a Room For Drinking Before You Kill.” Marcus left the Room.

For the first time in three hundred years he broke one of his own self-imposed Rules. He made his way to The Room For Evening Drinking where he nervously poured himself a strong drink even though it was only the middle of the day.

“Naughty boy.” Marcus grimaced as the whiskey hit the back of his throat, warming his stomach a second later. It was of little comfort, but at least it was something. A company of sorts.

He missed George terribly, but what he missed most of all was himself. Was that wrong? For your best friend to be you? “I really should get out more. Make friends maybe.”

Marcus poured himself another drink, drank quickly, then went to finish something that should never have started in the first place.


DEATH BY PUBLIC SPEAKING


THEY WERE ASSEMBLED in The Room For Lots of Guests (b), Room (a) actually not being quite large enough to fit everyone in without it being a bit too much of a tight fit. Marcus stood upon a small dais at the far end, he was feeling nervous. He tried to remind himself that he was one of the oldest and unfortunately possibly the oddest, men on the planet. He had infinite access to much of The Noise, could enter The Void at will to find solace there, and had done more for mankind than any other human being alive or dead. But his legs still shook and his palms would be soaked through if he didn’t consciously control the sweat glands.

He just didn’t like public speaking and this was quite a large crowd of people.

Never mind what he was going to tell the assembled masses, it obviously wouldn’t go down too well.

After herding the thousands of disturbed Lethargic into the Room he noted that the control over them was dissipating. The anger, hatred and sheer volume of vitriol was lessening, the hold on them from a distance had almost gone. Fragments of it remained, enough for some to be conscious of themselves, and very confused. Marcus couldn’t bring himself to take control of them once more, it was too cruel a thing to do. He had done it before but now they had been animated by an evil mind, any more would simply be too much. Already it was obvious that a large percentage of them were lost to madness, others still fueled by anger, whilst the majority were simply confused, worried, and could make little sense of what had just happened. Fear was palpable, the deaths of those around them as they were funneled into the Room was enough to shake the hardiest of souls.

The hum of countless murmuring voices danced in the air like a million people trying to be quiet in a library, so Marcus had to shout to get everyone’s attention. When the noise died down he spoke at normal volume, the acoustics of the Room ensuring sound carried to all corners of the vast space.

“I, um, really don’t know where to begin with this, so please do bear with me. First of all you have my utmost apology for what’s just happened to you. I know it’s scary, and I know that you will be left with a million and one questions, so I will do my best to explain.

But please do remember that you, each and every one of you, have succumbed to The Lethargy. If you look inside yourselves you will know this to be true. What were your last memories before you awoke here? Of slowly fading away, right? Of short sporadic returns to consciousness, only to feel yourself taken once more. I tried to keep you all alive, to hope that one day there would be a cure, and for that I apologize. There is no cure, there is no way to bring you back to yourselves. Even as I speak more and more of you are returning to your dreamless catatonic states. There is nothing anybody can do.

All I can offer you now is a release, a final escape from the ignominy of being nothing more than playthings for those of us who are Awoken and are using you for our own ends. I’m sorry for what I did, sorry for the way I abused you all those years ago, although you probably don’t remember. And I’m doubly sorry for the way you have been allowed to be contaminated today, controlled like puppets for the foul pleasure of a man that wants nothing more than to end the human race for good.”

Marcus continued to talk, trying to explain what was happening, why it had happened. He apologized for what he had done so many times he lost count. As he spoke, as the Room settled into quiet, thousands of people, men, women, young and old succumbed once again to The Lethargy. Many stared off vacantly, unable to hear a word from the dais. Others sat or lay down, the last movement they would ever make.

By the end of Marcus’ speech in the cavernous hall there were few left with enough awareness to listen. Marcus was talking to himself as much as he was to anybody else. When he finally ran out of words and stepped off the platform he realized something: he felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. A responsibility lessened. It wasn’t over yet, the worst was yet to come, but in a perverse way he thanked Varik for The Contamination. He knew in his heart it was futile to keep these people alive, it was a constant reminder of the past. The Lethargy was simply rubbing salt in an already exposed wound.

And look what it had come to. What he had been forced to do, what he had already done, the momentous decision he was making even as he spoke. Although he knew in his heart he would give these people a final peace, he fought inside to try to convince himself there may be another way. Was this really the only answer? Maybe there would be a cure one day? He knew it was pointless, had known it for so long, but chose to ignore it. Responsibility lay heavily on his shoulders and he wondered if it wasn’t that he had just been a coward all of these years. Trying to ignore what needed to be done, not wanting to face up to his responsibilities.

As Marcus walked out of the Room, his progress followed by almost nobody, all he could hear was the sound of breathing. So many people, so many lives, what right did he have to decide their fate one way or another? He could think of no other way, this had been a dangerous game he had played. Hope could be a killer just as much as despair.

“What about me? I’m alive. I heard your speech Marcus, I remember what you did to me. I see it as if it was yesterday… maybe it was? You going to kill me too? That’s murder you know?”

Marcus turned at the voice, knowing what to expect but not wanting to give the man’s last moments over to anything but sympathy. By the time he turned the man was back deep in his Lethargy, all memory of his outburst forgotten, his eyes unfocused, his body limp. He would never be cured, it was best it all just ended.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry okay? I don’t know what else to do. I tried to save you but I shouldn’t have.” Marcus closed the door. He went to do what needed to be done. What should have been done centuries ago.

~~~

Marcus was in The Room For Killing Everything once again. He felt numbed by the events of the day yet now came the hardest part of all. It was one thing to push a button and kill a person, although that was bad enough, it was quite another to do so and eliminate what were approximately nine thousand human beings.

“I mustn’t look at them as people any longer. They died hundreds of years ago. All they are now are animated corpses, most not even that.” Marcus looked at the monitors, the Room was deathly quiet, the majority of bodies were prone on the floor, intertwined piles of flesh and bone — nothing more.

“See Marcus, they are no longer them. There is no more hope for them. C’mon, just do it.” Marcus reached out and with a final pause he lifted a small clear plastic lid to reveal a black switch with a white dot on the top of the face. He pressed the switch. It flipped down.

He left the Room without looking at the monitors. He knew the switch had worked, he could hear the coughs of the congregation as they spluttered up their lungs and their eyes bled tears of blood.

~~~

Varik titled his head to one side, listening intently as he picked up a disturbance in The Noise. It was the disappearance of thousands of Lethargic from within The Commorancy. He wasn’t surprised, he knew that his father couldn’t control them once they were not grouped together as one, and once they were left to themselves, with enough life-force to be filled with hatred for a while he didn’t think their chances were so good anyway.

Varik wasn’t one to underestimate Marcus, he knew that this was a battle of quite evenly matched powers — neither of them was stupid, or afraid to do what needed to be done.

He understood the gamble, it hadn’t paid off as he had wished but no matter, the main thing was that Marcus was being driven to the edge, hopefully beyond. Just as Varik celebrated the deaths of so many, bringing The End another step closer, he knew that at the same time Marcus would be distraught at having to eliminate so many people. People that the fool had kept stored and alive for centuries. If nothing else then the lost souls would have wreaked havoc on parts of The Commorancy, and Marcus would certainly have a lot of bodies to dispose of. He wondered absently what would be done with so much flesh.

“Sweet dreams,” whispered Varik, smiling at the depths of despair he believed Marcus would be in. Varik was ready for stage two, so next he would put into action his plan to take the man’s life personally. The groundwork was done, now it was time to sow the seeds of Marcus’ demise. He called out to his father silently, got confirmation of the loss of the Lethargic just to be absolutely sure, then without even a final farewell he switched off the old man with nothing more than a signal into The Noise.

The old man never saw it coming, didn’t even have the satisfaction of spitting in his son’s face before he entered The Void he had been dreaming of for centuries.

Varik sent a message through The Noise to two of his acolytes. Throw him out a window, but be sure to be prepared — he stinks.


SACRED SOIL


LNG FELT LIKE a bit of a fool. He never expected his day of glory to involve wearing some weird kind of costume that hid the scarlet glory of his tattoos. He wanted to show his commitment, he wanted to shine like a beacon as he went out in a blaze of glory, helping to eliminate all that stood in the way of The Cleansing.

Now here he was, swaddled in an ill fitting costume, dragged to the shore holding onto the dorsal fin of a rather accommodating dolphin. Out in front leading the way was his Priest, a chink in the chain of hierarchy with the most adept of the Awoken each having control of a small group of Whole and aspiring Eventuals. The Priest, along with the Bishop and Cardinal for each Ward, controlled the creatures, who seemed more than happy to give a helping fin to the rubber clad creatures that were hitching a ride on their backs. lng slipped again, his grip missing as he grabbed for the flukes of the dolphin’s tail. It sped off without him. He flailed like a cat in a bag until he felt a sharp nudge from underneath and he surfaced gratefully, taking huge lungsful of air. The smiling dolphin positioned itself so that he could once again take his place, and with what he was sure was a wink from the mischievous face they set off again toward the shore.

The grip on the minds of the dolphins was subtle, barely present. All they needed was a slight nudge in the right direction to take on such a task gleefully. They were mostly happy to oblige and were left in enough control to actually enjoy dragging the helpless humans behind them. Cardinals and Bishops stood on the deck of the ever receding ships giving help where needed to the lower level Priests that were in charge of each small Ward, the minds of the dolphins easily directed by such a triumvirate of access to The Noise.

It was the best game the chattering dolphins had played for a long time; many were sad when their job was finally done. It took a few hours, but eventually huge numbers of Varik’s tattooed congregation were rather unceremoniously dumped in the shallows, where they could stand up and wade slowly and unsteadily to shore. Squeaks and squeals sang out as the dolphins said their goodbyes before they swam back out into the depths, showing off as they went, jumping and twisting into the air, talking of the games they had just played.

lng didn’t think it funny, eagerly stripping off his gear as soon as he was in the shallows. The shock from the water made it more than obvious why he was dressed as he was: he would have been numb from head to foot if it hadn’t been for the thick layers, now discarded. He reached for the clothing from the shallows but the suit was already taken, beginning a course traversing the island on the strong tidal streams. Then he remembered, chances are it would be a one way journey anyway.

What he hoped above all else, even though he knew it went against The Teachings, was that the glory would be his, that he could be the one to destroy Marcus. It was going to be more chance than anything however, the island was large, a few miles a side, and The Commorancy was vast. Tracking down a single person inside was to be no easy task, but somebody would find him and he prayed his martyrdom was to be the greatest achievement of all The Eventuals.

He stood on a sand bank, the ground shifting beneath his feet as the tide washed in and out, and checked himself over. He had on good footwear, and tight fitting shorts with a matching suitably snug vest. He had his backpack, containing a number of different items including weapons: a handgun, explosives, grappling hook and spools of rope, carabiners, a torch, food and water and even several changes of clothes. Although it was hoped the infiltration would go swiftly Varik had instructed that those chosen to lead the land assault should be prepared for a stay of a few days at least.

lng hefted the pack onto his back now his waterproof clothing had been discarded and crunched up the shallows onto the shore. As he greeted the welcome dry land he felt a tingling in the air, as if it had been suddenly ionized. It seemed to sparkle with something just about visible. It was the salt and the spray from the sea, catching the defenses, sizzling hot as the droplets made contact. lng knew none of this so with a slight frown carried on up the beach.

He took the opportunity to look ahead as he made his way over the loose pebbles, worn smooth over time. As far as he could see in all directions the beach was fronted by a vast wall, a defensive perimeter that loomed high and dark against the bright blue sky. This was not going to be an easy task, and he had been warned that his climbing skills had better be as expected. He wasn’t worried, he had his gear, he had his training, and his lean body was extremely strong. He couldn’t help himself, with so much hate directed at The Commorancy for so long he still felt excitement at scaling the wall to finally witness what all the fuss was about. It was sure to be something magnificent.

He halted, a disturbance in The Noise from his Priest warning him to stay put, danger lay ahead. lng had been one of the slower ones thanks to his clumsiness with the dolphins so the Priest stayed back to ensure everyone made it ashore. Their Ward was spread out in a long line, spaced evenly along the beach. All around the island other small groups were likewise stationed, all making their approach up beaches, across rocks or in some cases even scaling high cliff faces only to be greeted with the meandering wall blocking their way.

Suddenly the air was on fire. lng felt the hair singe on his head, his eyebrows and lashes burned away in an instant. He could smell his hair sizzling. It pulsed left to right then back again, a wall of electricity easily twenty feet high, blinding blue as the voltage hit those trying to make their way up the exposed beach-head. It flared again, another acolyte risking a fast run to make it through. The Noise was abuzz with relayed messages and confused emotions — this was no isolated incident, the whole island was similarly encircled.

lng crouched down low, trying to observe what the root cause of the charged field might be — there was nothing above ground he could see that was causing such extreme damage, especially as he was a good few feet away from the actual wall of death. It flared once more.

God, some of these guys were really stupid.

He got a message from his Priest, everyone was to hang back for a minute while a plan was formed, nobody was to move a muscle. He waited, the tension building, even under threat of death the acolytes were itching to move, to meet their glorious end. Already it was obvious many had lost all hope of ever entering the island proper, reverting way too quickly to their old depressions before they joined, and just wanting a swift end to it now their mission had seemingly failed.

Well, there’s your fodder right there, thought lng, knowing that if he could sense such downright disobedience then you could be sure such information was readily available to Varik and his canonical hierarchy.

He didn’t have to wait long for his suspicions to be confirmed. There was to be a timed assault. As many Wards as possible were to move at the exact same moment. This was Varik’s command, the Priests instructed, it was not to be disobeyed. Orders were given silently, those that had shown a lack of obedience were to run at the defenses simultaneously. The countdown began.

First wave, get ready. Five, four, three, two, one… go, go, go.

The flames licked high into the air, the combined assault burning bodies to a crisp, the electrical charge rising, actually burning the air itself. Screams rang out above the sound of the crashing waves, both out loud and via The Noise, and then the next order came.

Second wave… go, go, go.

Less than a second after the first wave of attack lng reluctantly ran as fast as he could at the wall of death.

Damn, here goes nothing.

It fizzled and died moments before he reached it, the capacity overloaded by so many sacrifices occurring instantaneously all over the island. With his heart hammering, the smell of burning flesh turning his stomach, clouding the air with noxious smoke, and an urgent wish to get off the booby-trapped beach, lng dashed for the perfectly vertical wall in front of him. With his back pressed firmly against the stone, standing on tip-toes to take up as little surface area as possible, he removed his climbing talons from his pack, slipped them over his wrists and tightened the well oiled thick leather straps with highly polished buckles and turned to begin scaling the huge battlement.

He couldn’t help but smile. He was about to get a view of The Commorancy. It would be nice to see what the fuss was all about before he gave up his life for The Cleansing.


CREEPING LETHARGY


THEY WERE SAT on top of a hill, the city spread out below them. It was a balmy day, but the sun had begun to peek out from behind a smattering of clouds. Huddled down on the checkered blanket under the hanging branches of a willow it was warm and cozy. Tiny insects buzzed about, constantly busy, flitting from plant to plant in the long meadows that stretched around them and swept down to the hedges at the bottom of the rise. Once, not long ago at all, the fields would have been plowed, the hedges cut, crops growing. Even now, with no maintenance for years, colza grew in abundance, the bright yellow flowers complementing the patches of deep blue sky perfectly.

Looking down on man’s intervention in all directions it was easy to forget that everything was falling apart. Nothing of note was left any more, the fields would slowly return to their natural state, the town would continue to burn, to crumble to dust, the people left living there no longer caring a damn about any of it, just shuffling about aimlessly.

Marcus could just make out the wisps of smoke through the haze. From their vantage point it was little more than a mirage on the horizon, but he knew it was anything but a pretty part of the scenery. He could see the motorway too, winding its way through the countryside, six lanes of asphalt now completely blocked with abandoned cars, people wandering listlessly across the road, or simply sat slumped behind their wheels, not caring enough to even bother to try to make their way home on foot.

Yet he was happy — to a degree.

He had never felt more alive, had never known the comfort of a woman until recently, now it seemed as if it was all turning sour on him. Not seemed — it was turning sour. He smiled at his wife, his wife of just a few days. The ceremony had been brief and lackluster, with the presiding registrar obviously in the early stages of The Lethargy herself. Marcus could see that this would be no Creeping kind, she would be nothing more than a vegetable a week or two later. It was still a happy day for him. And for her? His wife? She was happy too, but in a way that nobody else would have been able to note.

She too was cursed, Creeping Lethargy had slowly been taking her over. Marcus knew that it would be a slow and nasty way to go.

He wished there had been some kind of cataclysmic event, a nuclear strike, some kind of rogue virus, even a zombie apocalypse, but no, things just slowly went to crap and nobody noticed. How could they? It had probably been going on for years, Lethargy slowly insinuating itself into society until one day you woke up and thought, Hang on, it never used to be like this did it?

All too late now. Nobody had an answer, nobody knew the cause. All Marcus knew was that with this unending descent into nothingness for the majority, he had gradually tuned in to the possibilities held within him. He was not going to succumb, he was Awoken, more than Whole, and he intended to become the Master of all that remained. To ensure it didn’t disappear entirely, to help save people so that others could know the joy of true love, of companionship, of a child. Oh how he wanted this child stirring inside his wife. It would be born to a mother and father he hoped, to a woman that had taken his name, wed him even though it was a futile gesture, her hardly knowing what was happening, nobody else caring apart from Marcus.

Marcus lay back to look up at the sky. Birds flew overhead, busy hunting for insects to feed their newly hatched young. There were no contrails any more in the sky, planes didn’t fly now, hadn’t for years. The sky was pure, as nature intended he supposed.

He turned to his side, putting a hand to his wife’s belly, now eight months large. He felt the baby kick inside.

“Ready to come out are you eh? Looking forward to meeting Daddy? Well, I’m looking forward to meeting you too my child, it will be a joyous day. Oh, the things I have to teach you, the wonders that there are, the new futures yet to unravel, the possibilities.” Marcus smiled at the baby inside, then looked up at his wife. The smile faded. She was having one of her lost days, it had been difficult to get her to do anything lately, some days were worse than others but she still had moments of lucidity, and when she did, when she smiled that pretty smile, her whole face lighting up, it broke his heart into tiny pieces each time.

“C’mon, let’s get you home. I think that’s enough for one day isn’t it? It’s been a beautiful day, let’s finish it off with a nightcap at home and get an early night. I have lots to do tomorrow you know.” Marcus faltered, frowned, unsure what she would say if she knew what he had been doing. What he planned for the future, for him, for the remains of humanity and the unborn child in her belly.

His son.

~~~

Marcus came out of his reverie. After the madness of the day the chance to just sit and be still for a while had led to unbidden memories surfacing like a diver coming up gasping for breath.

He hated such memories, yet he allowed them when they appeared, knowing that blocking out such things would mean nothing but more regular trips to The Screaming Room, a place he had frequented all too often of late. So he let the memories wash over him, cleansing him of his present, back to a day before he completely gave up all innocence.

Clickety-clack, clickety-clack. The train’s progress was hypnotic, it had lulled him back into his daydreaming. Marcus wondered what she would make of the things he had done, the life he had led. Would she be proud? Horrified? Understanding? Or would she tell him off as only she could, make him answer for the small pocket of craziness he immersed himself in?

It was all conjecture of course. She had been dead so long now that he often wondered if he remembered her correctly. Sometimes her face was impossible to recall, memories merged and the craziness of the things he did back when he first Awoke seemed like the actions of a totally different person.

Maybe they were.

The longer Marcus lived the less sure he was about his life. Even without the other Marcus he wondered if he could be classified as the same person now. After so long he had gone through countless changes: he had modified his mental functions, altered his anatomy and forgotten more than anyone else in human history had had the opportunity to experience.

He had no idea what that made him.

Marcus stared around at the driver’s cabin. The train was an original from The Underground and he loved the simplicity of it all. He nudged a lever and the train sped up to 150mph — they would arrive in just a few minutes now. Hopefully the plan would be working and Varik would be changing direction, heading for the mainland too. He would be slow in the ship so they should get a good headstart on him. Marcus had a few places he believed would be safe for them all as long as nothing had happened in the intervening years, a distinct possibility.

He felt a nervousness surface like an alien emotion. He hadn’t felt like this for so long he wondered if he was even classifying the emotion correctly. Locked away for most of his time in his sprawling home it was easy to ignore the realities of the world outside. He viewed countless scenes through his network of cameras, and through The Noise of course, but that was always with a feeling of disassociation. It wasn’t the real thing. Now he was away from his sanctum, traveling away from himself, his home and the life he had known for too long.

Adventure lay ahead, he knew that at least, but it did scare him somewhat.

Could he protect the rest of these people? Would he be able to deal with Varik? And would it mean that The Commorancy was safe? Above all he knew that the work done there had to continue. Without it humanity would be even less than it now was. At least with guests coming and going they were given the best chance at survival. He was their salvation so he bore the responsibility, after all it was what he had chosen to do with his life.

There were many prices to pay however, becoming institutionalized was one of them. He felt ill-equipped to deal with the wild countryside, the decaying remains of the populace and the crumbling structures that hinted at man’s once great dominance over the landscape.

But there was something else that gave him pause, a new realization, a new responsibility.

However long he lived, and at the moment that time-frame was not looking lengthy, it would have to come to an end one day. It meant that there had to be a successor, somebody capable of taking over the work he had started. He just wasn’t expecting the most likely candidate to be a young freckle-faced girl in her teens who had not even properly Awoken yet. That would have to change so what better time for her to come to her true self than right now.

Marcus entered The Noise and sought out the presence he was looking for.

He smiled again at the love and the cleverness he uncovered and directed a simple conversation in silence.

I think it’s time now, don’t you?

Yes, came the short reply. I hope it’s not too much for her to deal with.

Marcus smiled. You know as well as I do she’s a rather unique person. She’ll be fine… hopefully.


HANDS FREE


A RELUCTANT MARCUS got up, yet again. He hadn’t been so busy for… well, it was a very long time indeed. He wondered if he was finally getting old — physically. He knew he was already mentally old, there was no escaping that if you wanted to remain the same person that you were when you were younger.

But all of this rushing about, not enough time to enjoy his Rooms as he usually did, it was grating on his nerves.

He wasn’t even getting enough time to change his clothes as often as he would have liked, which was almost worse than an assault on his physical person.

Over so many years Marcus had grown accustomed to complete autocracy — whatever he wanted to do he did it. He had routines, systems, ways of conducting himself that needed to be followed if he was to keep what he hopefully thought was his sanity. Although having mostly just yourself as a comparison meant he could never truly be sure he hadn’t lost the plot centuries ago, his life now nothing but a dream.

He sighed deeply as he watched the events unfold on his tablet, tapping away at it to get reports from each of the activated stations dotted evenly around the island. He tried to put the mass murder he had just instigated out of his mind, tried to halt the deep chasm he felt in his heart for the corruption of those he had such high hopes for all these years — now dead by his own reluctant hand.

“You know what George? I’m actually beginning to get a little bit angry about all this. There will be a reckoning for the deaths this day, and I intend to be there when punishment is doled out to that damn Varik. Me, not Marcus on the run. Me. George? George? Ah, right, you aren’t here are you?”

Marcus sorely needed a drink, but there was no time. He strode through The Room Called The Hall, footsteps absorbed in the plush purple carpet that ran down the center. He had to admit it, this was too extravagant and commodious a space. A small circular object was knocked out of the way as he hurried past, lost in thought. He didn’t even notice the ancient automated vacuum cleaner, a faithful servant that had cleaned the same space for nigh on three hundred years. It may have had new motors, new casings, docking stations and circuit boards, but it was still the same device as far as its internal logic was concerned.

It turned, headed back onto the carpet to continue its job. There was work to be done, unending, never to be completed.

~~~

“Well, well, well. Looks like some of these shōjō are pretty good at climbing, let’s see how good they are at sliding.” Marcus pulled back on a jet-black handle with a white release button on the top and felt a satisfying clack as it slid into the on position. He turned to peer at the battlement monitors, hoping the system was still functional.

He watched as vast, airtight oblong vats full of three hundred year old oil pushed out from near the apex of the battlements at regular intervals and tipped horizontally, the lids sliding back into the wall as they did so.

Nothing.

“Damn, it’s gone all gloopy.” Marcus peered closer, thinking he could see the beginnings of the thick tar emerging. Slowly, as if he was playing the live events at half speed, the oil began to slide over the rim of the vats, gaining momentum as it went, the surface tension that was holding it back finally broken.

The monstrous weight of the backed-up oil was free at last, the thinner liquid beneath the surface clearer and flowing well. It slid down the wall, a slick river darkening the stonework, seeping into every nook and crevice as it went. Those unlucky enough to be below the dark tide didn’t have a chance. Their grips faltered, it ran up their arms, got in their hair, seeped into their eyes.

Bodies began to fall, their screams unheard by Marcus nestled deep in the heart of his home. Still, it wasn’t enough to stop a large number of the mostly male acolytes making their way slowly but surely to the top of the wall. The numbers were dropping dramatically now though, which was a good sign. As the oil reached the pebbled beaches or crept toward the burning bodies scattered on outcroppings of rock, flames took hold. A thick smoke marred the sight as it burned fiercely, but soon Marcus could see the flames licking up the walls, traveling upward fast, consuming flesh as they climbed ever higher.

“Huh, hadn’t thought of that actually. It would have been a good idea if I’d done it on purpose. Well, bonus points for me.” Marcus smiled grimly, wondering how many would actually make it over the wall. They would be the first people to ever see the completed Commorancy from the top of the walls apart from him and the construction crews, now all gone.

Marcus noted a second wave of acolytes just arriving at the shore. He should have known, it’s what he would have done.

“I think I really am getting old. And there will be words with the dolphins, I thought we had an agreement.”

There was an agreement, but it was made a long time ago. They had simply forgotten that they had promised to never bring anyone to the island. After a few generations the promise was as if it had never been.

Dolphins may be intelligent but they were a very forgetful species. Something Marcus had failed to keep on top of had just cost him a major inconvenience.

“Stupid dolphins,” came a low mutter, as Marcus bent to his next line of defense.

~~~

The dolphins were getting bored.

At first it had been a fun game to play, pulling along the rather useless humans who seemed incapable of fending for themselves in The Blue. What funny things they were, flailing about, splashing and causing disruption to the peace. But they played along, pulled them to the shallows then swam off laughing at their inability to perform the simplest of tasks in the water.

But they kept letting go, and they kept sinking. What was wrong with them?

By the time the second wave of rather ineffectual humans were being given a ride to the shore a number of the dolphins had decided that they needed better entertainment. They rejected the psychic intrusion from the ship based humans and changed the rules of the game. And although they allowed them to grab a dorsal fin and be pulled along they were not as prone to go fetch their passengers when they let go. Especially the ones that kept sending out strange distress signals as they sank into the dark depths. The fact that the stupid humans kept trying to grab pectoral fins or even a blowhole was getting extremely aggravating — didn’t they know how dolphins were so elegant in the water. Stupid! They wanted their home back to themselves and a number of unfortunate Eventuals were simply allowed to sink to the distant sea bed. No final martyrdom for them.

Others, the ones that managed to flail about and stay afloat after losing their grip, were nudged by the dolphins’ rostrums and they got back into place. As the pantomime continued a group decision was made, and the bored cetaceans decided it really was play-time. The Rules were simple — if the humans let go then they were part of the game. Acolytes stared in horror as they raced toward the shore, holding on for dear life. All around them bodies of their fellows were beginning to jettison into the air before crashing back down to the water, smacking against the sea like bodies hitting solid concrete. The screams of terror and the smashing of bones could be heard against the sound of the waves and the squeals of delight of the less than placid mammals.

Almost a third of the second wave never made it, eventually sinking to the bottom or caught in the strong undercurrents, to spend years following the tidal pulls, circling the island, food for the creatures of the deep.

An abrupt change occurred. There was something different in The Blue — here was a true calling, an entity with a dark past but a future that needed to happen. They were called once more, and this time they went voluntarily.


A BAPTISM


WILD DREADLOCKS TRAILED behind a stinking mass of flesh and rags. The thick coils, streamers of the foulest kind, whipped in the wind as they were pulled toward a final cleansing.

Fasolt, a name Varik never knew, slammed into the water then began to sink.

And awoke.

This wasn’t right, Varik had released him from his grasp. He should be in The Void now — nothingness awaited him. It was what he had wanted for centuries. As his body was neglected, as his hair grew and the clothes turned to rags, all he dreamed of was a final peace, his disdain for the outside world growing year after painful year. Varik was the one that had kept him alive through sheer force of will, a punishment for the pathetic excuse of a father he had always been.

But he had felt it, felt the release and felt himself die, to finally begin his journey to The Void.

Damn!

He was alive, sucked from his peace by the sea. It wanted him for itself. The water claimed him and enveloped him greedily in its cold embrace.

No matter, a few seconds and it will all be over.

He opened his mouth wide, welcoming the salty soup. He swallowed deeply. Again, and again.

Not long now. Hey! Hey! What the…

The drowning body was buffeted from all sides, a pod of dolphins using him as their plaything, stripping him back to his primal nakedness. Long rostrums with razor sharp teeth dragged the rags from his body, stripping him bare of all excess. Soon he was as vulnerable as a newborn, naked, surrounded by strangeness — alone in an alien world where all rules were different. He was nudged repeatedly until he surfaced, a strike to his abdomen expelling the watery death he longed for, leaving him gasping and coughing, blinded by the tangled mass sprouting from his head.

The dolphins retreated.

He sank once more.

Deeper and deeper Fasolt went, consciousness fading as his lungs filled with water for the second time. Clouds of centuries old dirt, grease and bodily secretions formed a haze around the naked body, dreadlocks trailed all around him like the tentacles of the deadliest jellyfish. They writhed and coiled as they too were washed clean of their corruption. Blackness turned to brown as the dead hair halved in weight as it was stripped of dirt, and the dreadlocks wriggled manically with their newfound freedom.

Fasolt sank. He thought of himself as he did so. He let it all come back to him and he cried unseen tears in a sea despoiled by his presence. Fasolt cried until he finally came to a realization — he had been wrong.

What was it that had made him such a bad father? A cruel husband and pathetic excuse for a man? He didn’t know. Couldn’t get to the root of his foulness. It was just the way he was. No, the way he had been. He had another chance, didn’t he? To do the right thing? To be a real father, to help his son? Not to kill, not to eradicate humanity, but to save it. Surely he must see it was wrong to wish for such annihilation?

Fasolt saw the truth of things. He understood it was his actions that had set Varik on the path of destruction he had followed all these years.

He spread his arms wide, a watery crucifixion for his sins.

He called to the creatures of the deep. He asked for salvation.

They answered.

~~~

A man cleansed of evil waded to the shore, dragging water-soaked dreadlocks behind him as the tide tried to steal them away. He was born anew, baptized by the sea, his sins washed clean.

His large frame was gaunt, ribs protruded proudly, thin arms were criss-crossed with prominent veins. His face was pale, eyes red-rimmed but dancing with life, the rest of his features hidden beneath a beard that hung low, sticking to his chest. As he made his way through the shallows splintered toe-nails were torn from his feet by pebbles churned up by the tide, but he didn’t mind, at least he was feeling again.

Fasolt collapsed at the shore-line, breath ragged, coughing up lungsful of the cleansing salt water. The tide tried to claim him once more, dragging his hair behind him, thick twists of rope that the sea wanted for its own. He wouldn’t let it, they were a part of him, a sign of his longevity, his counting of the years.

Naked and cold, goosebumps rose suddenly over his body and he shivered with delight at such sensations.

This was not the man he once was, this was a new person, washed clean of the dirt of centuries, his mind restored, refreshed and reset to finally do the right thing. The horrors of his past actions toward his family, toward minds less agile than his own, and the countless lives he had taken over the years weighed heavily. He knew there would be much penance involved for such epic evil. He was willing to pay the price, so thanked The Void for allowing him a chance at salvation.

He stumbled up the beach, wrapping his hair around his body for comfort, determined to set straight all that he had done wrong. Lifetimes’ worth of sorrow were of his making, but now he had a chance to finally be the man he should have been.

He would be a true father to his son, whatever it took.


PLAYING WITH THE BUTTERFLIES


LNG COULDN’T BELIEVE his luck, the stinking liquid, whatever it was, poured down all around him yet he managed to stay clean of its slick foulness. As the screams of his brothers and sisters sang out all around he kept going, one hand reaching above the other, clawing into the mortar, the weather worn stone, pushing up on his bobble-soled footwear, not daring to breathe until he reached the top.

“Oh, wow!” He dragged himself over the top onto the parapet, staring at the surreal vista opened up before him. Off in the distance he saw The Commorancy, or at least part of it. The huge complex shimmered in the sunlight, a dreamlike tableaux that was easy to believe was nothing but his imagination running rampant through lack of oxygen. It gleamed, shimmered, reflected and astounded. Vast turrets, statues of fat-bellied deities higher than any building he had ever seen, narrow spires of gleaming black obsidian, and crumbling arcadings built for the easy passage of giants, all standing amid shimmering glass squares the size of cathedrals. Walkways of all description criss-crossed at dizzying heights, from stone bridges to ropes, huge, small and everything inbetween. All of it seemed to stand so tall it was a wonder it wasn’t seen from the ground below, but it was set back sufficiently to be totally shielded from unwanted eyes. It was only the rather austere edges to The Commorancy that would command fine views out to sea. Seen from the water they were nothing more than the old design of the island, the original buildings, castles and myriad small homes that hid the real beauty behind, once home to the pre-Lethargic inhabitants.

The only thing between him and the cursed, yet mesmerizing and beautiful Commorancy was a mile long swathe of meadow in full bloom. He didn’t know it but he was fortunate in his point of ascent, other infiltrators were confronted with little more than bare rock towering above them, or sheer cliff faces impossible to climb, crumbling limestone defeating them before they hardly even began.

He got his instructions, noting that others that had made it this far were already wading into the lush meadow where pollen hazed the air and milkseed heads shook themselves free to dance wildly in the breeze the sea brought in with the tides. Insects in their thousands, undisturbed by man for generations, buzzed, chirred and clittered as they took to the wing. Birds screeched their warnings, rabbits ran for cover, and wild boar sniffed enthusiastically, hidden in the long meadow, dozing peacefully or playing with their young.

lng reluctantly left the parapet, gingerly taking narrow steps down the wall, trying not to think of the drop into the lush growth clamoring for space at the foot of the battlement. He was sweating by the time he reached the bottom, where he was immediately engulfed in an assault to the nostrils. The perfume from the countless flowers vied for dominance in an already overcrowded space. Pollen stuck to his damp skin, insects buzzed at his face, attracted by the salty sweat, and midges, hardly believing the bounty that had appeared, gratefully began to suck at the source of fresh blood, never before tasted. Even the butterflies seemed to rip his skin as they flew up, startled, from their greedy feeding on the sweet abundant nectar.

The beauty of the meadow wore off almost instantly. He was sticky, out of breath, heart hammering like a drum in his chest, hands cut and knees and shins bloody from the climb. Now he was beginning to feel giddy, if not downright ill, from the smells.

Then he was assaulted by a million invisible knives as nerves caught alight, all firing off at once, screaming RUN! His skin began to itch feverishly as one of Marcus’ long term hobbies, a specially nasty form of poison ivy, brought boils bubbling instantly to the surface of his already battered skin. Nettles, specially adapted to bear beautiful flowers and hide their true nature, stung like hornets, and viscous white spots popped to the surface of his skin to fight for space with the now pus-filled boils. Virile strains of pollen from countless modified species, only active for seconds when trampled underfoot, attacked the sinuses — flesh-eating dust that was in his lungs in an instant, already tearing away at the lining of his throat before the blood began to flow. lng collapsed in a frenzy of sneezing, itching and scratching. With eyes blinded by tears and the terrifying sound of dogs growling and barking in the distance he at least knew it couldn’t get any worse.

Then the bees attacked.

All around him, before his face swelled up and his eyes were forced shut by bulbous poison filled lids and his throat constricted as anaphylaxis set it, he heard the terrified screams of others being poisoned in a variety of natural ways. Some were unfortunate enough to have their last seconds dominated by the ripping away of flesh by the sharp teeth of the local wild dog population, right now converging on the scent of man all around the beautiful but often deadly island.

lng wished he had fallen off the wall, or that the damn dolphins had let him drown.

He tried to say something, but his throat was too constricted, he was drowning in his own blood. Before he died he screamed out into the Noise, My name is Orvyn. My name is Orvyn.

He died at least regaining some of his humanity. He was no collection of random letters, he was a person, and he had been corrupted.

Fu—

Orvyn entered The Void, free at last.

~~~

“And that’s why I don’t pick many flowers for The Rooms,” jeered Marcus, switching to another monitor, wondering how many would actually make it right to his doorstep.

Marcus watched the events unfolding on the periphery of the island, but he grew sick of it, hating the death, the assault on his person, but most of all he just hated the fact that so many minds had been turned to such beliefs. Why they thought that they had the right to decide man’s ultimate fate was beyond him.

He paused, thinking hard. “Yes, well, maybe I’m doing that as well, but my way is right and theirs isn’t, so there is that.” Marcus couldn’t stand it any longer, he had to get out of this morbid frame of mind. “I need a change of clothes. Nothing like freshening up to make things look a little brighter.” He made his way to The Room For Clothes, focusing on his countless options.

As he walked he wondered how he was doing. The connection was fragile and although he didn’t doubt he would be more than capable he did wonder if it was going smoothly. Hopefully Marcus and the guests could return soon enough, but he had the feeling that it was going to take a while to clean up the mess. Eyes should be distracted soon enough and then Marcus would deal with Varik on the mainland while he cleaned up ready for his return.

What a team!

Was that the right word for him and him?

“Hmm? Probably not,” muttered Marcus, somehow finding himself already wearing a black and white pinstriped suit with a large hat angled on his head, just tie, shoes and socks left to complete the look. He adjusted the hat in the mirror, took his time finishing dressing, then reluctantly thought about going back to work.

What a foul day. What’s next I wonder?

There wasn’t long to wait. Before he even had time to finish fiddling with his tie there was a piercing cry from all around him.

Very, Very Annoying Klaxon Sound! Very, Very, Very Annoying Klaxon Sound!

“You have got to be kidding me.” Marcus scowled deeply at the grating voice. It was the most high-pitched, ugly and ear melting sound he had ever heard, no mean feat as once he had entered The Noise and witnessed firsthand the death rattle of a hyena that went on for days. “Ugh, I totally forgot about this one. What the hell was wrong with me? I thought The Annoying Klaxon Sound was… annoying enough, this goes too far.” Marcus consulted his screen, the tablet vibrating frantically as if the pervasive screech from the discombobulated voice was not warning enough. He tapped at it, then remembered there was no way to turn off The Voice until he dealt with the problem. This was Code Black — The Contamination was getting really rather serious.

Marcus pulled off his hat, searched around for the cold weather section of clothing. Once finally found he picked an antique costume of the Inuit and gratefully pulled the sealskin mufflers onto his head and over his thankful ears. He left without looking in the mirror, he knew the look would be rather unflattering.

“This has gone too far now, way too far.”

His heeled shoes clacked loudly as he went to deal with the latest botheration.

“Wish I’d been the one to go on the train,” he mused, The Voice penetrating his mufflers, just to make absolutely sure he really knew there was a bit of an emergency at the moment.


CHANGE OF PLAN


BIRD TILTED HIS wings and soared past the island.

Varik had invaded him in a fit of pique. Bird felt it like a stab to the head.

Bird was not happy.

Bird had a family so Bird needed to feed his young.

Varik turned him out to sea, in the direction of the mainland where Bird hovered high, scanning for signs of Marcus and his companions. Bird felt them move, he could sense them with a knowledge that made their presence as clear as the magnetic lines that criss-crossed the planet.

But Bird was being abused. His relationship with Varik was becoming rather one-sided. He helped where he could, performing countless duties for Master, but when he was taken over with such force, without consideration for his actual self, then it rankled.

The grip lessened, an apology emanating through The Noise.

Bird forgave as he always did. He knew Master grew tense at times, not often, but sometimes he was less that considerate with their symbiotic relationship. But Bird forgave, again.

Varik receded to being nothing more than an observer. Bird carrying out his request without further invasion of his being.

Bird attuned to the movements under The Blue Below, and looked to the mainland where Marcus and the other humans were rapidly approaching.

Bird followed.

~~~

Varik smiled to himself.

He had to admire Marcus for leaving. He understood the pull of Home very well, and was none too comfortable being outside in the vast openness himself.

He changed course and set sail for the mainland. Marcus may have saved The Commorancy itself for now, but Varik knew where it was, so could obliterate it at his leisure.

The priority was to destroy the man that had built it. If that meant a little bit of a chase then he was happy to oblige.

He was actually quite looking forward to it, he hadn’t been hunting for centuries.

Let the games begin.


THE FINAL COUNTDOWN


MARCUS DIDN’T BOTHER holding on to the ropes — he was sure-footed. He had finally had second thoughts about his clothes, eventually deciding to change out of his outfit into something more ‘deathy’. He felt a lot better for it, suitable attire for the occasion was ‘de rigueur’. He watched his footing as he stepped onto the next plank that was a part of the bridge spanning hundreds of yards from one epic construction to the next. Up this high the wind was quite strong, a salty tang hinted at as he took deep breaths of energizing air.

He looked out across the island, noting the various wisps of smoke coming from fires the other side of the perimeter wall. Inside the defenses it was hard to make out the tiny bodies of The Eventuals that lay dying or dead all across the island. Most had now been dealt with, or were being chased down by the dogs, they weren’t his concern any longer.

No, what he had to deal with, and he had to acknowledge it was a pretty clever idea, was the few hundred rather advanced Eventuals that were right now dropping from the sky into the very heart of supposedly the safest place in the country. He had to admit it — he hadn’t seen it coming. Only a quick replay on the monitors showed him how it had been done, the simplicity made him feel like he deserved the grating warning that was that very damn annoying klaxon sound. Even out here, with the wind and the open vistas, he was sure he could still hear it droning on, and on, and on…

Peering skyward he noted with dismay that the few that had managed to deal with the turbulent air currents were just about ready to land and cause him real problems.

Paragliders. The island was perfect for it.

Strong enough winds that the kite would take easily from the outer wall once you managed to make it to the top, which obviously quite a few had. He could already see there were a number of near-successes, red-faced men tangled high up in the spires, hanging limp, dead on impact or severely bruised and broken. They weren’t the issue, it was the ones that seemed to be dropping rather elegantly to the ground, obviously adept at handling the controls of their portable flying equipment.

He would deal with them soon enough.

He exited through a small doorway in the uppermost reaches of The Anteroom To The Sniper Room, the top level of a building that was one of his favorites — although the interior style may have dated somewhat over the years the exterior was still humbling. He was entering a timeless piece of architecture that he had yet to even explore fully. Sadly today would not be a day for idly walking through Rooms, wondering what made him think some spaces were a good idea, marveling at others and exasperated he had not used them more often.

The edifice was a tiered construction poking at the sky by the time its summit was reached. From the base it narrowed until the space at the top was not much wider than a few strides across. It was topped with a spire that jutted upward in suitably menacing style. A spike a full forty yards high, made entirely out of a single carved and obsessively polished piece of black marble gleaming in the sunlight like a corrupted unicorn’s horn.

The building was built using principles first taken to extraordinary heights in Thailand, where even now an ancient city still contained countless similar buildings, from tiny burial markers to huge communal buildings for official business. The brick work and carved features of the building as a whole were all reclaimed from such sites, taken when such wonders were totally decimated by those believing their God had forsaken them and a penance was due, including razing to the ground what they somehow decided were blasphemies. Many such odd readings of ancient religions popped up over the years. As people became desperate corruptions of faith were ever more commonplace. You only had to look at The Eventuals to see just how twisted nature worship had gone, animalism taken to its extreme.

Still, he had used the remains of such wondrous buildings, thousands of years old in many cases, and given them a new home. Marcus was not afraid of any God, if there was but a single Divine Entity then he/she/it had never shown him/her/itself to the likes of him. So he topped what was now one of the wonders of the world with a Room built purposefully for the death of others, a slap in the face for the external beauty.

Marcus wasted no time getting into the building. Up a few levels and he settled himself in The Room For Sniping.

He’d not entered the Room since construction was completed and he was rather sad about that as he took his seat. It was a quite dramatic Room even if he did say so himself. After so many intervening years it was hard to imagine it was him that had actually designed the place and, of course, picked the decor and furnishings.

He’d gone heavy on gun-metal gray accented with angry-black, with a rather large number of weapons to choose from. Not on the same level as The Room For Weapons though as he only needed death dealing devices of a certain nature for this particular Room. He quickly set up what he felt most comfortable with then settled himself down for easy 360 degree access to the row of Murder Windows that ran all around the circular Room.

He was very proud of his Death Chair, he had designed and built it himself. Not only could he sit upright, but he could lie down on his belly in perfect sniper position, easily swiveling to deal out justice. Parts of the rather bizarre contraption were taken from a Word War II Brewster Buccaneer scout-bomber, he even managed to incorporate the Plexiglass as part of the design — more aesthetic than functional.

He began to open fire.

Very, Very Annoying Klaxon Sound, came the incessant warning, although Marcus could swear it was beginning to get a little less annoying. He didn’t know if that was a good sign or a very bad one, as the last thing he wanted to do was be able to ignore such a noise.

Marcus adjusted the sights then opened fire again.

He didn’t bother aiming for the people, best to go for the largest target, and that was definitely the sails on the gliders. They collapsed easily as the bullets created small vents in the canopies. As the sky-blue material folded in on itself bodies began to hurtle to the ground. He adjusted himself in the tiny Room, the black swivel chair, set on pneumatics and adjustable in any direction via levers that controlled well oiled gears, spun to another window so Marcus could continue with his elimination of The Contamination that unfortunately was still going on after an inordinately long time.

Again and again he fired, until the sky was clear and his trigger finger was little more than a blister waiting to pop.

Silence.

Threat eliminated then, thought Marcus. If the klaxon had stopped then he must have got them all. The only issue now was if the bodies he had shot down were genuinely deceased. Well, that was easy enough to deal with, he had his animals to sniff out any survivors, all he had to do was unleash them.

Not all his breeding programs had resulted in intelligent and friendly creatures, some of the dogs had become really rather vicious. He let them loose on the island for the most part, but in a large quadrangle within The Commorancy a number of the larger breeds were contained by high walls — just in case. They would do a fine job of cleaning up any remaining unwanted guests left alive outside.

Marcus spun around in the chair, a sense of relief flooding his body. He felt lighter, like he had just been given a second chance. Maybe he could get back to normal in a few days time?

Then his mood changed in an instant.

The day flooded over him in a crushing wave, threatening to drag him down and make him dance in the dark with the bodies that lay all around the island, inside and outside of The Commorancy. He had blocked too much of it out, not allowing his true feelings to be dealt with at the appropriate time. Now it was all coming out at once.

He needed The Screaming Room, The Hole, something. Somewhere to let it all out.

Just wait a little Marcus, wait and take stock of the things done this day. The needless death, the things you have been forced to do. The disruption to your home. The promises you have been made to break.

Marcus mentally tallied up the numbers of people that he had killed in a single day. It was mass murder on a scale that made him dizzy. These forced actions would not go unpunished.

Varik was going to pay for his Contamination of Marcus’ sanctuary.

~~~

I’ve made it, I’ve made it! He couldn’t believe it. With acolytes dropping like flies all around him he was sure that he would be next, but the bullets never came. He was the last, but he was going to make it. He glided lower and lower, dodging spires, sharply turning to avoid what looked like sky but turned out to be a huge mirrored obelisk that was narrower than his shoulders — what function it served he couldn’t even begin to imagine.

Concentrating was hard, his mission receding under the weight of wonder at the sheer magnitude of what he saw in all directions. His faith almost faltered until he thought back to the world away from The Commorancy and the misery that was life. He would stay strong, he would make certain that Marcus and his blasphemy were eliminated.

What kind of sick mind would want humanity to continue when The Lethargy was such an obvious sign that their time was over?

He adjusted a strap slightly, began to get ready to make his landing, slowly he began to flare, grabbing a brake in each hand and pulling down to his sides.

I’m going to be the one. I’m going to be the martyr that puts an end to—

A man once named Palis exploded in mid-air, body parts flying in all directions.

A pale and exhausted Marcus lowered the rocket launcher he had fired from the swaying bridge, then simply dropped it over the side.

~~~

Marcus sat alone in a Room.

He couldn’t even bring himself to get changed things were that bad. He sat, naked and empty, slowly letting the pressure build within him.

Varik had sorely underestimated him if he thought that it would be as simple as desecrating The Commorancy and getting away with it.

Deep into The Noise proper, once the pressure had built enough, he unleashed a vengeance that rippled through space and time, sending shockwaves out to sea. All around the beaches and headlands of Marcus’ home lay the dead. Once Whole human beings turned to a cult of personality by Varik, fake Saviour of the tattered remnants of a once proud race. Usurper of what was good and right in the world, an advantage taker of the distraught, the depressed and the lonely.

He lamented the loss of those that had turned to The Eventuals, as he had done every time he had to deal with them in the past. But death on such an epic scale was different. It was invasive, seeping into his being, inexorably squeezing the happiness from him.

But what choice was there?

The wave of anger carried across the water, made its way to the vessels even now turning toward the mainland, and Marcus screamed out his promise into the mind of a man that he would see dead and be happy to plunge the knife into personally.

“I am going to kill you.”

~~~

Varik staggered under the assault then his senses shut down. The world turned black as he lost control of his body.

He lay in a heap on the deck of his ship unable to crawl out from under the wave of black hatred that permeated his pores and stung his heart like a thousand angry wasps.

Varik felt fear for the first time in centuries.

He really rather enjoyed it.


END OF THE LINE


“TICKETS PLEASE,” SAID Marcus, smiling broadly as he walked down the center aisle of the carriage. He tilted his ticket collector’s hat slightly — he always preferred his hats at jaunty angles.

The atmosphere was tense yet everybody was doing their best to put on a brave face. After all, they were alive, they were lucky to be Whole let alone Awoken, and their stay in The Commorancy had unlocked hidden potential within them all. It was not the death of Calvin that had caused such subdued behavior — the world they came from meant death was commonplace. It was the realization they no longer had the crutch of private Rooms perfectly suited to them. They were now about to go back into a world that was very different to the one they had managed to escape — it hadn’t got better.

Marcus concentrated for a moment, tapping away at his small tablet until the brakes of the train squealed and their ride arrived at its final destination. The carriage gave a final shudder before settling back into its restful wait. It had been a long time since it had last carried passengers.

The train was at the end of the line, there was no rail track left. In front of the tracks was nothing but a dead end, a sold concrete wall. The station contained just the small platform and a simple exit. The darkness beyond gave no clue as to what awaited them once they left through the only way out.

People began to grab their gear and step off the carriage. Stanley was first and after opening the door and disembarking he graciously held it open for the rest. The feeling of loss was hard to overcome for every remaining member of the group. Marcus felt it through The Noise, the hesitancy, the ties broken, his Commorancy left behind. It wasn’t just him, it was a part of them all now: their Home.

Marcus hoped that he was doing a good job of looking after things, he knew what he was like — that he could be quite forgetful at times. It certainly had the risk of getting very messy before he left, but whatever Varik tried he was in no doubt that Marcus was more than capable of dealing with it. Thinking about possible outcomes Marcus couldn’t help but feel the pain he knew he would also be feeling. There would be only one way to deal with the thousands of Lethargic if they managed to escape. Even if they didn’t he knew in his heart that it had been a folly from the beginning — there could be only one outcome. He cried silent tears for the burden his remaining self had to bear, alone for now.

Yet at the same time there was the strangest feeling, like he was surplus to requirements. After all, The Commorancy was carrying on pretty much as normal wasn’t it? Or at least it would. He was there, doing what he always did, so apart from seven guests the Rooms were occupied just like they always had been. Would it make much difference if he truly did just stay away forever? Could he do something different with his life?

Something simple?

Something for him? Without having to scream in Rooms and go down holes and cry atop piles of the long dead, disturbing their peace? What kind of a man wakes up on a towering pile of gleaming bones and the first thing he thinks is that it’s not very comfortable?

He wondered.

Marcus noticed that Letje was fast asleep. The last passenger.

Good, it won’t be long now then.

The poor girl must be totally stressed out. If he were her he would be somewhat put out that he never got a Room either.

Marcus went back on to the carriage to offer assistance if needed for what he knew was coming, signaling for the others to wait.

Letje stirred, somehow sensing something was not quite right. She was not quite asleep, it was something different.

Marcus gave her privacy. He stood, he waited.

Letje was talking with the dead.

Constantine’s bag was unzipped and Letje was clutching him tightly. As Marcus approached, the tortoise craned its neck slowly to give Marcus a wink. He winked back, nodding his head.

Marcus retreated a few steps, family reunions were not something you interrupted. Especially not ones like this.

~~~

Letje felt herself violated, invaded or probed, she couldn’t quite explain it. What she did know was that she was asleep yet not quite asleep. There was something knocking at the door to her consciousness — it was very insistent. This intrusion wasn’t a bad thing, it actually felt rather familiar. A comfort, a friend. No, not just a friend — family.

Her father had come back from the dead to say hello.

Letje was overcome with happiness, but understood she was dreaming.

How wonderful to be talking to her father again. He comforted her, wrapped her in a warm mental embrace, then told her to wake up.

She came to with a start. The snap out of such a strange dream left her bewildered and confused.

Her father? Alive? No, not him, his consciousness, the essence of him. Her eyes focused slowly until she saw Marcus beaming down at her.

“I think that somebody wants to say a few words to you Letje,” said Marcus, pointing at Constantine still clutched tightly in her hands.

Confused, Letje stared down at her constant companion.

Hello my dear, seems like you are on quite the adventure.

Letje crashed to the floor. Constantine flew from her hands and skittled across the floor, carapace scraping, legs clawing the air to no avail.

She must be going mad, something had happened and the world no longer looked the same to her. She could see things, see into things, see behind things, see the water in the rocks, the molecules in the air, the component parts of her own body working in conjunction to make her what she was. She could see the filing systems in her head, how her brain dealt with information. She saw electrical sparks traveling along molecule thin strands, sending information to her brain, flowing down her nerves.

She saw what the world was, and it nearly sent her over the edge of sanity.

Here was Marcus standing over her, concern on his face, the others rushing back into the carriage, Sy righting Constantine.

Letje saw the power shimmering through Marcus, the countless ways in which he could experience the Universe, the strands of past, present and future. Knowledge that he was more than what stood before her welled up inside. There was a thin virtual umbilical cord running from his belly back into the tunnel, heading for The Commorancy and linking him to…

Letje couldn’t cope, she lowered her head to the floor, too much was happening.

Maybe this was what it felt like to suddenly be one of The Awoken?

Lifting her head hesitantly Letje saw Constantine peering back at her.

“Hello father. You do know that you’re a tortoise don’t you?”

Letje heard the words in her head, words coming from the mind of her hard-shelled companion.

What better way to stay close to my daughter than this?

Everything went dark. Letje welcomed the peace.

It felt strange talking to your father when he was a tortoise.

The End


Evacuation

(The Commorancy — Book 3)


SURPRISE


“I NEVER KNEW, honestly I didn’t. I’ve never been over this side… well, not for hundreds of years anyway. How could this happen? How could they still be here, living like this?” Marcus felt sick to his stomach.

It was a mess, a sprawling slum that couldn’t even be described as a shanty town — that would give it unwarranted glamor. The horror confronting them made no sense whatsoever. With nearly every building in the UK unoccupied there was no end to the choice those still living had in terms of accommodation. Huge swathes of the last years of construction were little but rubble, whole city centers burned to the ground, and many a fine place was gutted, but the high quality building that had continued right up until The Lethargy meant that there were millions of homes still standing and in relatively good condition.

Yet here they were, untold thousands of human beings, all cramped into a decaying maze of hovels on the side of the hill that was slowly sliding down onto the sand then relentlessly onward out into the ocean.

All properties pointed to The Commorancy.

The makeshift homes housed people in various states of Lethargy — some had been there for years.

The group walked through the degradation and deprivation. These were people once Whole, many were once Awoken — now most were either cared for by their family or still cognizant enough to stay alive, clinging to life when they sporadically came back from their all-consuming stupor so they could manically consume whatever food they could find and scrabble in the filth to source fuel to warm their cold, aching bones.

It was like walking through a third world concentration camp where the inmates had no hope of rescue.

Hundreds of sunken, dead eyes followed the group as they took switchback after random switchback that slowly allowed them to make progress down the side of the hill. The narrow streets, little more than filth covered gaps between makeshift homes, were treacherous; each foot had to be placed carefully for fear of slipping in the mud, stepping in excrement, or stumbling into a body unapologetically lying in their path blocking their way.

Some buildings were nothing more than tin sheets tied together with rope, others were tiny brick-sided buildings, the work so poor they were already collapsing before a makeshift roof could be tethered into place.

Other abodes were shacks made from all kinds of salvaged materials: wood panels, fencing, car windows or anything else that might help to keep the weather out. A few young children scattered as they passed, skeletal things with pot bellies, matted hair and minimal clothing. You could tell that some were already in the clutches of the worst way to die imaginable — Creeping Lethargy. It could take years for them to die, each day just a little bit more of them taken away into The Void, a tiny piece of humanity washed away forever, leaving them that little bit emptier inside.

Nobody could look, it became more unbearable with every carefully placed step. This was a degradation beyond the likes of which any of them had known, ever imagined could exist.

Narrow passage after narrow passage filled with the dead and the dying, with no hope of salvation.

Many once inhabited shelters were mere piles of rubble, there to be scavenged by the next poor soul.

They walked, and they walked — there was no choice in the matter. They needed to get away, to leave the nightmare behind them before the misery pulled them down into its sticky embrace and swallowed them whole into a world where you could spend lifetimes trying to make things right but never succeed.

Every time they looked up they were reminded of where they came from. All views from on the hill pointed directly out to sea, to Vectis, to The Commorancy that was so tantalizingly close yet impossible to reach. Everything clung precariously to one side, the other was nothing more than a landslide of detritus, a tipping ground for those that could be bothered to take their rubbish away from their homes. They could see it all around them, the hovels became sporadic then there was only garbage curving around the hill, and down below, as the hill met ground level. The foulness piled up, backed up in waves up the hill, before it was eventually claimed by the encroaching sea. The roads that ran along the once popular promenade were already half eaten away, even though Marcus had re-fortified the defenses long ago. Other parts of the coastline had been cut back deeply by Marcus, to strengthen them and to ensure they were not taken by the sea, but this outcrop was left mostly alone as it had been the place he stood centuries ago and dreamed of The Commorancy, a sanctuary for humanity. Now he stood halfway down the steep hill staring out toward his accomplishment only to be mocked by the depravity threatening to suck out his sanity.

It was a cruel joke, a slap in the face for what he had envisioned and what he thought he had been achieving all these years.

Why were these people here? What were they doing? Why weren’t they living in the countless towns and villages all along the coastline that would offer better comfort and security while they still had life left in them?

Marcus thought he had the answer, much as he didn’t want to think about it until he and his companions got away from the horror.

The welcome to the mainland had started so well too.

~~~

Letje found herself sat against a weathered railing at the top of a flight of stairs, worried faces peering down at her. She had Constantine resting in her lap, clutched tightly.

“Ugh, I had the funniest dream. I had this whole thing where I was talking to my dad but he was Constantine really. It was so real, like he was really inside him.” Letje shook her head, her hair tickling her eyebrows as she dispelled the dream — or tried to at least. Something wasn’t quite right here. It felt almost too real.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?” Letje peered from person to person, concern and discomfort vying for dominance on every face apart from Marcus’. He was just grinning broadly, weirdly raising one eyebrow and nodding his head at Constantine.

She looked down at her little friend. Hello Letje. Again. It wasn’t a dream, it really is me.

Letje passed out, again.

When she awoke she found herself overcome by a foul stench that was impossible to ignore. It made the air heavy, it sucked the joy out of the world, and it made a mockery of the whole notion of olfactory senses: they weren’t designed to be greeted with such an onslaught, surely?

“Ugh, I just had the strangest dream — again. I think… um, hang on a minute.” Letje battled with the foul air and peered at Constantine, she was getting a serious case of Deja Vu.

“Daddy? Daddy is that you?” She peered into the eyes of Constantine, the heavy lids making him constantly look like he was either about to go to sleep or had just this second woken up.

Yes Letje, it’s me. Please try not to faint this time my dear, otherwise this could go on for days.

“Okay Daddy. Um, do I need to talk out loud? And what is that smell?”

“We are about to go and find out Letje,” said Marcus, “and your father is right, please don’t faint again, it’s really rather dangerous you know.”

No Letje, you don’t need to talk out loud. But we do need to have a serious conversation young lady, certainly about your age — and boys.

Letje was now sure beyond doubt that this really was her father, only he could manage to say ‘boys’ like it was a swear word.

Letje smiled at Constantine. Or was it Daddy now? She couldn’t very well call her tortoise Daddy though, could she?

“Do you need some help?” asked a fretful Sy, standing close, ready to come to her assistance if she should pass out again.

“Hmm? Sorry, this is a little overwhelming, too many voices all at once. I think I must be going a little mad.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it,” said Marcus, smiling weakly. “Sort of.” Marcus sniffed the air, trying not to let the stench make him retch. “Okay, I know this is not the right time Letje, but we need to be on the move. We need to find out what is going on here, and let’s not forget the assault on The Commorancy. The Eventuals know we are on the mainland so let’s get moving, we need to get out of here and get away from the coast. In a few miles we can rest up and we can go over this.” Marcus pointed at Constantine that was now Yabis, indicating the rather odd situation the creature, and Letje, both found themselves in.

Letje stood as if in a dream, making sure she held on tightly to Constantine, her father? The group crested the side of a steep hill, ancient stone steps cut into the stubby grass still remarkably functional after so many years. As they rounded the corner, looking out to sea, and to Vectis, a wall of foulness descended. They thought it had been bad before, but with the gentle breeze coming in from the sea they were hit full force with the obscene odors from the terrible shanty town sliding inexorably into the water.

The vision of such misery was worse than the smell emanating from it.

Letje could do nothing but try to block out the madness. If she was to get through the next few minutes then she had to focus.

Stay calm Letje. Just try to forget about me until we have some quiet time and can talk properly, said Yabis.

So, you can read my thoughts too. Well, that’s just great. What if I don’t want you to? It’s lovely to hear from you Daddy, and you obviously know how much I missed you, but, well, Letje flushed just thinking about it, you know, what about boys and things? Ugh, we definitely need to talk.

We will, and I promise, I won’t interfere.

Letje could feel him smiling in The Noise.

Yeah right Daddy, I’m sure you won’t.


A DESCENT INTO MADNESS


MARCUS’ THOUGHTS WERE reeling. He kept having visions of the shanty town, unable to get it out of his mind.

They had made their way down through the growing stench, all the way to the crumbling promenade where mountains of detritus were either piling over the broken asphalt down onto the sand or were backing up the hill. They clambered over the filth, circumspectly making progress eastward, the mess slowly giving way to greenery. Once they had made their way along the coastline, then headed deeper back to where Marcus had cut away the unstable coastline so many years ago, the smell, sight and sound of the isolated town of The Lethargic slowly melted away.

They rounded a corner and it was as if it had never been. As if it was nothing but a nightmare vision of what a post-apocalyptic England could be. Now, in total contrast, they were confronted with the beginnings of a thick forest with short grass welcoming them brightly. Fields full of bright yellow flowering Canola plants climbed up gentle hills in the distance. It was easy to believe farmers were still tending their land and would be out on their tractors soon enough to harvest the seed for oil.

Marcus knew they wouldn’t of course, old hedge boundaries had simply kept a few fields true to the crops last sown by man three centuries ago.

They sat in a lush field on the edge of the forest, sucking down deep lungfuls of salt and pollen tinted clean air. Old farm equipment covered in moss and ivy made an ideal home for families of sparrows and gave the perfect place to sit and take stock of the madness.

“What on earth was that? I feel like I’ve stepped into some kind of armageddon,” said Sy, shaking his head to try to clear away the assault on his senses. He daren’t look at his shoes, it would bring back too many memories of what they either trod in or over.

“Those poor people,” said Umeko, tears streaming down her face, just as they were on Stanley’s and Kirstie’s. The others weren’t in much better condition. The air, though welcome, hung heavy, as if it too had succumbed to The Lethargy and the sheer misery of those that clung to the coast of England, drawn by a power they could never reach.

Baby Dale whimpered in his blankets so Kirstie adjusted them enough to settle the babe before a whimper turned into a shriek.

Marcus and Letje were silent, each lost in their own private worlds of confusion, despair and incomprehension.

“What have I done? It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Those people have no hope, no life, no chance of ever getting to The Commorancy. I couldn’t help them even if they made it. I can’t do anything for them, apart from end it all for them.” Marcus’ head threatened to crack open like a dropped coconut. Events had twisted out of his control too quickly. With The Commorancy safe now the other him had done what he knew he would, what the him sitting on the mainland would have done in his place, he was considering leaving too. It was understandable, so long together, so long being him, the tenuous link between them threatened to snap, and he felt it like a kick to the guts just as the other Marcus did. Even though it was him that was holding off from sharing his experience through their unstable connection, to spare such confusion, it still made him feel like he had lost a part of his own personality.

Their tie may break soon enough, but it went without saying that their combined knowledge of future events meant that the him without the responsibility of drawing Varik away would pursue what both of them had long dreamed of, but never able to seriously contemplate actually doing.

And the poor people on that foul slope of misery? It was his doing, wasn’t it? Marcus put his head in his hands and found it impossible to stop the swelling tide of human despair emanating in The Noise from washing over him — leaving him cold and dreaming of finally embracing The Void.

“Letje? Letje, are you alright? I’m sorry that you had to witness that, especially after finding out about your father. Why don’t you go and take ten minutes and have a little talk with him? I’m sorry, it can’t be longer as we need to move, and soon. Otherwise…”

Letje just stared at Marcus, her eyes glazed, the blank look on her face an indication that shock wasn’t far from taking her down into a beautiful blank peace.

“Let me try,” said Astolat, putting a hand on Letje’s shoulder. “Letje? hedgehog, sticky pink stuff. Letje, can you hear me? grr, no more doggies. whoops. Come on, let’s go sit over there.” Astolat guided Letje over to a small hummock and sat her down on the sloping grass. She made sure she was settled then left her with the tortoise and went back to the others.

It was obvious she needed to be alone with her father to even begin to try to understand her new reality.


DEAD DAD


LETJE WAS DISTRAUGHT when her father passed away. It wasn’t only the end of her childhood of innocence of a sorts, it was the end of the family line that stretched back to the beginnings of The Lethargy itself. Each male sought a wife, and that wife bore a male child, but it fell apart over time, less and less of the males staying Whole their entire life, children being born to younger and younger parents to try to keep the line going.

Letje was the anomaly, the end of the line. Her mother had given birth to a daughter, something that had not happened to her family since the first relative entered The Commorancy back at its beginnings, and Awoke with a blueprint to pass down the ability to stay Whole to each male child.

It all gradually unraveled as knowledge was lost through the generations. Eventually the power of the males waned, along with the knowledge of how to manipulate your body to keep it functioning optimally and the ability to ensure Whole children came into the world.

When Letje’s father died it meant that the long custom was finally at an end.

She felt a heavy weight of responsibility now — she may not have been a male but she was certainly as good as one, and she intended to make her own line that would stay much healthier. Hers would flourish over the centuries, rather than wane as ancient lore and knowledge became warped, lost, then sadly forgotten.

Her father had instilled in Letje a deep sense of tradition, yet he also wanted to be certain she understood that nothing was forever. Although the family had tried to keep Whole, to build a lineage that ever expanded, it hadn’t worked out like that. He told Letje of the ways things were, of the struggles through the centuries, and of the way the male line had carried on. He never made her feel bad for not being a boy, he taught her that she was special. Unique. Although he had done what he could to pass on the genetics from his side of the family to a boy, she had decided that she would be better than any male, and that was what had happened.

He told her that great things were waiting for her. Inside of her was amazing potential, all she had to do was unlock it. He told her of The Commorancy and the beginning of their family, and he told her of the importance of hanging on to being Whole, to always strive to Awaken.

As she entered her eleventh year her mother passed and her father was all that was left of their family. Then he too began to lose interest in things, to stare vacantly at Letje, often not answering when she asked him questions. Letje found herself performing more and more of the duties needed to run the house, until she did everything. She cared for her father, washed and dressed him, fed him and forced him to sip water. He just stood or sat there, unblinking, unmoving, shallow breaths all that remained of the once inspiring man that made her laugh, taught her so much, and cared so very deeply for her.

Then he died.

Yet he refused to die.

Yabis Sandoe had made plans to ensure that his daughter was never left truly alone.

~~~

It was dark, dark and strange.

Yabis Sandoe had died, and he had broken the rules that govern the Universe. He retained his sense of self even though his body lay in a heap on the patchy grass outside his kitchen door that was in serious need of repainting. He heard his daughter weeping, heard her talking to his inanimate corpse, heard her saying how much she loved him and she didn’t know what she would do now he was gone.

He felt her lift him up and watched through heavy lidded bright black eyes as she planted a tiny kiss on the top of his strange, scaly head.

Yabis was a tortoise and his daughter’s best, and only friend in the whole world.

He blacked out moments later, his new existence too alien and strange feeling for his mind to currently cope with. It would take time, there were many adjustments to be made if he was to retain a sense of self in the small body he felt he had no choice but to make his home.

~~~

After the passing of his wife, Yabis and his daughter were alone in the world. It was a melancholy period and he could sense that it was only a matter of time before he too succumbed to The Lethargy. So he made his plans.

He couldn’t bear the thought of Letje being all alone, and knew the dangers that were at work in the wider world. He felt that if she were to survive, more — to thrive, which he knew she must, then she would need some help along the way. The problem was, there was no doubt that his body would fail him soon, and once that happened Letje would still be but a young girl.

He decided that for him to be there when she needed him, which may not be for years, then he would inhabit, or hopefully cohabit, the mind of her best friend. Constantine was a great find, when he stumbled across the sleepy tortoise whilst out on his travels he had thought him a good gift for his daughter. He would teach her responsibility as well as being a lifelong companion if cared for properly.

Now the hard-shelled little creature was destined for another purpose. Yabis had inhabited the bodies of creatures before, and always respected the minds he encountered. The trick was to enter in such a way that you retained your own sense of self, no easy thing when you had to deal with a completely alien mind and the overriding urges that went with such bodies. All creatures were hard-wired for self preservation so instincts were nigh on impossible to overcome. You could fight them for a while, but they always won out eventually.

So he practiced.

Whenever he could do so safely he would tread lightly in The Noise and seek out the presence of the tortoise. It was a compact, light pin-prick of light sat there all deep purple and scallop edged, a tiny beacon in an infinite sea of creatures jumbled around the past, present and many futures. The Noise could overwhelm you in a heartbeat, so deep focus was imperative. Once he joined with Constantine he would slowly make his presence known — never a sudden appearance. He would gently fade into existence so the creature accepted him. It was hard at first, such intrusions were rarely welcomed. But over time he became a familiar presence for the creature, and with the rather sedate and laid back attitude the tortoise had, Yabis relatively quickly became a welcome friend.

The main issue was one of personality. Occupying another creature meant that your mind slowly melded into theirs, staying Whole and aware was no easy thing to achieve. But it could be done, had been done in the past, and some had even made permanent transfers over. He heard about them from his own father, and not only hoped, but prayed they were not myths but actual fact.

He practiced, and he practiced again, often getting up in the middle of the night and sneaking into his daughter’s room to pick up Constantine and take him outside to become a part of a new whole. He found that the more readily he was accepted the easier it was to retain his own identity, until one day it felt just as natural as waking in the morning, all sense of self still intact.

Then the time came for a permanent occupation.

To say he was nervous would be an understatement, but he thanked The Void that he could at least still feel such emotions. Soon there would be no such luxury. Already The Lethargy was knocking at the door of his awareness; he had begun to slide and there was no way to stop it. Days would pass in a stupor until he finally returned to consciousness in random places, his daughter looking into his eyes with concern.

It was time.

With every cell of his body he urged his mind to stay aware. He was at the end of the line now and he knew it. The Lethargy had almost totally claimed him, and although he hated his daughter caring for him he didn’t want to leave, so clung to his rapidly diminishing existence like a limpet to a crumbling rock.

Finally it was now or never.

He had found himself out in the garden by the kitchen. The sweet smell of the growing herbs wafted on the breeze, the wind tickled his stubbly beard. Letje and Constantine were a little further down the lawn — she picking flowers to brighten up the house. He was a wreck of a man and it wouldn’t be long before he lost all consciousness and it never returned.

He focused, straining to keep aware. If he blacked out now then he would be lost forever, a ghost, not alive, not dead, not even able to enter The Void. So he concentrated. He found Constantine, the tiny purple scallop in The Noise, and entered the creature’s body as he always did: carefully and with respect.

Yabis looked at his daughter from his low vantage point, sat on the path while she chose the best blooms. He munched slowly on a crisp lettuce leaf while he re-entered The Noise and overlaid it on the scene in the garden. He searched for the ethereal umbilical cord that joined his body to his tiny new home, and saw the link, noted the tenuous nature of his life-force, the darkness weaving like smoke through it — the contamination that was The Lethargy.

Yabis mentally cut the connection. He heard the dull thud of his body falling from the chair and landing on the ground. He felt himself picked up, heard Letje crying out his name, and knew that he would be able to watch over her, to reach out and contact her when the need arose.

It was far from perfect, but being a tortoise was better than being dead.

Yabis had family commitments, and he intended to be there for his daughter no matter the price he had to pay.

~~~

“It’s really you then?” said Letje, her surroundings coming back into focus. She peered into the black eyes of Constantine, her father? “You aren’t dead? You’re a tortoise? You’re Constantine?”

I am. I’m sorry, but I wanted to be here for you, to make sure you stayed safe, that you were alright. And that you had me here if you needed me. Did I do the wrong thing?

“What? Um, I don’t know. No, of course not, it’s great to talk to you, it’s just a lot to take in.”

Letje me dear, just talk via The Noise, no need to speak out loud. We can talk privately whenever you want, just us. You and Daddy.

“Okay Daddy.” Letje let herself connect with the vast Noise, felt the tiny presence of Constantine, her father, and spoke without speaking.

How long have you been him? Constantine? No, don’t answer. Since you died right, when you died you became him, entered him? Right?

Letje felt the ponderous blinking of Constantine’s thick eyelids, it was as if she was in there, inside her friend, with her father.

Yes, since I died. I couldn’t leave you alone, my beautiful girl, my poor little girl. I knew you would need me one day, and I was right.

I always needed you Daddy, I loved you and mum very much — I still do. Letje looked at her little friend again, the thick legs wriggling in the air as she held him up to her face. It’s really you? Really? I’m not going mad?

No Letje, you aren’t going mad, it’s really me, really truly me.

So what should I call you? Daddy? Or is it Constantine Alexander III still? A terrible thought came to Letje. Daddy, did you…?

No, don’t worry, Constantine is still in here safe and sound. He’s actually a very friendly tortoise, although to be honest he isn’t the best conversationalist I’ve ever met.

Oh Daddy, he is only a tortoise. So, what do I call you now?

Just call me Constantine my dear, I’ve got used to it now. I have been here for a while, and that’s what you have been calling me up until now anyway. Does that sound alright with you?

Yes Dadd— Constantine, that sounds just fine.

Good, now look Letje, I know you’re afraid, and disappointed too, but I do want you to know that I’m here if you need me, and that everything is sure to work out just fine in the end. I promise. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, or that it isn’t going to test you to the limits, but you will be alright, just be prepared for anything. And I mean anything.

Okay, but can’t you tell me mo— Letje was interrupted by George nudging her leg, startling her. She felt her heart miss a beat as she jumped and almost dropped Constantine.

“Oh, hello George. How are you?” George just stared at her whilst pointedly ignoring Constantine entirely, then turned and walked back to the others. Marcus was beckoning her over, mouthing that it was time to leave.

Well Constantine, I guess it’s time for us to go. And Daddy?

Yes my dear.

It’s lovely to speak to you again. I missed you so much. Mummy too.

I missed you too Letje, and there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t miss your mother.


MARCUS GROAN


MARCUS FELT ALONE, more alone than he had ever thought possible. He had felt isolated and desolate in the past — had screamed in The Disco Room until he was hoarse, cried in The Room For a Thousand Tears until he felt little more than a dessicated husk, and had howled like a banshee in The Room For Deciding If You Are Mad until he felt like his guts would explode from his belly and evacuate his sanity once and for all — this was different.

He genuinely was alone.

The other Marcus had left him and gone to the mainland.

He had remained — to clean up the monstrous mess caused by Varik and The Eventuals.

“I don’t know where to start.” Marcus poked a finger into his cheek as he thought for a minute. “Wow! What’s wrong with me? I must really be out of sorts.” He stared down at his assassin clothes, got out of The Assassin’s Chair, and shook his arms vigorously. The Assassin’s Room was so small he almost hit the sides. “Of course I know where to start.”

With a flicker of a smile forming, Marcus went to get changed into a more suitable outfit for the job at hand. As he crossed the rope bridge he wondered how well he was doing on the mainland; hopefully Varik would be getting his comeuppance some time soon. The link to himself was so tenuous now that he could no longer simply experience himself as if he were split in two, for better or worse his reality was firmly his own. There was no duality, and it made Marcus feel like half a person.

He didn’t like it one little bit.

What he disliked the most was that he knew that he was blocking himself on purpose in The Noise, as normally he could get the connection and update the experiences in a kind of fast forward recap of the time since the last contact. In a second he could gather himself in and know everything he had done — there were never gaps. Now the disparity had extended since he got on the train and it left him disorientated, disjointed, and very annoyed with himself.

Just what exactly was he up to?

He suspected what it was, and although he was loathe to admit it, it was exactly what he would do. But he still held a grudge, so he decided as he walked the bridge that there was no way he was going to miss out on the fun.

The break.

Time away from The Commorancy.

Freedom.

He was going too.

No, he couldn’t. He had responsibilities. Didn’t he?

~~~

You can’t tell them that though, can you?

No, I guess not.

Look, I understand. I really do.

Well, of course you do, you’re me, aren’t you?

Let’s not get into that again please. We’ll be saying how this conversation is impossible next, as how can we argue with me.

Well, now you come to mention it…

Marcus rolled his eyes, he hated these conversations in The Noise. He preferred to talk to himself in person, it made it less weird. Less like he was going mad, or mad already.

Can you come here? You know I don’t like to talk this way.

Me either, I‘ll be there soon. You do understand, right? I can’t do this, not when we know what has to happen. Tell me honestly, no don’t bother, we both know anyway, don’t we?

Marcus rolled his eyes, what was wrong with him? Why did he keep talking to himself like he was a different person?

Marcus made his way to Marcus, it was what they both wanted. What’s wrong with me? I feel like I am not quite me any more. There are secrets, things I’m not telling me. If I have them then he, me, Marcus, has them too. Am I me any more if I don’t share everything? Are we still the same?

Marcus tried not to think about it. Now here was another little bit of himself he had to block from sharing in The Noise, just in case Marcus didn’t actually have any secrets and it was just him.

He did though, and Marcus knew he would. It was him, after all.

~~~

Marcus came to with a shudder and looked around blearily.

Damn, just another dream, wasn’t it? It had to be. Marcus, the other one, wouldn’t agree to him leaving The Commorancy, not with so much to do, so much work left unfinished. Not to mention all the guests, all the cleaning up after The Contamination. Surely he would say no.

But hang on, if he, him sat here in a chair in The Orientation Room, wanted to leave and thought that maybe he would, then it stood to reason that the other him would agree to it — he would have to, they were the same. Weren’t they?

Or had they diverged too much already? Had too much happened away from their home for them to ever be the same person again? But still, if the other him were here, if they had swapped places, then he would be thinking exactly the same thing, so it stood to reason that whatever he decided, whatever he did, was what they would both agree on if the tables were turned.

That was right, wasn’t it?

Sometimes being two people got rather confusing, but still, it had been better than being alone.

All alone.

So alone.

Marcus put his head back on the desk, hoping sleep would take him once more. Anything was better than the crushing loneliness that threatened to take away the only thing he had left: his own mind.

A change of clothes had completely failed to lift his spirits, so Marcus knew that things really were very wrong indeed.


SMELLY HAIR


FASOLT SNIFFED THE air yet again, there was a pungent smell that had been tickling his cilia for days now — it was following him wherever he went. He turned in a circle, his naked body immune to the frigid morning. The first few days after his baptism and return to being a compassionate human being had seen him shivering like a wet dog and hunting in vain for something suitable to wear.

Then realization hit him like a bag of rocks to the face — he was Awoken, powerful, extremely powerful. What was a little bit of a chill to the likes of him? Taking no longer than a beat of his heart, he set his internal temperature so he always felt nice and cozy, like back when he had to have the fire roaring and layer upon layer wrapped around his scrawny body. He now felt perfectly at ease with his nakedness. He wondered what he had been thinking all those centuries, wrapped up so tight, seemingly unable to consider using his knowledge of The Noise to warm himself without the need for clothes. Just another part of the wickedness, he guessed, a way to even be cruel to himself as well as others.

Well, that was over with now, he was a new man. He felt like he had finally awoken to the world he lived in, astonished to find it such a joyous place. How could he have gone along with his son’s plans to eradicate humanity? How could he have looked forward to his own death for centuries when there was so much beauty in the world? It seemed crazy. Sheer madness.

Now he reveled in the feel of the grass beneath his feet, savored the sensation of sticky mud squishing between his toes, and laughed like a child with a new toy at the sun shining in the sky, even as the clouds mostly did a good job of hiding it away out of sight.

Some things never change, he noted. Same old dull British weather as it always was. But still, it felt good to be alive. More. It felt absolutely glorious.

Fasolt had been walking ever since he was spat out of the water onto the shore, naked and half dead, yet more alive then he had been since his first birth such a long time ago. It may have been a different person, a different world, it was certainly a very different time. Now the world was as if made for an evil fairytale. Where people had powers, where lives could apparently be lived indefinitely, and people like his son and Marcus were past being mere eccentrics — becoming tyrants of the most extreme kind history had ever seen.

And him? Fasolt? He was a tyrant too, he had no doubt about it. He had, only days ago, controlled the minds, such as they were, and bodies of ten thousand Lethargic. If that didn’t make him some kind of uber-tyrant extraordinaire then he didn’t know what did.

None of it seemed real.

He marveled at the world as it now was. It was funny, but he hadn’t really thought about all the crazy things going on, just accepted them for what they were. He had been so caught up in his own weird existence that he had failed to see just how bizarre a place it really was now.

He carried on walking as he thought, even though his body was tired. It would take some time to get used to such activity, he had been idle for centuries, spending all his time in The Noise. His legs were weak, his back hurt, and his feet and hands were as soft as a baby’s. But not to worry, they would toughen up soon enough. He knew that he was to be out in the world at large for some time to come so was in no doubt his body would adjust even without him tweaking it himself. He also knew his son would be rather elusive, and that it would take maybe months before they met again. Oh what a surprise that would be.

Fasolt was a powerful man, so kept his presence hidden from The Noise — he didn’t want his son finding out he still lived until the time was right. Otherwise it could be his life forfeit before he hopefully encourage Varik to see the error of his ways.

Fasolt stopped and sniffed yet again. What was that smell?

He continued but was pulled up short, his head yanking back, almost snapping his neck.

His hair! That was it. It had caught on a branch laying on the ground, and it was then he realized that it was him, his hair, his body that was the source of the olfactory annoyance.

He stank!

How could this be possible? How could he be smelly when he only came out of the sea days ago? He had gone decades, longer, between washing over the last few hundred years, how could a few days make you so stinky?

Sitting down on the ground and crossing his legs Fasolt pondered his new self. It was then that he understood what it was to be a real person, one that wasn’t caught up in esoteric mumbo-jumbo and purposely shutting down such insignificant things as taste and smell. This was what it was to be human. This was the whole point to it.

To smell.

To taste.

To hurt.

To feel hungry and be in love and have your heart broken and care when others died. It was a part of the package, all of it was important, all of it was worth fighting for. And you should never deny yourself the experience of it all.

So you needed to wash if you didn’t want to annoy other people, or even your own nose.

Fasolt dipped into the periphery of The Noise, just enough to search out a source of cleansing water. It wasn’t far so he sorted out his hair by hauling it in like a one-sided tug of war, and carried it to the stream bundled in his arms like the prized possession that it was. He really did need to sort out some kind of system for it though. He would have to learn some knots, or how to wrap it around his head, if he was to make any sort of progress as he roamed the British landscape looking for a completion to his salvation.

~~~

The moss was a delight.

The coolness tickled his skin even while steam rose as his body tried to maintain its ramped up temperature. But the feeling, oh the feeling of such a simple pleasure.

Fasolt had once again been walking for days so was grateful for the rest. This time he had a few belongings with him, ones he made sure to make use of daily.

Coming across a small farmhouse, or what was left of one, he dug around in an ancient oak barn and found a battered leather satchel, obviously built to last a lifetime and more. He sat in the rotten straw and buffed it with a rag — it cleaned up rather nicely.

He entered the main house, ignoring piles of bones and rotten clothes in a well worn chair — the person must have finally succumbed to The Lethargy at least a decade ago, if not longer. The bathroom gave him items he had not used for centuries: a strangely gritty but very effective soap, a toothbrush, some kind of toothpaste, and something weird smelling he assumed was a shampoo substitute. No longer mass-produced, all manner of ingenious ways were used by Whole to keep their bodies clean, and this particular home seemed to have done quite well with homemade solutions.

With his satchel full of ablution items, he hunted around in wardrobes and dressers for a while until finally deciding that he liked being naked — why wear clothes when he was nice and warm anyway? It seemed kind of silly. The kitchen offered up nothing of use apart from some small knives, but thinking better of it he went to a well stocked tool shed and came up with a folding switchblade that would be useful for hunting along with a couple of other pragmatic items.

Then he was on his way once more.

He rose from the delightful moss and jumped into the stream, washed away the dirt of the day and then brushed his teeth vigorously. What a strange sensation, and how joyous, to run his tongue around his mouth and for it to feel smooth rather than rough and full of the detritus of decades. He soaked his hair for ten minutes as the water took time to penetrate such thick coils, and then shampooed for all he was worth. Rinsed and rung out his hair felt alive, like it wanted to rise up into the sky and grow longer and longer until it reached the sun.

Returning to the moss, clean and no longer desecrating the pure ground, Fasolt sat and attempted to control his crazed locks. He finally came up with a way to spiral them around his head, tucking loose strands into the top. Those that were too thick to cope with he wrapped around his neck a few times to shorten their length.

He felt reborn once more, clean as only soap and shampoo can make you. He sniffed the air — nothing. That was a good sign, and grabbing his satchel he promised himself that he would stay clean and pure from now on. No more Mr. Stinky for him.

~~~

A mission plan, that was what he had needed. And now he had one he was surprised to see how much distance Marcus and his group had made in a matter of days. He needed to pick up his pace but his body simply wasn’t up to it yet.

He knew that if he found Marcus then sooner or later Varik would turn up too. Where there was one, eventually there would be the other.

He had to stop Varik making a bad mistake, so he pushed his body onward and ignored the bleeding feet and the aches in his body — it would all get used to the new environment soon enough, and what a marvel it was to be so free. So alive.


RELUCTANT FLIGHT


BIRD WAS NOT happy.

Bird was away from home.

Bird missed his family.

Lately he was getting rather annoyed with Master. Being kept away from his mate and newborns was really beginning to make him resentful.

Once Varik and what remained of his church had made it back to the mainland, Bird was called upon to relay the route Marcus and the group had taken, and he was getting fed up with being summoned so often. Each day Varik would request he soar high and allow him to take up residence in Bird’s head to see for himself what was happening. It was slow work and it was always an intrusion having such company.

There was a time when Bird didn’t mind the company, but as it increased in occurrence so it became less and less welcome.

Now here he was again, after Master had just vacated his head, having to make the long trip back to his nest to feed his young and soar with his mate, who he missed terribly. This was the curse of being Awoken, he knew. He understood what it was to love, he was self-aware, so an innocence had been lost, but it had been centuries since he was but a little chick, and he had almost forgotten what it was to be a free creature, unfettered by thoughts or emotions. His mate had brought the freedom of what he should have been, what she was, back into stark relief. He wondered what his life would have been like if he hadn’t been caught up in the sweeping cleansing of the planet all those years ago, when he was Awoken, rather than washed away by The Lethargy.

It didn’t matter. He was proud to be so old, so full of knowledge, but it came at a price — the loss of innocence. Yet at the same time he knew that over the years some of his small chicks would be like him. He knew a long and glorious dynasty awaited his descendants, and that he too would be part of it — living countless normal lives, staying strong and agile, enjoying The Blue for centuries to come.

Things needed to change first.

Bird couldn’t keep returning to Master, keep going off for days at a time at his beck and call. He was his own Bird, he wanted freedom.

It was more than that though. Master had changed, he could feel it every time he perched on Varik’s calloused shoulder.

Master had grown evil, crazed and bitter. He was currently far removed from the pure creature he once was. Long ago Bird had understood what Master wanted: to eradicate the remains of humanity, who seemed like they were no longer wanted by the planet. It made sense to him as it was all that he knew, having met Master the day he was Awoken.

But now?

Now he wasn’t so sure. He gained knowledge as he grew older, understood that things were maybe not as simple as Master liked to think they were. Life was complicated, and humans, some of them, maybe deserved to live. He sensed it with the female, the one that he had watched pluck the acorn from The Oak.

She was different, destined for great things. Her death far from a foregone conclusion as Master liked to think.

Bird soared high, not even needing to flap his huge wings as the thermals were strong at such altitude. He headed back to his family, his real family. He was coming to the conclusion that it no longer included Master, abuser of favors, thoughtless in regards to Bird’s ever increasing reluctance to share his mind with him.

Still, they had been together a long time, hundreds of years, so it was no easy friendship to break.

For now he would continue with his assistance, although thankfully for today his work was done. He had shown Master a glimpse of Marcus and his companions, making great speed through a generous green carpet with a smattering of trees.

They rode horses, beautiful pure white creatures that somehow seemed more than happy to allow the humans to sit on their backs.

More creatures enslaved by humans, thought Bird. Maybe Varik wasn’t so wrong about wanting to see them terminated once and for all.


TASTY SMELL


MARCUS’ VIRTUAL JACOBSON’S organ, or veromonasal organ as he liked to call it since it sounded more made up, went into overdrive. The taste of odor molecules hit the structure and told him of the danger. Once only the province of the now extinct rattlesnake and a few other creatures — long ago victim of The Lethargy, Marcus had honed his smell/taste combo so that it was heightened tenfold. His tongue darted in and out comically, not tasting, but smelling the air as his retracted tongue sent the molecules up to the bridge of his nose where the imaginary organ resided, or didn’t reside — he got confused about such details. It didn’t smell good. No, that wasn’t right, Bird smelled fine, it was what it forecast that wasn’t so welcome — discovery.

Marcus signaled for the others to take cover, but it was too late and nobody was paying attention anyway. He sent a whisper through The Noise and this time they all directed the horses into the cover of a thick forest meandering away into the distance as far as they could see. They had been trotting along in the relative open as even though it was dusk and they were tired Marcus wanted to get a little more distance between them and Varik, but it would be time to stop soon enough.

Now they had been spotted it was futile trying to hide, but even a few miles into the forest would at least give them an advantage. It would take at least a day, if not more, for Varik to catch up with them, so they could rest for a few hours, tend the horses, then get a few hours sleep.

Once in the woods dusk turned instantly to the blackest of night.

Marcus ramped up his vision, pupils as big as saucers, and slowed to a gentle walk while he waited for the others to become accustomed to the darkness. The horses seemed to know where they were going anyway, so he led the way and the others followed close behind.

The deeper they got the quieter it became, even the birds were getting ready to settle down for the night. They came to a clearing by a small stream and the horses decided this was to be camp for the night.

Who was Marcus to argue? After all, it was the horses that had been so generous in giving them a head-start on The Eventuals two weeks previously. Since then every day had been a battle for shelter, food and trying to stay hidden at the same time. Hunting had gone poorly at first until the memory of the shanty town had been forgotten. Such depravity had sunk them all into a mire of depression — especially Marcus.

But he suddenly snapped out of it, knowing that dwelling on such things was going to do nothing for their chance of survival, let alone make it a partially enjoyable journey through the ever improving British countryside.

“Thank you Ahebban, you have been most kind in giving us a ride these last few weeks. Without you I think we would have had a much harder time getting some distance between Varik and his Eventuals.” Marcus weaved his hands through the white mane of the huge colt, untangling it as best he could. He had been hanging on too tightly again he knew, and didn’t want to spoil the beauty of such a fine creature.

You are welcome Marcus, said Ahebban through The Noise. But now it is time for us to part ways I am afraid. We have things to attend to, and I know that you will be fine without us now.

Marcus responded silently in The Noise. Thank you my friend, I won’t forget this, or you. It’s good to see you doing so well, if, er, a little differently to how I remember.

Well, you always did have a knack for understatement Marcus, said Ahebban, laughing in The Noise while a loud neigh broke the silence of the settling forest.

The other horses came alongside from the rear, the group dismounting, encouraged in no small part by the horses shaking of their heads under the lightest of suggestions from their leader.

With a flick of the ear and a shake of the tail Ahebban galloped off at speed, the herd following close on his hooves.

“They didn’t even say goodbye,” said Letje sorrowfully.

“They did to me,” said Marcus. “But they aren’t really like that Letje, horses are not big on small talk or what we would think of as being polite. They did their part, bringing us this far, and for them that is enough. They don’t need good-bye’s or thank-you’s, they aren’t wired like that. Apart from Ahebban, and he said his farewell.

“Such a shame, they were beautiful,” said Umeko, staring after the ghostly shapes of the horses before they were lost forever, swallowed up by the wild countryside that was their unspoiled home.

George looked at the departing animals with sheer malice; he’d had a bad few days. Nobody seemed to care that he was a lot smaller than them and it took an awful lot of energy to keep up with their erratic speed. He hoped they didn’t return, and that the pace from now on would be somewhat more sedate. He really needed a lie down.

So that’s exactly what he did. He turned in a circle three times, found it not to his liking so moved, repeated his actions, dug at the ground to make it ‘just so’ then lay down and was snoring a few seconds later.

“Right, I think it’s time for a bite to eat and a nap, then we will be on our way again. Tomorrow is a very exciting day, it’s going to be one of those days you will never forget.”

“Why, what’s happening?” asked Sy, keen to hear of something happy.

Marcus just smiled, a glint in his eyes that could unnerve you if you thought too deeply on the powers the man had.

~~~

Letje was as sore as a bride the morning after her wedding, and just as euphoric. The warm glow enveloped her like an intense love, heat radiated from her body, her cheeks flushed a deep satisfied pink.

Riding horses was fun! But boy did it hurt by the end of the day. It certainly activated muscles that you didn’t even know you had. Each evening she, along with the others, would dismount and try to stretch out their sore limbs. The stamina needed just to ride all day was unexpected, and the soreness of her thighs and bum, not to mention her back and her arms from gripping tightly onto her rather erratic ride, meant that she was either sore, recovering from being sore, or in the throws of anticipating being sore once more.

Still, it was incredibly enjoyable and everybody’s spirits had lifted once they began to make such good progress. The height helped immensely as it opened up the beauty of the mostly unspoilt countryside; it was shown to them in ways impossible if they had been traveling by foot. It was a shame it was over, but she certainly wouldn’t miss the chafing of the thighs and the, dare she say it? The smell. Horses were really rather windy animals, and if you didn’t happen to be at the front of the herd then it got to be somewhat unpleasant after a while.

~~~

“It’s horses,” said Letje. “Real life horses. Cool. I’ve only ever seen them in books before, never an actual real one.”

“And they are here to help us pick up the pace,” explained Marcus, as they were surrounded by the largest and most beautiful animals Britain had ever seen. Centuries of unfettered wild living, with access to the increasingly abundant natural food supply of the countryside, had seen the creatures grow stronger and larger than ever before.

Hello my friend, how are you?

Marcus replied via The Noise. Honestly? I have been better, but that isn’t to say it’s not invigorating to be out having an adventure. And you? You look well.

For a horse you mean?

Well, yes, there is that. I didn’t like to ask really, didn’t want to be rude.

It’s rather a long story if truth be told, and I’m not sure you want to hear it, you may be a little disappointed in what I’ve done. I felt like a bit of a fool at first, but now I’m amazed I never did it sooner. I think I’m the first actually. To die and stay alive in a different form. Ahebban was proud of his achievement and had been quite excited when he picked up Marcus in the vicinity, arranging to meet and help him via a conversation in The Noise.

Ah, the things I could tell you. If you ever meet a crayfish just be sure to be polite. Oh, and, of course, there is our little friend over there. Marcus pointed at the battered leather duffel bag.

You mean the girl? Special that one, no doubt.

She is, but that’s not what I meant. “Letje, can you come here please?”

“Me,” said Letje, rather unnerved, pointing at herself like there were any other Letjes in the vicinity.

“Um, yes. You.”

Letje sidled over and Marcus asked inquiringly, “If I may?” gesturing at the holdall.

“Sure, okay.”

Marcus pulled out Constantine/Yabis.

Hello Mr. Horse, said Yabis.

Damn, so I’m not the only one. Hello Mr. Tortoise. Bet I did it before you though, right?

Marcus interrupted what he knew could carry on for some time; what he knew was a rather strange looking sight to the rest of the group. Can we do this later? Let’s get safe and we can all get to know each other a little better.

“Hey, I heard that. You were talking in The Noise, right? You were a person?” asked Letje, pointing at the horse accusingly.

Neigh.

“You were,” said an indignant Letje.

That was just a horse noise, Letje is it? But yes, I was a person.

Seems like it’s catching Daddy.

Bet I did it first though.

Marcus was getting exasperated. “Can we please do this later. People are trying to kill us you know.”

Fine, said Ahebban. No need to get huffy. I am here to help.

~~~

Later that evening, in the relative safety of a surprisingly ample country home, a wreck, but still standing tall and proud, a strange group of companions sat, stood, lay and paced in a large ex-ballroom. To say it was a mixed grouping would be an understatement, mused Marcus, sitting himself on a blanket, trying his best to keep centuries old dust out of his nose but much more importantly — off his clothes.

Ahebban stood in the middle of the assembly of horses, humans, tortoise, and goat, finding the grouping just as bizarre as Marcus, not to mention the rest who had less experience of such outlandish situations.

Everyone could hear Ahebban’s story as he related it via The Noise — there was no need to speak out loud.

The story went that he had left The Commorancy Awoken and eager to get out into the world after a relatively short, by Commorancy standards, stay of a mere 37 and one half years. That was a total of 49 years ago now since he left. Since then he had decided to get back to basics and had ridden around the country on a bicycle, something Stanley approved of and asked for details about. Routes were discussed briefly until everyone got bored, so Ahebban got back to his story.

He had been enjoying his time so much that one day while out riding he grew distracted by the sight of a group of horses in a field just off the animal track he was using as his cycle-route to weave through the trees. He took to the rougher ground and dropped the gears down low so he could make it through to get a closer look. He was so intent on looking at the proud animals that he didn’t notice a huge badger hole just down the bank he was trying to do his best to navigate. The front wheel went smack into the hole, luckily no badgers lived there any more, and with a jarring of the bicycle he went flying over the handlebars and straight into the unwelcome embrace of a rather unfortunately placed stump of a tree that had been hit by lighting at some point, and was now all just sharp splinters and not a lot else.

As he lay there, impaled through the thigh, femoral artery sliced and irreparable even with his Awoken knowledge, he felt like a fool having to meet his end so soon and in such a banal manner after all he had gone through. The fact he had the power to live a life of countless centuries really rubbed salt into the wound

As he stared at his leg pumping blood and smiling at the irony of it all, he noticed the horses were gathered around, staring with interest at him. There was no fear, they had so little to do with humans that there was no longer any knowledge of what to them was a very nonthreatening creature. He noted that one of the horses stayed back, lying on the ground, making a pitiful noise. Through The Noise, and while he still could, he asked politely of the nearest horse to take him to her, to see if he could help. The horse bent its front legs down and with blood leaking his life out into the leafy ground he hopped until he could grab the mane, desecrating it with his dark blood. He got onto its back with a comical lack of grace and was escorted to the crying mare.

She was giving birth, but he was too late. The newborn foal had been too long in the birth canal and starved of oxygen it was a stillbirth. He saw a chance to do one last good deed and entered the body of the creature, hoping it wasn’t too late. Once inside he quickly sourced the way to pump a massive supply of adrenaline to the heart, restarting it. Oxygen poured back into the lungs, and more importantly the brain. The young foal’s chest heaved, the body shook, and was animated once more. But it was no use, the young foal’s spirit had already gone, and for good — it was impossible to bring a life back from The Void. Ahebban sadly went to return to his last moments on earth as his body slipped away.

And irony of ironies, he too was dead. His body at least. His essence of a person however, much to his surprise, was still firmly rooted to The Now, and he was stuck inside the body of the newborn foal, not even sure how to go about standing on four legs.

Let’s just say it took some time to get to grips with being a horse. Walking on four legs is not as easy as it looks.

You should try having a shell and a retractable neck, said Yabis. Now that is something that takes considerable practice.


FAMILY TIME


“ARE YOU ABSOLUTELY sure you don’t mind? I feel as if I’m letting you all down terribly.” Umeko tugged nervously at her bottom lip, hating that she was being so selfish, yet knowing how important it was she stay.

“Of course we don’t mind. I think I speak for us all when I say that the most important thing of all is children. And now you have that chance.” Marcus put his arm around Umeko, reassuring her.

“My father always said that finding a husband and starting a family was the most important thing for all of us Umeko. We need to have more people if we are to have any hope of humanity surviving. And now you have your chance.” Letje peered into Constantine’s holdall, still finding it hard to talk about her father now that he was actually here, albeit in a strange form.

They were stood out the front of the ranch style house, the large balcony a rare luxury for homes in England. Ryce was inside, staying out of the way so that they could say their goodbyes in peace.

The moment Umeko had set eyes on the man, she knew. Knew that he was the one for her, the other half of her she had been waiting for her whole life. More than that, he was to be the father of her children — their children. Fully Awoken inside the Commorancy, Umeko had focused on one main goal: to become fertile and have the chance of a family.

Middle age in the old conventional sense meant she would be close to never being able to bear children, but it meant little when you were Awoken. She was now hundreds of years old and before she was accepted as a guest by Marcus she had dreamed of being able to get pregnant. Now it could happen. She had dedicated herself to altering her body chemistry to allow for children, in the process she became even more beautiful. She shone with inner vitality that overflowed and affected all those around her.

As soon as they encountered Ryce it was as if she truly blossomed as her name signified: plum blossom child. Her skin virtually radiated happiness. Her deep plum complexion took on a shine that was almost blinding, as if she were a piece of fruit too tempting to ignore. She felt her body stir at the sight of the rather scruffy bearded man, Umeko actually felt her hormones go into overdrive.

Ryce didn’t stand a chance. He was captivated from the second he laid eyes on her. Pheromones captured him and Umeko’s radiance shone directly at his heart. The encounter was, as far as Marcus could recall, one of the most bizarre and uplifting meetings he had ever heard of, let alone witnessed

They had been traveling for a number of weeks, hiding out, moving surreptitiously, making their way slowly yet surely to a place Marcus was keeping very tight-lipped about. Varik was always just a few steps behind them, his bird a real problem when it came to hiding. Yet for some reason it hadn’t been seen for a few days and Marcus knew through The Noise that it was safe for them to travel in daylight for a change. So they walked down the center of a once large road, now green and verdant with grasses and wild plants of all description. Butterflies startled from their nectar feeding as they brushed past the high plants, glinting in the sunlight as they fluttered off to continue their dreams of life somewhere else. The seed heads of hundreds of dandelions floated gently on the breeze, making the air a haze of white. It was a sticky day and all around was the background buzz of insects busy making the most of the remaining warmth of summer.

Ancient rusted cars now covered in plant-life and home to hedgehogs, birds, insects and even the occasional fox made lumps in the road like natural hillocks, strange outcroppings on the otherwise perfectly flat surface.

The group were spread out in single file, taking up the width of the road, enjoying their own individual peace. Lost in personal daydreams they walked steadily yet without rushing, enjoying the heat, the intoxicating smells of countless blooms, the ripe summer gathering them up and wrapping them in its natural beauty.

Umeko felt as though she was living a dream — a lightness filled her head as the heat shimmered in the distance, the haze of bright flowers making a mirage so beautiful it was as if the old paintings by Monet she had seen in books had come to life just for her. She plucked a beautiful shocking blue flower from a tall stem and twirled it absently in her hand, then tucked it behind a perfectly formed ear.

The road cut deep into the undulating hills that flanked it. High banks, the excavations from the road’s construction, stood tall on either side, now covered in thick forests of oak and numerous other native trees. Hundreds of birds chirped their contentment at the return of the forests to the once overly farmed and almost sterile landscape; they bred and proliferated like they hadn’t done in thousands of years.

As she walked without conscious thought, Umeko saw rabbits lopping around on the banks close to the road where the grass grew short enough for them to tunnel their burrows. Young bunnies gambled energetically, rolling and playing with their brothers and sisters.

Then Umeko had a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach and stopped dead in her tracks. The world went silent and there was but one thing in her vision. A man.

He stood but a handful of paces away from her, and she knew there and then that this was to be the father of her children. She knew with an ache in her heart and a longing in her belly that she had found her source of happiness at last. She had found the other half of herself, the missing piece of what it was to be human, and why humanity simply had to make it through the terrible place it currently resided in. Umeko found love.

The others in the group stood and kept silent as the man approached. Through The Noise it was obvious there was no danger from the stranger, and each one of them knew that they were witnessing something special.

The man approached. He was six feet tall and rather scruffy looking. His face had a thick beard but was obviously trimmed quite recently. A mess of short black hair sat on his head like a bird’s nest needing a spring clean and he was beginning to gray at the temples. A thin face showed a Roman nose with thick full lips, and although his build was slight he was wiry and strong looking like only those that travel a lot by foot and survive off the land can be.

He wore faded denim trousers and functional walking boots with a black shirt open at the neck. He hefted a substantial rucksack on his back, with a sleeping bag and pots and pans that swayed slightly as he walked with what Umeko thought of as a gentle confidence.

The overriding feature was his eyes — so pale as to be almost colorless. They sparkled with joy, like diamonds in a crystal clear pool, as he stared at Umeko with wonder. He stopped for a second to shed his rucksack, then continued to move toward Umeko at a leisurely pace. It was as if he wanted to etch into his memory forever the first time he laid his eyes upon her. He took in the radiant plum skin, the high cheekbones and pouting red lips, the glorious hair on her head, the slender fingers and slight but full figure. It was obvious he wanted to commit every detail of her to memory before he said a word, just in case it broke the spell.

He noted the flower behind her ear and smiled, and once again was drawn to her radiant face. He obviously had a realization just before he reached her, and as he took the last few steps he withdrew something from a pocket in his shirt.

They stood face to face, hearts hammering in their chests, eyes taking in the soul of the other, and the man held out a tiny but perfect wild plum in his open palm. It was the exact same color as Umeko and she put out her hand to take the gift.

“For you, Wife,” said the man, smiling so broadly he was at risk of losing it off the side of his face.

“Thank you, Husband.” Umeko took the plum and bit into the sweet soft flesh, then offered it back to the man. He took a bite and licked his lips as juice trickled down his chin.

Umeko reached for him and held him tight, kissing him on his plum flavored lips.

They held hands after their kiss, and the introductions to the rest of the group were made.

Tears dropped gently to the reclaimed road from the eyes of all as happiness sang on the breeze and whispered in the trees — there was hope after all, you just had to find it.

~~~

Marcus married them the next day. He knew that they would live an exceptionally long and happy life full of children, grandchildren and generations of a healthy line that would not only be Whole but would Awaken — just as Umeko would teach her husband how to Awaken over the next few years. He said little about this, simply reveling in the moment, letting them enjoy the promise of a happy future together.

Kirstie caught his attention that evening as everybody enjoyed the happy day.

“I’m staying too,” said Kirstie. “I talked with Umeko and Ryce and they say it’s fine. I hope you don’t feel like I’m deserting you, but with the baby it just feels like too much of a risk. I’m sorry.” Kirstie began to cry, her decision one of concern for her child more than for her own safety, yet she still felt bad about leaving, especially now that Umeko was not going to continue either.

“It’s fine Kirstie,” said Marcus. “I knew it was coming. You can hardly be expected to traipse around the country when you have the little man to look after. I wouldn’t expect it of you. And anyway, this is how it’s meant to be. Soon Umeko will be with child and Dale will have a little playmate, maybe even more once her girl grows up. So, don’t feel bad, some things just work out how they should.”

Kirstie stared hard at Marcus, trying to read what went on behind eyes that knew so much yet gave nothing away. “You knew, didn’t you?”

Marcus held out his hands. “Knew what?”

“That this would happen — all of it.”

“Haha, you think too highly of me. But there were hints, suggestions of what your future would hold. That you were destined for friendship, company, and to help rebuild things. You belong here Kirstie. It’s going to be a great future, just be sure to look out for one another. And strangers.”

“We will Marcus, we will.” Kirstie hugged Marcus tight, then stepped back and looked at him. “Look after yourself Marcus, and look after the others, especially Letje. She’s so young still, so very young.”

“Don’t worry, I will. Now, come on, let’s go enjoy the rest of the day. We will be leaving in the morning so let’s make the most of it. I quite fancy a drink actually, I wonder if Ryce is a bit of a homebrew expert, he seems to be good at most things.”


MIKE TAKES A TRIP


MIKE HAD SLEPT late. Again. It was getting to be a regular thing, and Kirstie could really do with some assistance. Early pregnancy was making her feel less than her usual energetic self, and Mike would have been a lot of help if he could rouse himself earlier, rather than later. He had always been a heavy sleeper, but this was getting ridiculous.

Kirstie went into their simple but comfortable bedroom, more a living, breathing Room than a conventional space. The wooden walls were alive, the lifeblood of a ficus that sat squat above the compact space. Kirstie stomped over to the bed, trying to wake him before she arrived. Nothing.

She pulled the sheet back from Mike’s face and put out a hand to shake him by the shoulder. Then she stopped. A clammy sweat sprung like a million geysers in miniature all over her body and she felt as if she was going to either faint or throw up — maybe both.

Kirstie slumped onto the bed, Mike still not waking from his deep slumber.

How could she not have seen it? Her, with all her newfound insights into things natural after so many years being Awoken, and she couldn’t see what was staring her right in the face.

Mike had The Lethargy.

The father of her unborn child was never going to see him grow up and become a man. Kirstie had spent so much time obsessing about her boy that she had failed to look at Mike in the proper way; she failed to see what was now obvious. Mike would never grow old with his family, this was why he slept.

The Lethargy had him in its slippery clutches and his life was already being sucked out from him to be sent back to The Void a wisp at a time. Kirstie tried to stop the hammering of her heart — it couldn’t be good for the baby, surely? She did her deep breathing until gradually the sickness and the sweats began to fade, in their wake a hollowness came to fill their place. A vision of things to come, the emptiness that would be there when Mike finally passed into irreversible Lethargy.

Kirstie didn’t know how long she had been sat there, but finally Mike roused himself. He sat up in bed and smiled at her, eyes groggy from sleep, hair wild as it always was in the morning.

“Hello my wife, and hello little apple. He is that big now right? The size of an apple?”

“Hello sleepy — my husband. And no, not yet. He’s still about the size of your thumb. Tiny.”

Mike held up his thumb and stared at it suspiciously. “Are you sure? That’s awful small. I hope he’s going to come out on time. Hey, what time is it? Feels late.”

“It is late, so c’mon mister, time to get up and at ‘em. Things to do, places to go and all that.”

Mike pulled back the covers and smiled at Kirstie. “What, right now? What’s the rush?”

Kirstie smiled at her husband.

~~~

Mike never got to see his son, he died before he was born.

It broke Kirstie’s heart.

The birth was straightforward and although she didn’t know it Marcus was on hand with every piece of equipment possible, just in case it was needed. As it was, Kirstie was alone when Dale came into the world, both coping just fine without any form of outside help. A concerned Marcus watched via monitors, getting hardly any sleep for weeks before the birth. He was probably more nervous about the whole thing than Kirstie herself.

She was confident that what her body was telling her was correct: that she was fine, the birth would go well, and her baby would be born Whole. She desperately wished Mike could have been there to see his son come into the world.

Since the day she first realized that Mike had The Lethargy, that after hundreds of years of a Whole life he had finally succumbed to the dreaded curse, she had vowed to make the most of their time together. Later that day, summoning up more courage than she thought she had, Kirstie sat him down and told him.

“I know, I didn’t want to worry you, that’s all.”

“Worry me, what about you? How long have you known?”

“A week or so I guess, maybe two. I just wanted to be sure you and the little one were fine, no point worrying you unduly is there?”

“Mike, we’re a team. We promised to be honest with each other, to tell each other everything. How could you keep this from me?”

“I know we promised, but, well, I guess I just didn’t want to admit it really. I thought I could ignore it, maybe try to find a way back. After all these years, so many normal lifetimes, I thought maybe I could fight it and try to deal with it. Well, that didn’t work. Ha, I should have known. Why would I be able to beat The Lethargy when it has killed billions? Still, gotta try, right?”

“Oh Mike, you silly thing, you should have said something. What are we going to do? You can’t have it, you just can’t. It’s not fair.” Kirstie was trying to be strong, but it all fell apart in an instant. It just got worse.

Then worse still.

Mike never asked Kirstie to kill him, as her father had done. He wouldn’t put that type of pressure on her, he loved her too much, knew what it would do to her. As the days passed into weeks, then the weeks bled into months, and his mind and body let him down more and more often, Mike came to understand the true nature of The Lethargy.

He was in a rather unique situation. Having all Marcus had learned at his disposal, the specialist nature of the Room, and the daily practices he had done for centuries, meant that he was alone in becoming Lethargic after such a life. Nobody else had survived so long, learned so much, and succumbed. Sad as it was that even those inside The Commorancy could become afflicted, Mike understood that his situation was special, and delved as deep as he could into the root of the stealing of his identity and his very being, and did what he could to understand it, to pass on vital knowledge.

It didn’t matter, he still died.

He never did get to see his son.


THAT WAS QUICK


ASTOLAT LAY IN the grass, her final resting place. As her body turned cold and wild dogs circled ever closer to their free lunch Astolat was already far away.

She was with her new family now, not that she knew it. The timeless Void had claimed her once more, taken her back into its cold empty embrace, eliminating the pain, the suffering, the blip of a life she had thought so important. Now it was as if it had never been — she was once again reborn.

Not for the first or the last time, just another temporary stay in a body of one kind or another, of which there had been countless.

There would be countless more.

In The Void she was readied for physical life once more. If there had been such a thing as time then she would have been queued for almost fifty thousand years, but as there was no such thing it was a stay neither long or short. She had no body to experience it with, all there was was nothing.

Reborn, she was sucked away from the emptiness and entered a body new to a world that was galaxies away from the life her essence had once inhabited. From the point of view of Astolat’s stay on planet earth it was a million years in the past — irrelevant and meaningless to the newborn. There was nothing to remember, nothing to forget, no past, present or future, just states of being that played back and forth across the Universe in a never ending dance that spread out in all directions — infinite in all things, merely there.

The creature she was born into was hurtling through space in a vast construction that itself was once many other creatures, and would be countless more. A sentient being in its own right, it was older than many races, had seen more than most other creatures in the Universe, and was vastly intelligent. Inside it the lives of its passengers played out as they traveled on their never ending journey around the ever expanding Universe, mapping, discovering, wondering at the beauty that they encountered, at the ends of civilizations and births of new ones.

The woman known as Astolat was no more, but something else was there in its stead. Astolat had not even been born for countless millennia, yet inside this new birth was a spark of memory of what it would be, what it had been, and what it was most of all: part of The Void. Each life was as nothing, lived then returned to where it came, traveling as if as dust, vibrating around the Universe and time as the games unfolded, as they had countless times before and would until the end of everything, then doing it all over again as new universes came into being with a snap of cosmic fingers.

The mother cradled the newborn, staring with almond shaped eyes, watching its pasts and futures through The Noise, marveling at the variety of life in the place it called home: the vast, empty Universe its race played in for generation after countless generation.

It smiled at the things her child had been, what it would be, and made a slight adjustment to her own body chemistry, releasing the milk it would now give to the ravenous new life, allowing it to become instantly self-aware, knowing all she did, seeing what it had done, what it would do, allowing it the privilege of making its first decision, the one that all newborns of such a high caste were allowed to make.

Where to next.

~~~

“How can she be dead? I can’t believe it, she was just talking to me a few minutes ago, then she went off to… you know, have a pee.” Letje found it hard to come to terms with the fact she had just been talking to Astolat, trying not to giggle when she burst out with silly words about donkey bums and floppy rabbit ears.

“I think that answers your question Letje.” Marcus pointed at a young man in his early twenties, tattooed red from head to toe, a short bolt through his forehead. Astolat was a good aim and had hit her mark, but not before her own life was ebbing away. The slice right through her leg the death blow she had never seen coming. “This is why we need to stick together. No going off on your own.”

“Not even for a pee?” asked Letje.

Marcus raised an eyebrow, nodding his head at Astolat.

“Okay, yeah, point made.”

Marcus bent and gently closed Astolat’s eyes, then stood and turned to the ever shrinking group. “I’m sorry but we really do need to stay alert. I can’t see everything that could happen. Although our deceased red friend over there is, well, was a fool, he was still adept enough to keep himself hidden from me, from all of us. Nobody picked him up through The Noise, so we need to stay close to each other, always have at least one other person with you at all times. Now we need to go, we may not have been able to sense the killer of our friend, but you can bet The Eventuals know he is gone. They will be here to find out why soon enough.”

On it went, day after day. No peace, hardly a chance to rest. Locations were chosen more carefully, nowhere too overgrown or with too many opportunities for The Eventuals to ambush them. But it grew harder and harder to stay motivated, to stay alert, and, finally, to even care what happened any more. The days were spent holed up wherever Marcus felt was safe, the darker hours spent trudging across the countryside, skirting towns and villages, and following roads not used by vehicles in centuries. Often they followed animal tracks used daily and now clearer of nature’s ceaseless forward march than the once pristine roads man had been so proud of.


FISHING


“WELL,” BEAMED MARCUS, “I think we all know what this means, don’t we?”

“You don’t mind?” asked Stanley, concern on his face, battling with the smile that he knew would surface at any moment.

“Of course not, it’s like it was all made just for you Stanley, it’s your idea of heaven, right?”

“Absolutely. Look at it, it is heaven on earth.”

“Just like your first perfect day all those years ago, isn’t it? When you skipped work and went fishing, were alone and happy. Eating fish and swigging booze straight from the bottle.”

“Hey! How do you know about that? I never told you did I?”

“Well, not exactly, but you thought it lots, and sometimes I can’t help but pick up on such things. You know that by now Stanley, you have the same thing going on inside of you too, right?”

“Well, yes, but I don’t ever peek, it’s rude,” said Stanley, the closest to affronted he could get in such a beautiful place. Already he was itching to pull out the rod he had found on their travels and used to feed them countless times already.

“It is rude, very rude. And I apologize, I am just a busybody at heart, I know.”

Stanley could feel the pull of the place, it was sucking him in and he knew there was little he could do to resist its draw. This was why he was here, what it had all been for. This was his destiny. It had been a few months now since they had left The Commorancy, and their numbers had dwindled down to just the four of them. Stanley didn’t mind, he enjoyed the closeness that only a small group of people with a common goal — in this case survival — can have. At the same time he understood that something wasn’t quite right, that there was something missing. This was it. This small patch of England, this feeling, this vibration.

“What’s that, um… thing? I don’t know what to call it. A feeling? No, just something about this place.” Letje couldn’t express what it was, Stanley and Marcus just smiled at her. Sy furrowed his brow, trying to figure it out too.

“It’s Stanley’s home, that’s it, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“It is,” confirmed Marcus. “This is what Stanley was born for, to be right here, at this time, with us. All those years, the things he has learned, the life he has led, The Contamination, us leaving, being chased, the sorrows, the good bits, all of it, it’s the line of history that had to happen to bring us here, to now.”

“Somebody care to explain to the youngster what’s going on then. I feel like the odd one out here.” Letje was out of her depth — again. She wished for the million and first time that she had got a Room.

Stanley tried his best. “This is my place, where I am supposed to be. I don’t know how else to explain it really. It just feels right. More than right. It feels like I am only a part of it all here. I can feel it calling me, vibrating, waiting for me to arrive and complete the circle, fill in the gap, bring what was missing. Something like that anyway, it’s hard to put it into words. It’s too complicated but too simple at the same time.” Stanley didn’t know quite how to articulate such a simple thing as belonging to a place, all he knew was that this was where he was meant to be. Where he had to be.

“So it’s like you are just a piece of the actual whole? Like the place will be Awoken now that you are here?” Letje thought she was beginning to understand.

He’s met his fate Letje, he belongs to this landscape, to this environment. Everyone has a similar destiny inside of them, it just takes a long time to find it. Most never do. I think it is why The Lethargy actually came into existence. Nobody was where they were supposed to be, everyone lived in the wrong place, some even at the wrong time.

Thanks Daddy, I think I’m getting it now. I wonder if you’re right — about The Lethargy?

When have I ever been wrong? said Yabis, somehow managing to smile during their conversation via The Noise. Letje still couldn’t really figure out how he managed it and doubted she ever would.

~~~

They wandered over to the house, a sprawling baroque frontage to a respectably sized country house. They crunched over an ocean of gravel in need of serious weeding, which led down to what would have once been an immaculate lawn, and would be again in a few years time with careful tending from Stanley.

Stanley was lost in a dream-haze of euphoria. He had finally found his home, his true home. But it wasn’t the house that was at the heart of the place, it was the natural surroundings that were what drew him, what called him and wanted him as a part of them. It was nature at its finest. Once tamed, it had grown wild, gradually returning to settle between outright overgrown wildness and the remains of a once daily tended garden. Now the balance was in tune. Dominant plants and trees, beautiful shrubs and wild flowers, had fallen into harmonious collusion to make for a truly stunning environment that Marcus had come so close to achieving within The Garden Room — almost. This was different, the whole area vibrated with perfection waiting to be completed, and Stanley was what was missing.

“This is what it is all about,” mused Marcus as they wandered around the outside of the building, huge geraniums shouting out loud greetings with their bright red flowers, now gone rogue and growing vigorously all around the building perimeter. “This is the truth. This is man and nature in harmony, one complementing the other. A house for people to live in, a nice house that respects its surroundings, and the plants and the birds and the animals and insects all having a home too. This is what it should have been like, how people should have built, but there were too many, not enough space for them all, and look what happened. But this?” Marcus spun and held his arms out high. “This is true perfection. A place that is calling you Stanley. You will make this even more beautiful, and it is your home. Where you are supposed to be. Stunning.”

“We all know what the best part is though, right?” said Stanley, looking down the gentle slope to the half hidden lake, a truly natural lake with impossibly perfect rocks erupting from the grassy banks, some huge, moss covered and standing like silent sentries, others small, impossibly delicate.

“The lake?” ventured Letje, knowing just how much Stanley loved his fishing, or just sitting by the water’s edge, doing nothing but enjoying the peace when he could. It made her long for her own house; she hadn’t realized quite how much she had missed the home of her family for generations, and her very own lake too.

“The lake.” Stanley nodded his head and was already walking down toward the clear water.

“Don’t you want to look inside the house Stanley?” asked Sy.

“Not at the moment. I know it will probably be a nightmare, there is so much work to do in there I would rather not let it depress me just yet. Not that I mind, it will be great to restore it to something magnificent, and I have plenty of time to do it. So I think I will have a look at the lake first. You all coming?”

They made their way down to the water’s edge, an impossibly flat rock that curved gently into the water making for a perfect fishing spot. Stanley stared into the water, seeing through The Noise the teeming life under the surface. There were fish in abundance. Trout and other species had thrived for centuries here, undisturbed by anything more threatening than a heavy downpour.

Stanley was convinced that he could see the world vibrate. It was as if a perfect balance was now to be found in this small part of the United Kingdom, as if it was finally made pure. The air rippled as if in a heat haze, impossible as the fast-encroaching autumn was chilling the air. He could feel the rock vibrate beneath his feet, humming its gratitude for finally being complete. He could swear that even the fish were pleased to see him, understanding the natural order of things and knowing that he would be a gentle caretaker for their needs, only taking out of the water what he needed, nothing more. Never greedy.

Stanley smiled, he had found his home at last.

~~~

The house was a mess, a true decorator’s worst nightmare.

Stanley just smiled. He wasn’t in any hurry, and besides, he knew he would have company soon enough. Not today, not tomorrow, but over the coming years he simply understood that the house, or rather, the whole estate, called… what should he call it? Such a place surely needed a name.

“Good Vibrations. What do you think of that for a name for the estate? I think it fits. And it’s a blast from the past too, for those of us that remember. Right Marcus?”

“Very fitting. There certainly are good vibrations here, now that it has you Stanley.”

“I like it too, but what’s it got to do with the past?” asked Letje, determined this time not to miss out on something everyone else seemed to know.

“Don’t look at me, I haven’t got a clue,” said Sy, wilting under Letje’s scrutiny.

“It’s a song from back before The Lethargy, by a group called the Beach Boys.” Marcus started to sing, everyone laughing at just how bad a voice he had.

“Wow Marcus, I assumed you would be good at everything,” said a shocked Stanley.

“Haha. Nobody’s perfect, I always did want to be able to sing though.”

The house was in a very sorry state. After hundreds of years of neglect it was amazing it was still standing, but quality shone through and although many windows were broken, paint was peeling from the walls and furniture was covered in mold and the countless deceased bodies of generations of insects, the actual structure was surprisingly sound. Deep coving still joined wall to ceiling, elaborate cornices were everywhere, and thick skirting board still highlighted the thick oak boards of the floors.

As they roamed the house Stanley felt more and more at home. It was as if the building had been waiting for him, waiting to be restored to its former glory. To one day be a home for a man that had spent centuries alone, happy in his Room with only himself and his newly Awoken insight into the world as company.

Stanley left the others in one of the huge downstairs rooms and roamed around the extensive building. It was very large, some would say too large for a comfortable home, but Stanley was now used to The Commorancy, where space seemed to be infinite. He walked the corridors of his new house, staring at pictures of past owners, long dead, paint peeling under cracked varnish. He walked on red carpets, frayed and threadbare even as the last owners succumbed to The Lethargy. Now they were little more than dust.

But the place had promise, he knew he would restore it. More, he knew there would be others. Others would find this place now that he had. Now the owner was back people would be drawn to it like moths to a rare electric light bulb. He would make the place burn with those bulbs again. He would set up wind generators, maybe even a hydro-electric system — there must be plans somewhere — and he would let the newly decorated rooms burn brightly with electricity and roaring fires warming the house, welcoming guests.

Stanley went down the stairs to join the others, running his hand down the glass-smooth banister as he did so, smiling as he reached the bottom step where he placed his hand on top of the newel post. It was topped with a huge acorn, rubbed back to pale bare wood on the top from thousands of hands over the years that couldn’t help but give it a rub for luck.

An acorn, now that’s fate I believe. It’s what set all this in motion after all, a simple acorn plucked from a tree.


STANLEY'S ROOM


STANLEY HAD THOUGHT he knew himself quite well when he entered The Commorancy. After all, there had been plenty of time to familiarize himself with his own sense of self — now it was obvious he was sorely lacking in his knowledge.

He had believed that the time he had spent with only his thoughts for company, after The Lethargy eliminated everything that had made up his life thus far, had given him the freedom to really understand what it was he actually wanted out of life — the truth was that he didn’t have a clue. He thought he knew, but the Room given to him by Marcus made it abundantly clear that Marcus, from questionnaires, strange and complex seemingly random things he had been made to do, and countless details amassed via extensive research, knew Stanley an awful lot better than he knew himself.

How else could he explain the contents of the Room he had been given, and the level of knowledge he had gained whilst idling away the centuries? It was as if Marcus had somehow peered into the very essence of what made him a man and constructed his Room to draw out his true nature slowly but as surely as the eroding of the British coastline. It was scary if you thought about it, so Stanley decided that he would not think about it at all.

When Stanley first entered his Room he assumed it must be some kind of joke, or at the least that he had been mixed up with somebody of a very different personality to his own, or more likely it was for an alien species or something, it jarred that much with what he was expecting. To say it was a Room wasn’t even correct, as Stanley found out over the years. His ‘Room’ actually consisted of multiple spaces over more levels than he cared to think about. He never did get to see it from the outside, or if he did then he didn’t recognize it, but it must have been an at least moderately large skyscraper with numerous Rooms on each level, and what he could only assume was some kind of complex rotational system where he found himself going through the same door but it leading to a space he had never encountered before. It was dizzying, confusing, annoying, exciting and downright mind-boggling, in no particular order.

Yet he loved it all looking back on it. It had made him the man that he was today, and he intended to take every advantage of what he had learned, to enjoy the rest of what appeared to be the chance of a very long life indeed.

The first thing that Stanley had encountered, when the door was closed behind him and Marcus wished him good luck, was a series of moving platforms beneath his feet. The minute he stepped into the Room, as the door slammed shut, the floor had begun to move. One minute he was at the door, the next he was on the other side of the Room, pieces of the floor moving in random directions, as well as up and down, on thick hydraulic legs. Peering down between the gaps he saw nothing but darkness, cold air blowing upward hinting at dangers unseen.

What the hell? I’m too old for this. Stanley thought he may as well have been told to…

“Stanley. Stanley!”

“Eh? What? Sorry, I was miles away. Thinking about some things.”

“Oh, didn’t mean to interrupt. You go back to your thinking, it wasn’t anything important.”

Stanley looked at Marcus. “You sure?”

“Absolutely, I can see that you have a bit of catching up to do still. It was a pretty mad time for you in there wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Stanley cautiously. “Not prying into my thoughts are you Marcus?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it Stanley. Carry on, as you were. Are you alright there though, on the stairs?”

“Eh?” Stanley noted with interest that he was sat on the bottom step of the stairs. Well, if he had to think then he had to think. He had learned over the years that keeping his head straight meant giving in to such things when they came to the surface.

Now, where was I?

He thought he may as well have been asked to play and win at one of the video games the kids had all raved about, or be told to dance — he had absolutely no rhythm. How was he supposed to be jumping about on platforms at his age? Craziness.

So he sat down and waited it out.

And waited.

And waited, and waited some more.

Until in exasperation Stanley got to his feet and tried to figure out the predicament he found himself in. He began to focus, to watch for patterns — there were none. To try to time the movements — they were random, or to see if he could manage to jump between the gaps that never seemed to shrink enough to make leaping over the void a good idea.

So he sat, and allowed himself to empty. He let himself go, thought back to the first day he was truly happy, alone at the lake fishing after he realized the world as he knew it was over. Slowly he came to understand what was so special about that day; he had been close to not only The Noise but also The Void. The same stillness settled over him until slowly he came to find himself in tune with the strange movements of the floor. He found that although there was no pattern there was a future that allowed him to simply step from one platform to another without any risk, and that being able to see such a future meant that he was beginning to Awaken.

Stanley got to his feet and with his glimpse of the perfectly aligned future that allowed him to walk as normal through the Room he turned to his left, sidled forward until his feet were lined up along the edge of his platform, and just walked, without thinking, without fear, without even looking down, trusting in the future he had chosen to follow. Less than ten seconds later he watched a door opening into another Room, one that looked a lot less crazy, or, at least, a lot less shifting, which was a start he supposed.

It went on like that for years, crazy Room after crazy Room. Each time he thought the next space seemed normal it got weirder and weirder as the spaces showed their true natures to him. Some he spent years in, others he passed through in the blink of an eye, or had zero memory of at all — he just found himself opening a door and entering the next one. At first he felt scared turning the handles as Marcus had warned he was, under no circumstances, to try to leave his Room until the time was right. Then he figured out Marcus was referring to his final Room, not any of the intervening ones. Still, it got the old heart-rate up quite a few times.

Time passed, somehow always at a speed that seemed right for Stanley’s mood, although if he thought about that it made no sense whatsoever. Still, it was how it seemed, as he never got bored, never felt that he had been in The Commorancy too long, and he always imagined that what was happening was supposed to happen, everything going at a pace that fit perfectly with his slow Awakening.

On and on it went. Endless Rooms, each teaching him a lesson somehow, even if he didn’t understand it until many Rooms later. He found himself slowly but inexorably moving higher and higher. He could sense it somehow, even if there was nothing as straightforward as an elevator or a floor number to indicate his ascent. He just somehow knew.

Then one day he found himself transformed: fully Awoken. There was no sudden enlightenment, no miraculous insight into the nature of things for him, it just gradually all came together over the years until he became as much as he could be. He became fully Stanley. A man that had been alive for a lot of years, although he had no idea how many. A man that was Whole, Awoken, and wouldn’t be dying any time soon.

Stanley realized he was in his final Room. He knew it, felt it as a physical truth. There was no more he could learn, not in a Room at any rate. He had achieved what he was meant to achieve, and soon he would leave for good.

It was a shame though, Stanley really liked his new life. His solitary existence was bliss, and he wondered if he could actually be called the same Stanley that entered the strange place so long ago. Did it matter? Probably not. He was who he was, he had changed as he had experienced so much and come to understand so much. Now he was different, but deep down he was still the same person he was sure, just one with a lot more understanding. A man that was truly alive in every sense of the word, truly deserving of the life that had been granted him — a thing so rare it was a gross crime to waste such a beautiful gift.

Stanley got to his feet, feeling light and overflowing with the life-forces all around him.

“Right then, I wonder what Marcus wanted?”

He went to find out.


LIES AND MORE LIES


STANLEY FOUND THEM in the kitchen, sat around a table that was made in the 15th century and had been polished daily for centuries by servants of the same family line. Letje had wiped it over with a cloth and the countless layers of wax sprang back to vivid life, bouncing back the light coming in from the generous windows that made the kitchen the definite heart of the home. It was huge.

“It’s huge.”

“We know, nice isn’t it?” said Marcus, admiring the opulently fitted out kitchen.

Stanley inspected the space, noting first of all the stunning condition of the table. Now there was a table you would be proud to eat your supper from. Using a table-mat of course, you wouldn’t want to spoil it or anything. He began to look around the room, noting the mix of old with what used to be thought of as thoroughly modern. There was a beat up Aga, but additionally two electric ovens in a mass of cupboards that also housed a microwave, a coffee machine and a few other gadgets he had no idea about as to purpose.

There was a massive center aisle, with a sink and breakfast bar, black marble worktop now white with dust apart from the footprints of some small animal or other. His dreams of what he would do to the place were interrupted as he caught the conversation around the table.

“What? Sorry, I was dreaming of cooking the fish from the lake on the Aga, and wondering how to set up the electricity.”

“No problem Stanley, and I can help with that. I have a lot of experience of that type of thing you know. I was saying, I need to tell you all something, to get it off my chest so-to-speak. An admission of guilt if you will. The truth.”

“Okaaaaay,” said a wary Stanley. “About what exactly?”

“About why we are here. Why we left The Commorancy, why we are now just the four of us. Well, plus Constantine and George, but you know what I mean.”

“And soon to be three,” said Letje. “Stanley is staying, aren’t you Stanley?”

“I am, it feels right.”

“Of course, of course, and that is a part of what I want to talk to you about. The real reason for everything that has happened of late. The truth.”

“I get the feeling I’m not going to like this. Is it bad Marcus? Something really bad?”

Marcus squirmed in his chair, finally getting up and walking around the kitchen, running a finger through the dusty countertop, drawing lines of black in the dust of time.

“Please, sit down. This is going to take a while.”

Once everybody was seated Marcus made a request.

“If you would all just listen to what I have to say without interruption then this will all go a lot more smoothly. I need to tell you, it’s important, but if I get stopped I don’t know that I will ever be able to get it all out, tell you everything. Deal?”

The deal was made, Marcus told his story.

~~~

“I, me, um, that is to say, me and the other Marcus have been—”

“What?”

“What are you on about?”

“Two Marcus’s, that explains a lot,” said Stanley.

How did you do it?

Marcus sighed deeply. “What happened to our deal? I haven’t even finished a sentence yet. Please, let me tell this.”

“Sorry.”

“Me too.”

“And me.”

I’m sorry too.

“Right, okay fine. Now, please let me just tell this…” Marcus waited to see if there would be more interruptions. Letje, Sy and Stanley just sat there looking innocent and keen to hear the story. Yabis/Constantine sat on the table top, eyes blinking lazily.

“Maybe I need to start this differently. Now, I know that both Stanley and Sy are very old in one sense, but most of your lives have been spent in your Rooms, so it’s different than it is for me. My time has been lived from each Now to the next Now, a linear time if you will. Although much of it has become somewhat jumbled, and I am the first to admit that often things get a little out of whack for me in terms of what I have done and even where I am, I have lived all of these years. In the Rooms, deep in Lessons, or in The Noise time can be different: fast or slow, it depends. But either way it’s not the same as simply living each and every day of three hundred or so years like I have.

And there are two of me…” Marcus waited, nothing but curiosity, maybe even dubious stares.

“I can’t, won’t, go into just how this happens to be the case at the moment, it would take too long. But I do need to tell you the truth about why we all left The Commorancy. The truth of the matter is that I wanted an adventure. I was going mad, still am I suppose, and on top of that you all needed to come to the mainland and be in certain places at certain times. Umeko needed to be in The Commorancy, but she then needed to be back out walking down that beautiful overgrown motorway when she met Ryce. Stanley, you needed to be here today, this is your home and you had to be here at this point in time for you to understand that. Astolat, well it’s obvious that timing was crucial for that too. And Sy? Letje? You will find out in due course why you needed to be a part of this ever-dwindling group, but there is a reason for all of it. For why we came here the way we did, why we left when we did, even why we have traveled the routes we have and the way we have.

Oh, and did I say that I wanted an adventure too? That was a question by the way, you can talk now.” Marcus smiled weakly, hoping that the rest wasn’t going to be too much worse.

“Okay, apart from the whole ‘double Marcus’ thing, which really does explain a lot, are you saying that you can see the future?”

“Good question Sy. And the answer is yes and no. I can see futures, countless possibilities. Some are stronger than others, and the closer they get the less chance of divergence there is. So the nearer we get to what I think is the most likely outcome, the better I can help it happen.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” said Letje, frowning. “If you are interfering and the possible future only happens as you saw that it might and then made it happen then if that wasn’t what was going to happen then you wouldn’t have seen it, so it must have been the only possible outcome, right? Or, um… no, wait, that’s not right.” Letje went over what she had just said in her head, her concern evident. “Okay, if you saw these futures, and knew certain things had to happen for the right one to happen, then it means you would have to control everything for that to come to pass. Plus it would mean everything that has already happened would have had to have been under your control too.” Letje trailed off, it was too confusing.

“Well, this is the problem with such things, it gets too complicated and you could go mad trying to figure it all out. But I saw what could happen, what should happen, and made sure I did my best to make it happen.”

“Marcus, are you saying that this adventure so far could have gone another way? That the outcome could have been totally different? That people didn’t have to die? Calvin didn’t have to fall? And Astolat? The Contamination could have been stopped?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I am saying. Haven’t you thought about it yet? Letje, I picked you up in a helicopter, we could have left the same way right?”

“I never thought about it. I assumed you wanted Varik and The Eventuals to follow us a certain way.”

“I did, and the way we left certainly meant they were distracted then followed us. But look, I could have just blasted them out of the water. The Commorancy has the capacity for hitting such large targets — they were within range.”

“So…?”

“So that isn’t how it happened. I mean that isn’t what was supposed to have happened back before it did. What has happened is what was supposed to have happened, and all so that what will happen for the foreseeable future is what was, is, supposed to be the timeline that is our future for the reality we live in.”

“Because there are countless other timelines, right?” Letje remembered her teachings so far with Marcus, and the infinite timeline lessons were some of the most vivid, if the most confusing at the same time.

“Exactly.”

“But Calvin and Astolat died,” said Stanley pointedly.

“I know, but what a life eh? And I can’t see all that happens, I mean is going to happen. I don’t even always know what it is, I just know what should happen so that the right future is the one everyone is heading towards. What I can tell you, and it puts it into perspective, is that right now Calvin, well, not him, what was him for a while, and has been countless other things and will be until the end of time, is right now staring out of his home high up in the air on a floating island. And you know he would have loved that. Astolat? Well, I haven’t seen that, which leads me to think it is something even better, but way in the past. Um, yes, that’s about right.”

“How do you know that about Calvin?” Letje asked suspiciously.

“I followed his path into The Void while I could, and thousands and thousands of years from now that is what happens.”

“Huh? It hasn’t happened yet?”

“No, but it will. Time means nothing in The Void, it may as well have happened yesterday. But look, I just wanted to explain about all this, about leaving The Commorancy, and the way we did it. Plus, let’s face it, it is kind of exciting isn’t it? All this adventure, being chased, strange encounters with dead men being horses, a talking pet tortoise. I don’t even know if you have met the crayfish yet have you?”

“Why, what about them?” asked Letje, hoping it wasn’t going to be something gross.

“Let’s just say they used to be a guest, when they were a he.”

Letje gulped, remembering the time she had feasted on them when she went walking for a few weeks. Boy were they tasty, but she thought there was something odd about them at the time. “Oh.”

“I haven’t quite finished, there’s more. I may have not been absolutely, one hundred percent truthful about The Rooms either. I know I said that you were all next door, sort of, to each other nearest the perimeter, and that was why you had to be the ones disturbed, but that wasn’t quite true. Fact is that although you were in Rooms one through seven there are countless other people in Rooms all called that to them. I told you there are many more guests, it just keeps it straighter for me, for us, to keep records if each seven Rooms are classified with a system, so you could have been in an original Room three or one of the countless incarnations that came after.”

“So why us? Um, sorry, are we allowed to speak again,” said Sy, getting more confused by the minute.

“Why you? Because you were the people that were supposed to be disturbed, had to be disturbed, to make The Contamination stop. I’m sorry, it’s hard to explain, but if you hadn’t been taken from your Rooms then The Contamination would have succeeded, one way or another. I know all this sounds like a mass of contradictions and like none of it really had to happen as I could have blasted them out the water, but that future led to nasty things, things that shouldn’t happen, and weren’t what was supposed to. What was supposed to happen has, did, will, as long as we do what we are here to do, and that kind of just means that everything is right and proper. Even though The Commorancy was disturbed, and I broke The Rules and disturbed my precious guests. Or in your case Letje, it meant you never even got your Room in the first place. But hey, I never had a Room, and I turned out alright… I think.” Marcus looked at the faces of those around the table, hoping, knowing, that they were now his friends.

Stanley, laconic and matter-of-fact as always, summed up the feelings of the others perfectly. “Right, well that’s that then. Thanks for telling us Marcus. Anyone fancy a nice cuppa? Oh, damn, no teabags.” Stanley was disappointed, he really did fancy a nice cup of tea.

“Aha, never fear, Marcus is here.” Marcus rummaged in his pack and pulled out a tin full of tea from centuries past.

“Where did you get that from?” said an astounded Stanley.

“I got it the other day. I have a lot of caches of things all over the country stored in airtight containers. You can’t be having an adventure without a nice cup of tea now and then, can you? Make mine extra strong, so the spoon finds it tough to move please.”

“You got it,” beamed Stanley, feeling that, all things considered, it had been/was going to be/is a pretty good day after all.

“Any sugar?” asked a less than hopeful Sy.

“Wait one second,” said Marcus, as he rummaged around in his bag, finally pulling out a tiny tin. “One lump or two?”

“Wow, really? Actual sugar, like the real thing?”

“Yep?”

“Then two please. Wow, cool.”

“Letje?”

“Is it like honey?”

“Sort of, it’s sweet like honey, but different.”

“Just one then I think. I don’t want to be greedy if I don’t like it.”

“Oh, you will,” beamed Stanley, licking his lips, already off to find wood to see if he could get the Aga working.

“Tea, real tea,” he sang to himself as he literally skipped out the door.

Well, that went better than I could have expected, all things considered, thought Marcus.

“Um, Marcus, about this whole there are two of you thing…?”

Oh well, I thought it had gone a little too well.


MOVING ON


MARCUS HAD MIXED feelings about saying goodbye to Stanley. He had really come to like him, and was glad of the quiet man’s company. But he knew that Stanley was where he was supposed to be — that was what came first. As they said their farewells and turned a corner, waving before they were out of sight, Stanley gone from their lives forever, Marcus really wished that things could be different. They weren’t — couldn’t be.

Marcus sighed, not because of the farewell, but because of what he knew was coming next. It wasn’t what Letje would say, or what they would then do, and do after that, and after that as well, it was the fact that he felt he had already lived it so saw little point in having to go through it all over again. Things were unraveling, becoming jumbled, lost in pasts and futures, mixed in with visions of strange occurrences back at The Commorancy where he tenuously tried to hold on to an ever more elusive sanity, even as he explored Rooms never before encountered. The only problem being it was no longer him, if it ever had been, and he didn’t know if what he saw had already happened, was happening now, or was just one of countless possible futures in the infinite number of universes that were right now playing out in every possible way through the all-encompassing Void that made up the whole.

Here it comes, thought Marcus, trying to act like he hadn’t already had the conversation he was about to have. Was he actually getting bored?

“I want to go home for a while, just to check on things, to see something familiar. Plus I would quite like Sy, and you too Marcus, to see it. It really is beautiful. Nothing like The Commorancy of course, but still…”

“That would be wonderful Letje,” said Marcus, smiling and nodding agreeably.

“Sounds good to me,” said Sy, beaming at Letje, his admiration for her growing the more time they spent in each other’s company. Although Sy had found himself having to make a real conscious effort to stop staring at her bum, it really was getting rather embarrassing, especially for a man of his age.

“Really? Phew, I thought you were going to say that we had to be somewhere else Marcus, that we couldn’t go.”

“No, it would be fun Letje. We will have places that we have to be, so we can’t stay for too long as it will take a while to get there, but it should be safe enough if we are careful, and we must stick together closely. You two must not leave each other alone. We are down to just us now, I don’t want anything at all to put you in danger, so promise me.”

Letje and Sy stared at each other, the relationship obviously building fast; Marcus could see it in their eyes. They promised, and so they set off to make a short stop at Letje’s family home.

The trip was mostly uneventful. Keeping away from the crumbling urban sprawls and sticking to traveling mostly through the night meant that they were safe from many dangers, although wild animals, especially dogs, were an ever-present concern.

Marcus was able to subtly steer anything that picked up their scent well away from them, but it meant he had to be constantly vigilant, and it was draining when he had so many other problems. He was constantly dipping in and out of The Noise, checking on the progress of Varik and his church members, hiding their own presence from him, dealing with animals, finding shelter and food, and trying as best he could to manage the fragmented sense of time that was playing havoc with his abilities on all levels.

But progress was made, the pace they set was good. Luckily both Sy and Letje were fit, with great stamina. He was especially impressed with Letje who, unlike the men, didn’t adjust her internal body chemistry to allow for such sustained activity — she was just naturally fit.

Guess that’s what seventeen year olds are like, mused Marcus, looking around at the small village they had skirted, recognizing it and smiling to himself.

“Hey. Sy, Letje, want to go have a bit of fun?” whispered Marcus conspiratorially. “I remember this place, I set up a really cool Room just a half mile from here. Want to go see if it’s still there?”

Marcus could see their inquisitive natures would find it impossible to say no, they were very alike in that regard, so he simply said, “Follow me, it could be fun. You’ll like it too George, and you have been very good so you deserve a treat.” George stared at Marcus blankly, he had been in a bit of a funk since leaving Stanley. He liked it there and thought that maybe they were finally going to stay put for a while. No such luck.

~~~

Marcus pushed open the graffiti covered steel door, centuries old detritus of countless teenagers who had come to drink, eat or just spray the walls were pushed aside slowly as the door eased inward, revealing nothing but blackness and stale air.

“Come on, what’re you waiting for?” said Marcus eagerly, stepping over the piles of rubbish and marching confidently into the darkness.

Sy shrugged his shoulders at Letje and they walked into the murky interior. Letje grabbed Sy’s hand as the darkness enveloped them. Sy smiled contentedly, as happy as he had ever been.

“Shield your eyes,” warned Marcus, as he fidgeted with the hidden security pad — the best lock he could come up with at the time without drawing undue attention to his activities.

They stood on a narrow gantry high above a stark imposing space, empty apart from the object down below in the center of the Room.

“What is it?” asked Letje. “And what is this place?”

“Years ago, and I mean many years ago, it used to be an old pump house to serve the village. It got shut down. They built a better one closer, then it just got used as a place for kids to hang out and drink cheap booze. Of course all that stopped rather suddenly, and then I came across it and added it to the collection of Rooms I managed to get built away from The Commorancy. It’s not as spectacular as some of those back home, but it’s still pretty cool… I think.”

Sy turned to Marcus. “What do you mean you think? You’re getting me worried now. I thought it was going to be a fun thing. What else could it be?”

“Um, just give me a moment will you? I’m trying to get the order of Rooms right.” Marcus did some mental arithmetic in his head, trying to place the time and resources used to alter the space below them. The silence seemed to pulse while Marcus thought, then remembered. “Ah, yes, now I remember. Please, listen carefully, and do exactly as I say. I think it’s probably best that we run now. Fast.”

“What? Why?” said Letje, as Marcus turned back the way they had come. It was too late, the door shut behind them, their exit cut off.

“That’s why,” said Marcus, pointing at the contraption below that was unfolding like an impossibly complex paper fortune teller, which is exactly what it was — with a difference.

“Doesn’t look that dangerous to me,” said Sy. “What is it, some kind of game?”

“Yes, we used to call it a fortune teller, sometimes a whirlybird. You used to make them out of paper, fold it up in a special way, then you would sing a rhyme and whatever you landed on then unfolded you had to do it. This one is a little different though, bigger for a start.”

“Well, can’t we just leave? It’s down there and we’re up here?” Letje tugged at the door, it wouldn’t budge. “What about the keypad?”

“It won’t work, I don’t know the code to get out. It’s on one of the folded up pieces in the fortune teller, we just have to find out which one it is.”

“Which means we have to play, right?” asked Sy, his uneasiness growing by the second. It sounded simple enough, which meant it most definitely wasn’t going to be.

“Exactly. We have to play.” Marcus began to descend the steps, warily.

“Marcus?” asked Letje, as she and Sy followed him down toward the somehow menacing fortune teller.

“Hmm?”

“If this is dangerous then why did you build it?”

“Oh, you know, just to keep things interesting. And actually I didn’t build it, Hoffen Hubenstager did. He was what you would call a rather eccentric physicist, and after he died of The Lethargy I… well, I tracked down quite a lot of his inventions in his private lab, and most of what he had been working on for his current employers. It was quite an eye-opener, I can tell you. He was a very hands-on type of man, more an inventor than anything else, but he was mostly well known for his works of art, what you would call speculative art.”

“So how does it work? This, what did you call it, speculative art?”

“Oh, this isn’t anything like that, this is a theoretical future fortune teller and one of the most dangerous things I have ever come across. I don’t want to play at all.”

“Come on Marcus, what could it do?” asked Sy, trying to keep his voice light, and failing.

“It could alter the whole future I have been trying so hard to ensure happens. It could make events occur that have no right to happen and it could mean the end of everything that we know and love. Or it could just be fun and we will be out of here in a few minutes.”

“Really,” said Letje, her hope restored.

“No,” said Marcus. “Sorry, that was in bad taste. Well, come on, let’s hope we get out of this alive.”

~~~

Hubenstager had foretold of The Lethargy years before it decimated not only human populations but also animal, plant, insect and microbial life. The Lethargy was an outlier, an anomaly in the entire history of the Universe that was simply never meant to have been — then Hubenstager wrote of its coming, so it had to come to pass.

It was one of those paradoxes, one of the faults with living in one of the universes that was perfect enough to lead to your birth. With endless numbers of them it was inevitable that everything would happen, and this Hubenstager foretold of The Lethargy and lived in the one universe where his prediction came true.

Nobody knew of this telling of a future event apart from Marcus. Hubenstager had written it in a journal, one of countless Marcus had read once he discovered them. His theoretical work had led him to be convinced of the need for multiple, if not infinite universes. Many were empty, but countless had conditions perfect for stars, planets and life to form. And each life in each universe would have their lives played out in an infinite number of ways — it was, according to him, the only possible stance if you wished to explain the existence of anything at all. The odds were so stacked against there ever being any ‘stuff’ at all that the only possible explanation was that there were so many different universes that it stood to reason it was impossible for him, and everyone else, to not be there. There was no other explanation, and he had done the math to prove it.

He was ridiculed and praised in equal order for this so never published about The Lethargy, but then oddly turned his attention to more esoteric arts, namely making strange machines based on the abstract physics he contributed so much to. Immersed in his complex work he had begun to get glimpses of a world where The Lethargy swept across the globe, becoming more convinced it would happen, and it did. He left no word as to what it actually was, where it came from, or why it happened, just that he was sure that such a thing could, and therefore must exist.

Marcus often wondered if it was the mere conceiving of it that brought it to life, but knew deep down this was not the case, although he too had no idea exactly what The Lethargy actually was.

“Let’s play,” said Marcus, after recounting the odd man’s history. He walked toward the incredibly complex looking machine and then said to Letje, “Pick a color, any color, and speak into that grill there.”

~~~

Two days later three sweaty people emerged form the dark to be greeted by a very annoyed looking George.

“Sorry about that,” said Marcus, “shall we be on our way?”

“Sorry! You get us locked in a Room with a demented giant fortune teller built by a man that believed there are infinite universes and thought it was a good idea to build a machine that could turn your insides to jelly if you failed to complete one of its mad tasks. And all you can say is that… ah, forget it. Let’s go.” Sy stomped off into the woods.

“Gosh, bit grumpy isn’t he?”

Letje stared at Marcus, unable to say anything at all. She simply wanted to forget about the last few days and never, ever, ever think about them again.

Neither did anybody else, she assumed. Letje caught the look on Marcus’ face out of the corner of her eye. She pointed at him accusingly. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you? You knew all along what was in there. You knew it and you still took us inside.” Marcus said nothing, just smiled, looking as innocent as a dog locked in a room with the cushion stuffing covering the floor.

“What! As if!”

“And all that about whatshisname, Hoppenwhatever, you made that up, didn’t you? You built that, and I bet that it couldn’t really turn your insides to mush at all.”

“Come on, let’s catch up with Sy,” said Marcus, bending down and apologizing to George. He stood and walked off, then turned and said, “Kind of fun though wasn’t it? Got the old heart beating, made you feel alive.”

He winked at Letje and waited for her to catch up.


MY CHILDREN


BIRD WAS SAD.

Bird had never felt such an emotion before, never wanted to again.

It washed over him and threatened to drown him in its all encompassing cold embrace.

Varik would pay for what he had done.

Bird had wanted to return home to his mate and his growing offspring. His visits home had become more and more sporadic over the previous few months as Varik grew increasingly desperate to eliminate Marcus and his companions. So Bird had been called upon time and time again to watch from above, to follow them and report back to Varik against his will. Varik could see through Bird’s eyes but the further away he was the harder it was for him to get a clear picture of where the group were. It meant he regularly called Bird back to him to better read the flights he had taken and get a clear picture of exactly where they were.

It meant Bird was able to go to his family less and less.

But he had finally made it home after doing a duty he was beginning to find very wearisome. He liked it when Master was at The Sacellum and he could do as he wished. Being forced to travel so far, and stay away for so long, was not something he was enjoying at all.

Master had grown dark, and serious; no longer the creature he once was.

He was bitter. Bird began to understand what evil was.

The natural world had no place for evil. It was only the humans that could act in such ways.

Bird was stood at the edge of the nest, his mate directly opposite, the white stripe on her head shining in the weakening sunshine. She keened loudly, ripping through the air as if to tear it apart.

In the nest lay one of their chicks.

Dead.

It had fallen from the nest. A nest that needed repairing. Bird’s mate had not had the time to maintain it properly as she was so busy finding food for the two always ravenous youngsters.

The other chick was well-fed now its father was back, and sleeping happily, unaware of such a loss. The mother had retrieved the chick from the ground far below, bringing it back to the nest, not understanding it would never grow to soar in The Blue and wonder at the ground below and the activities of the humans.

She nudged the mangled bundle, trying to get it to move, and looked at Bird imploringly, begging him to do something — to make it alright.

Bird did something then that he had never once done before — he gave her knowledge. He packaged up a bundle of information and he sent it to her, forced her to take it in and to understand what and why this had happened. He had been made to stay away because of Varik, a human that had become more and more deranged. This man was no longer Bird’s companion, but a slaver that would not release him. It was this human that had done this to their family. Stopped Bird from returning home to care for his family properly, much as he had wanted to.

His mate understood what she was being told, and took flight rocketing upward. She turned and plummeted back down, arrow straight, heading for the ground below. She landed back at the nest minutes later with a meal for her one remaining chick. A huge hare that would keep the young one content for hours to come.

Together they spent the time repairing the nest, making it safe and secure for their little one, and then Bird brought yet more food for their still hungry chick.

Then together they took to the wing.

Family stuck together, and this family wanted blood as payment for the death caused by Varik’s manipulation of the natural order of things.


BURNING EARS


MARCUS KNEW HE was being talked about by Marcus, he could feel it through their now inexorably tenuous link. No, it wasn’t the link at all, it was something else, it was The Noise, the disturbance of his secret being told. Marcus hoped for Marcus’ sake that he was somewhere extremely private and was sure he could trust the people he was talking to.

Marcus was bored.

It was business as usual. There were no more Contaminations, no howling Lethargic roaming the corridors, desecrating his home.

No Orientations either.

They had decided that until the threat of Varik and The Eventuals was dealt with then there would be no more new guests. The risk was too high, and as each Whole was so valuable there seemed little point in risking something that could wait a while until events unfolded.

Marcus was hanging on to Marcus at large by the most delicate of threads, but the unfolding of a story told hundreds of miles away was making the connection somewhat stronger. He assumed that Marcus was letting his guard down somewhat, caught up in his story of himself, letting their connection get just a little bit more solid.

But he still had no idea what he was doing on the mainland, and really wished it had been him that had gone on the adventure. Still, if he returned it would have been him, the memories, the whole experience, would be his just as if it was him that had gone.

It didn’t help one little bit.

What if something went wrong? If he didn’t return? He would have missed out. But then if he didn’t return would he want to know of his own death?

He thought about it for a while, sat in the middle of The Weightless Room, cross-legged, arms out to his sides, feeling the strangeness of his organs trying to get used to the severe lack of the gravity they had become very accustomed to.

Marcus had been playing a dangerous game: as his sanity slipped he decided to purge certain memories of recent conversations with the other him. Now he half-believed he truly was coming home, even as wisps of memories hinted at this being anything but the truth. Deep down he knew it — chose to forget. Almost.

Putting thoughts of his other self out of his mind, he simply enjoyed the Room. To occupy himself he had spent the last few weeks entrenched in myriad chores that had been neglected for way too long. He went through countless Defense Rooms, checking cables, oiling chains, greasing gears, wondering why he had used such and such a device to commence the various ways The Commorancy could be defended. He marveled at the contraptions, tempted in certain Rooms to press plungers, flick switches, turn knobs or, rather bizarrely in one Room: The Happy Clappy Room, clap three times, pause a second, then clap four times more. He very nearly came close to doing it, but after considering whether or not he really wanted to retract the roof and send 18,739 balloons with a Website address on them where people could begin the twisted route to The Commorancy, he thought better of it. Plus he didn’t fancy waiting for the nozzles all around the Room, poised to be activated and blow up the balloons.

He left the Room shaking his head, wondering if it was him or Marcus that had designed this particular Room. Knowing, of course, that it was him and only him. It was all him, it always had been, always would be.

He was alone.

As he floated in the middle of the vertical weightlessness tunnel, reaching up seven stories, he thought of some of the other Rooms he had uncovered while he roamed his home these last few weeks, taking a mini holiday of his own after so much death and the unheralded interruption of his guests.

Some of them had been truly stunning, some downright bizarre even by his standards. There were quite a few he hadn’t even known he’d built, the memory completely lost in a haze of time and split personality, where each individual experience was never always fully passed from one of him to the other.

Marcus didn’t often get surprised, so what surprised him the most was the Rooms he himself had designed and built too many years ago now.

He had wandered down metal gangways, suspended over machinery that ran his home — huge things, steam roiling upward, automatic equipment that ran flawlessly for the most part. Yet at the end of the gangway he crouched low and entered a small Room via a glass door that contained what he calculated roughly in The Noise were close to 100,000 butterflies of all description.

How were they there? How had they survived so long with nobody to tend them? But it was beautiful, a crazy tropical paradise with plants crammed into every available space. Orchids grew in notches in trees, huge ferns dominated, and the ground was covered in a lush carpet of fragrant flowers that swarmed with butterflies. It must have been designed to take the steam from the machines and at the same time keep the Room a perfect hothouse for the insects; the automatic feeding and watering systems had taken care of the rest. He stood there, covered in butterflies, making a mental note to visit the Room again soon. Although the insects seemed perfectly happy with no intervention from him.

Other Rooms were simply mad, a nightmarish vision of a young man’s state of mind when he built a home he planned, or at least hoped, to inhabit for centuries if not millennia to come. A home to be passed on to the next Keeper once his time came.

One such Room was one of the oddest he had ever seen, although he got the distinct feeling there were more extreme surprises to come if he carried on his opening of doors. It was just as well that via The Noise he could stare at the doors and see exactly where the hidden circuitry was, otherwise he would have no clue as to how to open them and gain entry to the weird imagination come real that was contained behind the doors he took so much pride in.

The Room For Making You Dizzy, that was the rather understated name for the Room he had been in before he lost consciousness and awoke to find himself deep in a pool of water, soaking to get rid of the bodily fluids that had covered him from head to toe five minutes after entering the very, very bad idea for a Room for anyone apart from your worst enemy.

Marcus had got down on his hands and knees as he walked down a corridor open on the left hand side to a view of a towering glass cube set in a walled compound. The glass Room was empty apart from a single wooden stool and a periscope — he liked that Room, it was an old favorite. As he walked along the corridor he noticed something shining down low — a miniature door handle. Crouching down he realized that if he got on his belly and scrunched up tight he could open the tiny door, the smallest he had ever seen. Before he had got his shoulders through he was already feeling extremely sick, but as he had pushed his arms through first there was no going back. A moving floor was pulling him in, the door itself aiding the floor with peristaltic pulses that he could not prevent depositing him inside.

Once dragged through, the tiny door slammed shut behind him.

Boom!

The noise echoed around the chamber, obviously not coming from the door itself. It didn’t make it any less menacing however. The floor continued to move, pulling him in deeper. Or were the walls moving? He was no longer sure. Then the ceiling began to move, or was that the floor? He seemed to have been spun upside down, the ceiling had descended or the floor risen until he couldn’t even begin to try to move. He was squashed flat.

How ironic if he were to die, squashed as flat as a pancake in a Room of his own devising. One thing was for sure: nobody would ever find him down here through the tiny door.

Lub-dub-lub-dub-lub-dub-lub-dub…

He felt his head spin as blood rushed to his ears — they were already pounding to the beat of invisible drums causing his heartbeat to fluctuate wildly.

Then he was gasping for air. He was sure he was inverted, trapped between the walls, or the ceiling and floor, he no longer knew, or cared. All he knew was that he had to escape. Then he dropped. Smacking into the floor with a loud thud. The wind knocked out of him, he quickly got to his feet, only to fall again, this time sideways maybe?

Then things got really bad.

He was spinning, faster and faster. Nothing like the whirling dervish he had been on occasion in The Disco Room though. No, this was really, really fast. He put his arms out to his sides to try to maintain some balance, but seconds later he was flung against a surprisingly soft wall.

While all of this had been going on there was a god-awful song playing over and over, a woman he remembered drove him crazy centuries ago, singing about love and longing like she meant it, when she was obviously just the result of some kind of reality TV show with a lot of money backing her.

On it went. Louder and louder, until it got deeper and deeper, and his bowels began to loosen.

Ordinarily he would control his body and all would be well, but it wasn’t working, nothing was. Then the walls began pulsing, throbbing in and out, bulging toward him and squashing him. Out they went again, the colors constantly changing.

Red.

White.

Black.

Orange. Then blinking faster and faster — all the colors of the rainbow in a split second, driving him mad and making him vomit violently.

Then his ears began to bleed.

Then his eyes cried red.

Silence.

It all stopped.

The Room pulsed white. Blinding. Jets came from all sides, washing away his bodily waste, cleaning him. Then the tiny door opened and the ceiling lowered, the walls moved in, and he was pushed out through the tiny gap the same way he was pulled in.

As he lay out in the hallway trying to breathe again he heard a manically happy voice, recorded years ago — his voice, saying, “Thank you for taking the time to experience The Room For Making You Dizzy. Please come again.” As the door slammed shut he heard the final words from his long ago recorded voice, “Surprise!”

Marcus staggered to his feet. “Damn right surprise. Thanks for nothing.”

Shaking his head and dreaming of getting clean then visiting The Room For Clothes, Marcus had to at least congratulate himself for making something that was anything but boring.

Once again he really wished he had built a Room For Afternoon Drinking, which was exactly why he had done no such thing.

~~~

Whirr.

Bzzz.

Whirr, bzzz.

Whirr, bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

Fft.

Zlopp.

“Ow, ow. OW! What the hell…?”

Marcus pulled himself upright off the pastel blue padded floor that matched the walls, and rubbed at his elbow. Lost in thought he had completely forgotten that time was limited in the Room. Built that way on purpose, obviously, so he didn’t just spend hours floating about in free-fall and allow his organs to get all messed up and his finely tuned chemical balances to get completely out of kilter.

He could have had longer if he had changed the default on the timer, but thought that half a day would be long enough.

Wow. What have I been doing for half a day up there? Marcus had lost track of time, and looked up at the distant clear roof high above, as if the overcast sky could give him the answer.

He got to his feet, checked his internal clock as he had left his watch out in the anteroom, and was delighted to see that it was past 5 pm.

“Vino o’clock,” smiled Marcus, keen to finally be able to go to The Room For Evening Drinking.

It had been a long day. It would be an even longer evening — all alone in his sprawling home, with thousands of guests locked away in their own private dreams, where they would finally become Awoken, their worlds containing countless possibilities.

Sometimes it actually got a little depressing.


HUXIAN


SY WAS A man of action, not a thinker.

Sitting around idly waiting for things to happen just wasn’t in his nature; he had tried that and all that happened was that he got bored, depressed, then bored again. He preferred to be out doing things, even if those things were rather solitary. But it was a damn sight better than moping around the house wishing things were different — at least when he was out walking, sometimes even running, although his thick frame wasn’t built for extended runs, he felt alive and as if his existence had some meaning.

So he roamed quite a lot, sometimes only going out from dawn to dusk, other times he was gone for weeks, exploring, always carefully, towns and villages and trying to understand not only the world he now lived in but the world that had been taken by the unstoppable encroaching Lethargy. Some of what he found made him so physically ill and depressed he wished he had decided to stay at home and been bored. But he always dove back into his travels with renewed optimism — he was the kind of guy that always looked on the bright side, he liked to think.

There was no point being sad about the things he had missed out on, and anyway it wasn’t all good back before The Lethargy — for a start he couldn’t think of anything worse than walking and having to stop for cars, pushing buttons and seeing little green men that told him it was safe to cross a road. How crazy a world was that? It made him shudder just to think about it.

Time with people, company, shared experiences, that he would give almost anything to have, but it just wasn’t to be. The people he did meet were either too wary to trust him, too untrustworthy for him to stay long in their company, or were dying slowly and there was nothing he could do to help. If he wasn’t such a positive guy he could have got borderline suicidal. Through it all Sy continued with his trips away from home, and as he passed through his teenage years and matured he found that he became more and more capable away from home comforts.

He was slowly becoming a man. All he needed was a wife, somebody to love and to love him in return, but it never seemed like that was going to happen.

He had one kiss, one kiss only. The girl that kissed his younger self had now been dead for centuries. She never even got to grow old enough to become the beautiful young woman she would have surely been.

Of all the times that he wandered the shattered city streets and tatters of ancient villages there was one encounter with a group of people that had always stayed with him — an encounter that probably had more to do with him finally deciding to gain entry to The Commorancy than any other single factor. He met the fox-men.

Winter had been harsh the year he found himself miles away from home and in serious need of food. His muscles screamed at him about the lack of sustenance, the hollowness in his belly a constant reminder of the hunger that threatened to overwhelm him and leave him to die pitifully in the stark landscape.

Sy was wrapped up in countless layers of good quality clothing he had collected over the years. It was so frustrating to continually grow out of your clothes as your body matured, so a lot of his time as he exited his teenage years had been spent searching for suitable attire that would fit his ever expanding frame. Always seizing opportunities as they arose, when he found clothes he hoarded them, knowing they would fit soon enough. Now he had finally stopped growing and had plenty to wear without having to worry, so he was wrapped up nice and warm. It was just as well since the snow had began to fall in earnest, the ground already thickly covered after only a few hours of snowfall that began early that morning.

It was very peaceful, the silence of the snow falling turning the landscape into a blankness that drowned out everything but his own breath and footsteps. Criss-crossing the ground were tiny bird tracks and the occasional four-legged tracks of rabbits or other small creatures, but for the most the snow was pure and undisturbed, a freshly fallen blanket of perfection he felt guilty for disturbing with his clumsy feet. Sy was unsure if the snow was a blessing or a curse. It brought with it an inner peace but made the going tough. Already his calves were aching from the drifts he found himself struggling through, and the wind that whipped at his scarf covered face was biting at his cheeks, setting his teeth on edge even though his body felt nice and warm.

The one bonus was that he could easily follow the animal tracks, so he should find food soon enough. It turned out to be wishful thinking. As Sy followed the marks he did encounter, which were not as common as he had thought they would be, he soon discovered that the snow made it almost impossible to actually see anything. He would follow a trail only to find that tracks had been swept away by the strong winds, or that he was half blinded from staring at the ground so long that he wouldn’t be able to fire his small crossbow and hit anything unless it was stood a few paces in front of him and promised to stand still while his snow-blindness dissipated.

Hungry as he was, Sy gave up hunting as a lost cause and decided to head back to the relative comfort of the small village he had been based in for a couple of weeks now. The house he had chosen had low ceilings and small rooms, so although he kept banging his head on the ancient oak beams it meant he stayed very warm as it was so easy to heat. He knew the countryside well, and even with the snow descending ever more rapidly, repeatedly wiping out many familiar landmarks, he could still use a number of large trees to orient himself. He decided to set off across a series of large open fields that descended down the side of the valley and led to the outskirts of the village — it would save a lot of time and he might get lucky and capture something to eat on his way. If not then he would make do with the dusty tins of ancient dog food he had found hidden in a small pantry in the cottage, even though his empty stomach flipped cartwheels at such degradation.

He set off in the direction of his temporary home, looking forward to burning the well matured wood he had gathered in copious amounts the first day he had arrived.

~~~

“What the hell?” Sy had walked down the gently sloping uppermost field and all of a sudden found himself flailing in mid-air before landing softly on his backside in a snowdrift that came up to his chin. He struggled madly, fear bringing sweat to his skin that instantly cooled and sent his body temperature dangerously low. He crawled out of the snow to find himself on a narrow cleared path, obviously freshly done no more than an hour ago. Shaking the snow off himself he stood only to find that he was confronted with a large wall of dirty glass, topped by the field he had just stepped off.

It was a home, a once modern piece of expensive architecture now almost totally invisible. Built to offer stunning views over the valley for the rich commuters that commissioned it, it was an eco-house built into the hillside that had been gradually hidden even more by subsequent generations. Looking closely, Sy noted that the glass was not quite as spectacular as on first impression. It was a mish-mash of different panes, parts patched with boards, along with a few original pieces that stretched from the floor to the low roof and were wider than he was tall.

Sy could see nobody outside, so walked up to the glass and peered inside, cupping his hands either side of his face to stop the blinding reflection of the gathering snow.

Oof.

Sy hit the ground before he had the chance to get more than a rudimentary glance inside, which would have been enough to send him running down the hill if he hadn’t been smacked over the head by a wooden club and fallen unconscious to the floor.

~~~

Sy woke to a splitting headache, a tingling all over his body as his temperature rose, and a pair of wide eyes staring down at him with unmasked curiosity.

“You Whole?” said a gruff voice that came from somebody out of his line of sight. The young girl continued to peer at him, so close their noses almost touched. She needed a wash.

“What? Eh? What happened?” Sy shifted, pushing forward to sit up, sending her scampering away to stand beside a small man with a mass of black hair and a thick stubbly beard.

“Ah, yes, well, sorry about that. Young Xylia here is a bit of a naughty vixen and—”

“I hit him over the head with my club, didn’t I Daddy?” said the excited young girl.

The man frowned at his daughter. “Yes, you did. And don’t interrupt, it’s very rude.”

“Sorry.” Xylia pulled her furs tighter around her body, then dragged her heavy hood up over her head and went off into the corner of the strange room.

“Why?” asked Sy, rubbing the back of his head, feeling the large lump that made him wince.

“She was just being cautious. We don’t get many strange men peering in through our windows so she did what she thought was best. And why were you peering in through our windows young man? Eh?” The man got to his feet and Sy realized that he too was dressed head to toe in furs, red and white furs that were rather expertly stitched together in a pleasing patchwork.

“I fell off the… the roof I guess. I didn’t know there was a house here, I was just walking.” Sy was coming back to his senses, and was getting a bad feeling about the place. A quick glance around revealed quite a few makeshift beds, parts of the space curtained off, with countless skulls on the walls or piled up in corners; skins in various stages of being cured covered almost all available surfaces. There were piles of logs and kindling next to a large wood-burning stove with a chimney that disappeared at an angle through the steeply upward sloping ceiling that obviously followed the gradient of the hill.

The man walked toward Sy, then stood over him, looming menacingly. Sy got to his feet, grabbing for something to steady him as his head spun wildly. “Hey, what’s going on here. I don’t want any trouble.” Sy’s gear was in his pack on the floor, he could see the top of his crossbow, could get to his knives, maybe, if the man wasn’t so damn close.

“Relax, we don’t want any trouble either.” He backed away, sat back down to show he wasn’t a threat. “I’m sorry about my daughter, but you can’t be too careful you know?”

“I’m sorry too. I guess it would come as a bit of a shock having someone peer into your home like that.” Sy looked around again. He felt way too many pairs of empty eye sockets on him — it was creeping him out in a big way. “Who are you people?”

A freezing cold blast of wind came and went in an instant as a door he hadn’t noticed opened and closed. A huge bear of a man shook the snow off his long oily hair. “We’re the fox-men, and who might you be?”

Sy stayed for two months.

~~~

The fox-men, as the small family of male dominated adults called themselves, had been living in the same building all their lives, as had their ancestors, right back to before The Lethargy. They were a very close-knit family unit and had remained Whole, although children were seldom born. They modeled themselves on the fox, a creature that had done remarkably well since urban dwelling had no longer been possible and they made their way back into the countryside where many had always thought they belonged.

It was explained to Sy that foxes lived in small family groups and had strong hierarchies that kept their units manageable and stable. They used terminology unfamiliar to Sy, referring to their collective as a skulk, the younger ones were often called cubs or pups, with males often called dogs, and females vixens. Words that obviously were in no way meant to be degrading, which took Sy a while to understand.

He fit in well with the group, and his prowess at hunting cemented his place within the skulk. This was no easy invitation to receive, strangers were hardly ever allowed in. But mates were needed for the few growing children, so both Whole males and females were brought into the small community if deemed suitable, but only ever if they were Whole.

It was a life that was basic, not always comfortable, but it was steady. There was company and camaraderie, and food was always plentiful — if a little monotonous. There had grown around the extended family a fervent belief in the mystical qualities of the British red-haired fox, and every single one of them was totally devoted to the creature. They nursed sick animals, raised young if parents had left them for whatever reasons, and when they died they celebrated the fox’s return to The Void by making sure that its body was put to good use. It was animal worship in a microcosm, elevated over the six generations since The Lethargy until it became as strong as any religion.

They refused to wear anything not made of fox, from skins to furs to amazingly comfortable and warm footwear that even had shoelaces fashioned from treated sinew that was flexible but incredibly strong. Bones were used for weapons, meat was eaten and blood was drunk, all to revere the fox that had fared so well once they left their scavenging ways behind them and resumed a hunter’s way of life. The cessation of fox-hunting as a sport and the lack of road traffic led to an explosion in the population, and the cunning creature grew more and more important to the family as it found itself increasingly isolated from the tiny pockets of humanity dotting the countryside.

Fights were not uncommon amongst the men, as being the dominant male held a number of much sought after privileges; the battles were bloody and often lasted for hours. But once a winner was obvious there was never any animosity. The victor never gloated, the loser wouldn’t sulk for long. It was the natural way of things and what was done was done, they were still a family. That was what counted.

It was a strange time for Sy. He knew that they wanted him to stay, to wait for the young Xylia to grow old enough to take a mate. Sy knew he couldn’t live in such a manner though, much as he longed for a life that held a promise of daily human contact and a warm and eager body to lie with him through the long nights.

Sy stole away one night, battling with himself every step of the way. The fox-men may not have been interested in anything outside of their own little skulk, but there was warmth, love, family and a mate for Sy if he had stayed.

He thought about them often over the years, and knew exactly why they had suddenly dominated his thoughts: family. Maybe the chance of having one of his own was finally a possibility once more?


DUCK


“WHAT DO YOU mean it’s for cannibals?”

“I mean its design would indicate that they hung people on it, well, skewered would be a better word, I guess, and roasted them. Look, it’s huge, you wouldn’t need it for much else would you?” Sy was trying to be diplomatic in how he worded things, but it was rather futile really.

“It could be for deer, or boar or something,” said Letje hopefully.

“How would you explain that then?” Sy pointed to the pile of bones off to one side. The human skulls were a rather obvious sign of exactly what had been consumed.

“Suppose. It’s… a dead giveaway. Geddit?” Even Letje knew her words had been in bad taste. She was feeling nervous and, as usual, said something stupid. Sy just stared at her, mouth open, trying to decide whether to laugh or admonish her for such morbid humor.

“Anyway, there doesn’t seem to be any sign of them any more does there? And I think it will be a perfect spot to hole up for a day or two — until Marcus gets back. You’ll stand guard, won’t you George? George? Where is he?”

“Not sure, I guess he isn’t too keen on barbecue. Can’t blame him really,” said Letje, looking around for George.

Marcus had asked them to wait for him, to not go too far from the woods where he had suddenly said he needed to attend to something and would be back shortly. That was over a day ago now and Sy and Letje, left with George for company, had carried on through the thinning trees until they came across what could only be described as a rather macabre, yet long-vacated, compound. They didn’t know they were at the sight of Varik’s most recent previous excursion out from his Home, where he had dealt out suitable punishment to those that would consume the flesh of others.

Now the place was crumbling, the occupants long ago devoured by scavenging dogs. All that was left was the pile of bones, bleached white and shining with early morning frost, that had been piled up as a trophy by the cannibals that lived here many years ago.

The roasting spit, complete with turning wheel and hoist chains, was little more than rust now, and as Letje put a hand to the wheel the whole thing came crashing down into the pit. She jumped back, a gouge in her arm bleeding profusely.

“Careful!” shouted Sy, dashing to the rescue, holding her arm up high and squeezing to stem the flow. “Let’s get inside, see what there is to use as a bandage.”

“Okay. But I’m glad that horrible contraption is gone, it gave me the heebie jeebies.”

Sy smiled at the use of words. “Don’t worry, I’ll clear it all away after we get your arm seen to. Look, there’s a well, let’s see if it still works. We can clean up the cut and see about something to eat. Mwaaaa.”

Letje smacked Sy on the back with her good arm. “Sy, don’t even joke about such things. That’s terrible.”

Sy smirked back. “What? After the ‘joke’ you just told?”

The well was functional, but bucket and rope were long gone. Sy pulled out a length of cord from his pack and tied a tin cup to the end, dunking it in and hauling it out, all mock effort and eye-rolling.

“My hero. Thanks,” said Letje, as Sy passed over the cup, enough water in it to wet her mouth and nothing more. “I think we need to find a stream. What do you think about going in the house though? Safe?”

“Definitely. Look, the whole place is abandoned. My guess is somebody didn’t take too kindly to people eating people, and… who knows, but I doubt it was pretty. Anyway, you forget what I can do now. There’s nobody inside, nobody for miles around. Let me just get some more water and we can clean you up.”

Sy hunted around the closest outbuilding and came back with a metal bucket, finally getting a decent haul to clean Letje’s cut.

They searched the house but the place was little more than a refuge for rodents and spiders. Ancient mattresses strewn around every room were in shreds, litter for the mice and the rats.

There was nothing Sy was convinced was suitable as a bandage for Letje, and by the time they had finished their search the cut was already healing anyway.

Sy stared at it, amazed. “Where’s it gone? How did you heal so fast? It looks like nothing more than a little nick now.”

Letje just shrugged. “What do you mean, isn’t that what happens to everyone? I always heal fast, and mum and dad were the same. I thought that was what happened to everyone.”

Sy looked at her accusingly, very bemused. “No Letje, that is most definitely not what happens to other people. I think our kids are going to be some seriously powerful children you know, they are bound to…” Sy realized what he had said, but it was too late now. May as well get it all out in the open.

Letje stared at him with eyes as deep as oceans, so before she could say something that would only depress Sy he walked her quickly out of the house and into one of the spacious barns, away from the depressing habitation that was not exactly ideal for what he figured he may as well do sooner rather than later.

~~~

“Duck,” said Sy.

“Where?” joked Letje, ducking to avoid the low oak beam, now black with age and as hard as iron. A broom swung gently by Sy narrowly missed her head — she batted it away easily.

“Haha, very funny. You’re about as funny as a monkey on crack.”

“What’s crack? I don’t get it?” asked Letje, confused.

“Damn, you kids, don’t you know anything?”

“Hey, you were born hundreds of years before me, I think some of your reference points may be a little out of date by now.”

The banter had been going on for some time now. Letje knew there was no denying that they made a good team. Both were feeling much more comfortable being in a small group of two rather than with everyone altogether, and they felt they were a lot more effective this way. At least Letje hoped this was the case and it wasn’t just her.

They were alone.

“Sy?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think that we will be killed? I mean by Varik or his acolytes, the ones with The Ink?” Letje didn’t mind admitting that she was scared, there was no shame in that. Everyone else seemed so grown up, so accepting of the madness that was going on all around them, if in a somewhat sporadic way. It could be days, weeks between encounters, but The Eventuals always caught up with them in the end. She had the sneaking suspicion Marcus was actually enjoying it.

“I think there is a very good chance of it, yes.” Sy rubbed his heavy forehead, trying to think of something reassuring to say to Letje. “But, on the other hand, I do want you to be my wife, and it won’t be much of a marriage if one of us gets killed, now will it?”

Silence. Then more silence. It stretched on for lifetimes.

“Um, well,” said Sy, shifting uncomfortably, “I guess I had that coming.”

“Sy, what do you mean, be your wife? I’m just a little girl compared to you. I don’t know anything like you do. You’re a grown up man with hundreds of years of experience, I only found out recently I’m seventeen not fifteen. I would love to be your wife, you be my husband, but how would it work?”

“It would work because we would love each other Letje, that’s how it would work. And look, I know I may be, what? Over two hundred and fifty years old or whatever it is, but let’s face it, I’ve kissed exactly one girl, when I was a boy, and spent most of my life locked up in my Room in The Commorancy. Sure, I have all this knowledge and insight now, can do crazy things in The Noise, but at the heart of it I’m still just a young man. Does that make it sound a little more appealing?”

“Haha, yes, it kind of does. Well?”

“Well what?”

“Aren’t you going to do it then?”

“It?”

Letje had to accept that he may be ancient but Sy was still not the most insightful of men, especially when it came to girls anyway. “Ask me?”

“Oh, right, damn!” Sy got down on one knee, ignoring the dust, the dirt, and the aching of his back. He took hold of Letje's hands in his. “Letje Sandoe, light of my life, beauty in a world of Lethargy, the brightest star in the sky, the—”

“Get on with it silly, you’ll make me blush.”

“And I think you are more beautiful than ever when you do. Okay, Letje Sandoe, will you do me the honor of marrying me and being my wife? I promise to protect you and care for you, and raise our children to be spectacular.”

Letje smiled down at her husband-to-be, happier than she could ever remember. “I will.”

“C’mon, let’s go find somewhere better to spend the night.”

“Good idea.” Letje looked out of the barn door, hanging off its hinges, ready to crash to the floor at any second. A glint caught her eye. It was the sun reflecting off a cracked human skull sat atop a pile of once consumed people. She didn’t think it was a good omen on the day she was proposed to, but she doubted there were many places where reminders of what humanity had become were not there to taunt and depress those of a morbid disposition. It was just as well she was strong-willed and didn’t let such things bother her.

She wished her father could have been here to witness the proposal though, that would have made it just about perfect. He was still in the house in his duffel on the floor — she hated to admit it but she did forget about him sometimes.


MARCUS IN A TREE


MARCUS FELT HAPPY even though he knew he shouldn’t. Death should not be a precursor to a feeling of contentment, but he couldn’t help himself — the tree was just so nice. It welcomed him with open branches, the sap vibrating up the trunk signaling it was more than happy to have a visitor for a while. It had been alone for centuries and although it didn’t mind that in the least, it was still nice to feel the presence of a person, something that used to happen all the time.

Countless times a day it would feel the presence of people, now it had been centuries since it last felt the touch of a human hand. It wondered what had happened to them all, but saved the questions, content to just feel the warmth emanating from Marcus’ body, the hands touching its rough bark.

Marcus was in what used to be a popular park, a place that was open fields for the walking of dogs and the sheer enjoyment of being outside. The ancient willow was always happy there, with kids swinging from its branches, strange men loitering there after dark, dogs marking their supposed territory. Even groups that would hang out late into the night sat around it on the wet grass, drinking from bottles and never picking up their litter. The tree enjoyed it all. It even liked the countless marks left by the people: names etched into nerveless wood, hearts with lovers’ promises. Sometimes even a snowman was built close-by. The snow collected by shaking its branches and the heavy burden released, allowing its numerous limbs to spring back into position.

Then it all stopped, and over the years then the centuries it grew tall and strong, but everything went quiet. It forgot about the people, such things were not even distant dreams any longer. Gradually the marks on its lower trunk grew higher as the tree grew, and the litter stopped. As humanity was eradicated so was its open view of the fields. Other trees joined it, the grass grew high then was dominated by a forest that carried on for miles in every direction, obliterating the attempts made to tame the landscape by the humans.

Then it awoke to Marcus’ touch.

It remembered the past and was happy for the company.

Where had all the people gone?

It didn’t matter, maybe in a few more centuries they would be back, or not. Either way it was still a nice day and the sun was warming its leaves, allowing the tree to create sugars to grow even taller and maybe one day reach the orb in the sky that shone so invitingly at night, forever changing shape back and forth, then repeating at regular intervals. One day it would grow tall enough to give the silvery light source a proper greeting.

~~~

Marcus smiled at the thoughts and memories of the tree.

How glorious it must be to live such a life, to be so free and so detached from any form of worry.

The price we pay for being human I guess.

He continued listening to the tree for a while, before his own happy thoughts took precedence.

These were private thoughts, things that he would tell nobody, share not even with himself.

The lives of men are not always there merely for others to gain entertainment from.


OLD FRIENDS


“AND WHERE HAVE you been?” asked a rather cross looking Arcene, arms folded across her chest.

It was hard to believe it really was her.

“What? Um, well, I’ve been away for a bit, not long.” Letje was confused, this wasn’t what she had been expecting at all. “You look… different. Clean! Come here you.”

Arcene ran over to Letje and with uncharacteristic warmth flung her arms around her and hugged her tight. She began to cry. “I came to visit and you weren’t here. I thought something had happened to you. I wanted to see you. It’s been terrible Letje, things aren’t so nice out there any more. People are horrible.” Arcene sobbed into Letje’s jacket. She could feel the warm tears on her skin as Arcene snuggled at her neck, they were coming out of the young girl so strong. A river of grief finally breaking free of its dam.

Letje looked at Sy and Marcus, raised eyebrows telling them she didn’t know what had happened, why Arcene was here. She had talked of the girl a little, about their meeting, hoping that she was alright, but she hadn’t really ever expected to see her again. Arcene had just seemed too wild and independent — never at her house although she knew Letje was going to visit her. Eventually the sobbing stopped so Letje took hold of Arcene’s shoulders and stepped back to get a look at her.

“Well, I must say, I didn’t recognize you at first. You’re spotless. Well, you were before the tears messed up your pretty little face. Here.” Letje wiped the drying tears away with her sleeve. “That’s better. Now, let me get a look at you. Are you alright? And is that my t-shirt you’re wearing?”

Arcene looked guilty, yet defiant as always. A hint of the wild child Letje had met what felt like many lifetimes ago.

It wasn’t that long ago though, was it? A few months? More? Maybe a year? Not long really.

“Sorry, my clothes were a little messy. I didn’t think you’d mind. And look, I found the animals, they got out.” Arcene pointed to the coop and the pens to the side of the garden. There were a few animals back that Letje had released before making her trip, she thought it best not to tell Arcene she had let them out as she didn’t expect to return.

“Well, that’s great, and I see you have been busy?”

“Um, yeah, hope that’s okay?”

“That’s fine.” Letje tried to keep the horror out of her voice as she looked at the ravaged vegetable plot. It looked like a rabbit had decided a shotgun would be the best way to dig up some vegetables. Arcene obviously didn’t have very green fingers.

“Now, let me introduce you, and then we can go inside and you can tell us all about what has happened.”

“Okay,” said Arcene, looking at the men with a newfound wariness. Then she perked up instantly.

“Hey, is that a goat? Is it dinner?” She ran over to George, patted his head then jabbed at his ribs. George trotted away and hid behind Marcus.

“Um, no, he isn’t supper, he’s my friend. This is George, and I’m Marcus.”

“Sorry,” said Arcene, head lowering, all joy gone in an instant. It was like a cloth had been rubbed across her face wiping away the happiness. “Your friend, your pet.” Arcene burst into tears and ran into the house.

Letje looked after her with concern. What had happened to her?

Inside, after the introductions had been made, Arcene perked up again almost instantly, just like the girl Letje had met when she stole her rabbit. But she was also different somehow, there was a depth to her eyes that wasn’t there before. Arcene had obviously encountered quite a lot since they last met and it was evident, no matter how much she skipped about and smiled, that a lot of what she had dealt with was not exactly uplifting for a ten year old. The arrival of Letje had certainly been very welcome, which was enough to tell Letje that Arcene was done with being alone.

~~~

“I don’t want to talk about it, not yet,” sulked Arcene, when Letje asked what had happened since they last met.

“Okay, that’s fine. When you feel ready then you can tell me. It’s great to see you though, and looking so clean as well.”

Arcene smiled, then got up close to Letje and whispered in her ear. “What was it like? In The Commorancy? Did you get your Room?”

“No, not quite,” whispered back Letje. “Something happened so we are on the run at the moment, and it might be dangerous.” Letje thought for a moment, then said, “And why are we whispering?”

“I don’t know those men, and Marcus might get angry if I ask too many questions.” She looked around warily, double checking they weren’t within earshot.

“Oh, don’t be silly. There’s nothing to worry about, they won’t be angry, and Marcus won’t mind if you ask such things. But we can’t stay here for long, it’s too risky at the moment.”

Arcene seemed to have stopped listening, and was already dancing around the kitchen, voice getting louder and louder, firing off a barrage of questions all about The Commorancy. Where was it? What had Letje done? Who was after them? What were they like? Had she seen much on her trip?

“Whoa, all in good time. For somebody that I haven’t seen for almost a year I think that if I am to answer your questions you will have to answer some of mine too.”

Arcene went instantly still, the smile gone from her face, but only for a minute. “Okay, that’s fair. It was horrible though, and I sure am glad to see you Letje. You’re like my big sister now, is that okay? I’ve never had a sister, I think it’ll be fun.”

“Sisters,” agreed Letje. “I’ve never had one either, I think it would be great.”

They hugged then went to go and look around the garden. Letje had seen the mess as soon as she arrived, but Arcene seemed convinced that she had been doing a fine job of getting it productive again in the few months she had been at Letje’s home. Letje didn’t have the heart to tell her otherwise.


BEING MARCUS


IT WAS ONLY the next day, once everyone had settled into Letje’s home and had a good nights rest, that Arcene’s curious nature got the better of her. She was actually proud of herself for holding out so long. “What’s it like? What do you see?”

They were sat out in the garden, the last of the summer eagerly devoured before such outdoor living would mean shivering in the cold damp air. Letje had made a large pot of tea, a honey laden concoction from plants cultivated in the garden for generations. Marcus grimaced but murmured polite thanks, Sy, Letje and Arcene seemed to be genuinely enjoying the beverage. The worn wooden furniture was comfortable and they all sat around the table, enjoying the smells and the sounds of the buzzing of insects — working furiously before their numbers were decimated as the cold weather settled until the following spring.

“What’s it like Marcus?” asked Arcene, the second she finished her previous sentence, clearly in awe of the man. She knew little of him, but it was obvious just by his presence that here was no normal man.

“What’s it like? What’s what like?”

“Being you. How do you see things?”

“Arcene, it’s rude to ask such questions you know. Maybe Marcus doesn’t want to tell you personal things.”

Arcene poked her tongue out at Letje. “What? I only asked. I wanted to know.”

“It’s fine Letje, I don’t mind. Arcene, I can tell you if you wish, but it may be a little hard for you to understand some of it. You are still young after all.”

“That’s okay, I still want to know.”

“Me too,” said Sy.

“I guess I do too. Is it so very different Marcus? Different to how we see the world?”

“Very. Sy, to some extent you will understand a little better than the two ladies. As you have fully Awoken you see some things differently. And Letje, you have seen glimpses of it, know that there is so much more to the world than what you have experienced so far. But I have spent hundreds of years exploring The Noise, Awakening so many different things inside of me, that it’s hard to remember what it was like before. Back when I was just a young man, a boy really, and none of this had happened.” Marcus shifted in his seat, aware that he was going to change the way he was viewed by these people forever.

“How do I explain this? And where to start? For now let’s forget about what I see inside myself, what I can do internally, and the way it happens. Let’s focus on the external world, what I see and feel.”

“Are there all kinds of ghosts and magic beings floating about? And demons?” interrupted Arcene.

“Haha, no nothing like that Arcene, it’s a lot more interesting than that. Although I have seen ghosts, of course, and all manner of spirit related entities, but lets focus on the world as we know it. As you know it.” Marcus took a deep breath, aware that what he was about to tell could have a deep impact, especially on Letje and Arcene. His focus was on Letje, not wanting to put her off Awakening and gradually reaching her full potential.

Here goes, thought Marcus, breathing deeply again. “I see everything. I see the flowers weeping, I see the grass joyous with the rain and the sunshine. I see the roots of the trees lit up like fires underneath the soil, the thousands of insects that shimmer in The Noise depending on the tree for sustenance. I see the life and death of countless creatures — I can see their lifespan counting down like the sands of time, and I see it in people too. I can look at you and I can see your thoughts, I can see the neurons firing as they pass through sections of your mind. I see where you think, where your emotions burn bright orange or the darkest black.

I see your past, present and future, and I see the well of tears that you will shed in a lifetime. I see the connections between all things. I can see the bees and their hivemind and I can see the death of a single one affecting the whole course of history, human and insect. I see the magnetic lines that pull on everything circling the earth and giving the birds their paths through the air. I can feel the tiny minds of the shrew and the infinite slow dreaming of the planet itself. I see the leaves rot and the food they deliver to the insects beneath, and I hear those plants losing their sparkle that are stuck in the endless loop of The Lethargy.

I hear the pain of humanity, see the history of a person spreading back into the mists of time, their lineage contained in their genes. I see their families and I see the past of all things. I see the passage of time through a simple thing such as this chair I sit on here. I feel it and I see the people years ago that made it, picked it up and carried it, and delivered it to a home many miles from here, where it was sold and brought to this place. I can feel that history, see it all.

I see The Noise in all things, the emptiness of it all, the stuff that makes us up. This planet and all things in the Universe is as nothing when compared to it. I see that, I see the way it all comes and goes, each tiny piece of matter connected to the next. Trillions upon trillions of strands reaching out from each thing, every event that has ever happened, is happening or will happen, all spreading out into untold histories playing out just a tiny shift from our own reality.

I see the beginnings of us all, the dust from stars older than this universe, reborn and traveling for countless millions of years, just to become a tiny part of your little fingernail. And when you die it will pass through incarnations countless in number, becoming something else, always enduring, yet totally insignificant.

I see the running of streams under the rocks, feel their currents, feel the gaps in the present, tiny disjointed pieces where things not meant to be can slip through the cracks, impossible things.

I can read pages of a book faster than I can turn them. I can make the minds of men turn into monsters and I can control The Lethargic as easily as I can tie up my own shoelaces. I can become the animals and the insects, and I could even join with the trees and watch the play of life unfold in ways so alien to our own that I would be lost forever.

There is more, but I choose not to see it all. I have seen, and do see, more than any other person in our entire history… more than I should.”

There was silence. Marcus looked up, to see Sy staring in fascination at him, obvious wonder on his face. Arcene’s mouth was agape, looking at Marcus as if he were a god. Letje was crying.

“That’s so sad Marcus, how do you cope with it all?”

“Sad? Why Letje, you have the wrong impression entirely my dear. It’s glorious. So much of life is hidden from those not Awoken, it’s like you’re missing the best bits. Yes, you see the depth of sadness and sorrow that is part of the natural cycle, but you see the beauty shining forth, you see the amazing way that all things interconnect, and you understand the absolute miracle that is life. It’s infinitesimally rare you know? The chances of everything coming together to allow life to flourish? Such a thing is basically impossible. Yet here we are. Here are the plants and animals and insects. The air we breathe, the oceans with their teeming life, the skies with the birds and the clouds and the rain and thunder, all an impossibility for such diversity to come together to make it a reality. Seeing it all working is like a dream. An impossible dream.

To understand the depths of human despair is to revel in the beauty of a smile and see the lights ping into existence as your brain flares orange and your aura shines like a beacon in the night. Being Awoken to just one aspect of the potential we have within is a thing to be grateful for. Most people never see what I see. It is not within most to Awaken to all potentials, yet you can Letje, if you want. Do you want that?”

“I don’t know, what if I can’t cope with it all? What if it gets too much and I collapse under the weight of seeing into the souls of other people?”

“It is not without great responsibility Letje, and great sorrow. Hard choices must be made and I won’t pretend your life will ever be the same again. But think of the beauty, and the truth you will see.”

“Can you cope with it Marcus? Does it make you happy?”

“Sometimes Letje, sometimes. And other times I lay on top of mountains of bones and I cry until I am empty inside. That is the price you pay, that and more.”

“And if I don’t want that for myself? Is that bad?”

“Of course not Letje. What is more beautiful than just being alive and knowing yourself to be a Whole person? That is more than enough, more than most have now. A gift. And besides, you can always just turn it all off if you wish. With true Awakening comes much more than what I have just described. Your inner self is open to you, you may do what you wish, know what you wish.” Marcus paused, then whispered, “You can even forget parts if you wish — if you really want to.”

“Marcus?”

“Yes? I think I probably am Letje. Mad, that’s what you were going to ask isn’t it? Am I mad?”

“It was.”

Marcus sighed deeply. “Letje, the things I have done, still do, and the life I have led, I expect I am rather mad. I don’t know. Who's sane any longer anyway? But the choice is always there, and we can be what we want to be. My life has been so long, I am probably well past what should have been allowed. With age comes problems even I cannot overcome. And sometimes I am tired, oh so tired. But I don’t regret it. Without me, without the things I have done, then I am sorry to say I very much doubt there would be anyone left, certainly nobody in the UK would be alive by now. Responsibility always comes at a price Letje. Don’t ever forget it.”

Arcene got to her knees and bowed before Marcus. He bent forward in his chair, grabbed her by the shoulders and lifted her to her feet. “Don’t be silly. I’m not a god Arcene, I just Awoke to the potential we all have within us, that’s all.”

Arcene remained quiet, staring at Marcus as if aliens had landed and asked if they could have a cup of tea.

~~~

“Is he a god Letje? He must be. You heard him, people can’t do those things, can they?”

Letje looked at the young girl, now so different to the last time she saw her. It was as if she had aged much more than a year in the intervening period.

“No Arcene, he isn’t a god, he just sees and feels a lot more than we do. I just didn’t realize quite how much. Treat him like normal, well, as normal as you can. He is a little odd, but I do like him. Just be aware that he is very old, even though he doesn’t look it. And don’t let what he said make you think he is God, he is just a man who has Awoken to what a lot of us could become — if we want to.”

“Do you want to? It seems kinda scary to me. I don’t want to cry on top of a pile of bones. Ugh!” Arcene shuddered at the thought, her long hair dancing in the sunshine. She glanced around nervously, suddenly afraid Marcus could hear her.

“Don’t worry, Sy and Marcus went inside. The boys are tired and I told them to use the bedrooms for a nap. Oh, and George is there.” Letje pointed over to an old rusty wheelbarrow, the wheel now a simple wooden circle her father had made. George was asleep in it, curled up like a little baby in its bassinet.

“Phew. Well? You didn’t answer my question. Do you want to be Awoken like that? It all sounds crazy to me anyway.”

“I’m not sure yet. I want to be Awoken, I want to be sure if I have a family they don’t get The Lethargy, but as to the rest… it’s a lot to think about. There is more than I ever thought possible, it’s a bit scary.”

“Don’t be scared, you have me now,” said Arcene brightly.

Letje had the distinct impression that the girl had grown up a lot, and as far as Letje could tell Arcene had decided that she was now staying with her. How that was going to work out she had no idea. Especially as The Eventuals were still after them; there was going to be a lot of trouble to come yet. Would Arcene be safer on her own? Letje wasn’t sure. They were certainly on the rampage at the moment, a young Whole girl would be at serious risk.

The arrival back at the house had opened up a whole load of extra concern for Letje. Not only had the last few days turned out nothing like she had expected, not that she had really known what to expect, but hearing about Marcus’ view of the world had come as something of a surprise too. It seemed like the issue of having a young girl in her company meant that there was a lot to think about. What should she do? Did she really want that kind of life? To know so much, to feel so deeply? What was Arcene expecting of her?

And what about her father?

For a minute she had actually forgotten about Constantine, if she should still call him that at all.

“Wow, life is strange. I’ve had nothing but myself for company for years and now I have all these things happen at once.”

“Huh? What was that?” asked Arcene, who seemed to be dropping off to sleep where she sat.

“Nothing, just thinking out loud is all. Go back to sleep.”

Arcene began to nod off, and pretty soon her snores were regular and amazingly loud. Letje looked down at Constantine/Daddy, and asked for his advice. “Well Daddy, what do you make of all that? What do you think your daughter, of seventeen years I might add,” Letje frowned at the tortoise for holding back her age from her, “should do? It’s not like you can ever be the same again once you experience the kinds of things Marcus has.”

Don’t ask me, I’m just a tortoise.

Letje got the distinct impression her father was not feeling quite himself. Maybe he needed a nap too. The boys did seem to get sleepy an awful lot.

No stamina, that’s their problem. Now, if a woman were ruling The Commorancy… Letje’s thoughts drifted, imagining herself with the powers of Marcus. Soon, she too was asleep in her chair, the waning sun giving up its last warmth of the day.


BEING ARCENE


AFTER ARCENE FIRST met Letje she found it rather lonely when she was on her own once more. She had insisted she would be fine when Letje left after staying a week and cleaning what she called her filthy home. Arcene had never given the state of herself or her house much consideration. She had known nothing else, but once Letje had gone she thought about a lot of things, and cleaning and keeping a tidy home unfortunately happened to be only a few of them.

This wasn’t all Letje had introduced her to though, there was so much more. Things she had never heard of: The Commorancy, The Noise, Eventuals, men out to kidnap pretty girls (and worse), and the danger of even talking to strangers. Let alone robbing them then acting like nothing was wrong. Letje had introduced her to books, reading and writing and so many other things. Arcene wondered if she wouldn’t have just been better off never knowing about any of it. Now there were a million and one things she was missing out on because she had never been taught about them in her ten years. And anyway, quite a lot of her time on the planet had been spent trying to feed her mother, who died anyway, never having taught Arcene very much of anything at all.

Still, at least now she knew a little of what was possible in her world, and she decided to learn all that she could. To her own surprise she also decided that she would like to stay clean and relatively tidy. It wasn’t easy, that was the one thing Letje had omitted.

Finding soap, sorting out running water, shampoo, combing her hair every day, brushing her teeth, trying to fold clean clothes neatly and wash the dirty ones, and not mix the two up were all chores she found not only very time consuming but also excruciatingly boring, not to mention mostly energy sapping and pointless. Still, she had promised, so she did her best, and although when she returned to the house every now and then she did make a bit of a mess, it didn’t translate to her own personal cleanliness.

She loved the feeling of running her hands through her hair, liked to see her skin unblemished by food detritus and dirt, and actually enjoyed wearing pretty clothes that fit her properly, rather than anything she just grabbed whether it was her size or was way too large for her slender child's frame. She liked that Letje said she was pretty — it made her feel good, so she did her utmost to make certain that she did look presentable, even if it meant having to brush her hair every single day!

It was only a couple of days after Letje left that Arcene realized that she actually did miss the company. She thought about going to her home, Letje had drawn her a map, but was actually proud of herself for remembering that she had said she was very busy trying to get to The Commorancy, so Arcene decided not only to not visit, but to be sure she was out when Letje came to visit her — if she did as she had promised. That way Letje could do her work without worrying about her.

Arcene felt it was very grown up of her to be so considerate a girl.

After moping around her impossibly tidy house for a few days, finding it increasingly frustrating to find anything as it was all put in different places, and was becoming really annoying, Arcene decided that she would once again leave home, but this time vowed not to get lost. She made up her mind to go and learn about the world Letje had only had the time to hint at.

Things got very scary very quickly.

To begin with everything was going great. Arcene managed to make her way to a small town that had quite a big library, and what was even better was that there were still lots of books there! She stayed for days, sitting cross-legged on the floor flicking through the picture books, frowning at the thick tomes filled with nothing but words that made no sense to her at all. But the pictures, oh how cool were the pictures. She never knew there were so many things in the world, and it was only after finding books with actual photographs that she began to realize lots of the animals she had seen as drawings were actually real live creatures, not just made up by clever people who could draw really well.

She wondered if all the buildings that people drew were real as well, but most of the ones she saw in the comics — that was what Letje had called them — she couldn’t find as photographs so had her doubts. It was still a wonderful time. The only reason she left was the fact that she saw a group of men walking past on her second day and began to grow nervous. Previously she would have thought little of following them and trying to steal anything that looked useful, or she could eat, but Letje had told her that was wrong, and besides, they didn’t look like they had anything, not even a rabbit between them — losers.

She tried to go back to the books, to see just how much she could learn, even finding a nice clean little room where she closed the door and almost felt safe. But Letje’s words played on her mind, she couldn’t settle. The strangers left her feeling uneasy, so a few hours later she packed up her rucksack and left the building.

Everything felt different all of a sudden, like she was living in the real world, not a bubble where she believed herself to be an invincible young girl where things would always turn out for the best — now she felt exposed and part of her blamed Letje for this rude awakening to the dangers of the world. Arcene headed back in the direction she had come from, away from the group of men, and decided to stay home and wait for the visit that was due soon from her one and only friend.

~~~

“I wish I had a little tortoise friend like Letje did, I wouldn’t be all alone now if I did. I wonder where you get them from?” Arcene was brooding in the still relatively tidy living room, finally admitting to herself that she did prefer to have some company than to be all alone with nobody to talk to. But she had to go, she wanted to explore and do things, and she needed food anyway. She would go fishing, Letje had taught her how to do it with a lot more success than she had previously. Plus she had changed her mind and decided that she didn’t want to be here when Letje arrived. She sniffed away a tear that threatened to turn into a full on cry-fest, knowing that if she saw her she would cling to her like a little baby and beg her not to leave her on her own.

“Ugh, stop being silly Arcene, you did fine on your own before, and besides, you wouldn’t want to be bossed around all the time being told to wash your face and brush your teeth.” Arcene pulled a face, knowing she was lying to herself. “Do this Arcene, do that Arcene,” she shouted out loud, doing her best bossy woman impression, but it didn’t make her feel any better, she really was feeling alone, and a little scared too.

But being the independent young woman that she was, she gathered together a few pieces of equipment, some clothes and the like, and went to go fishing at her favorite spot. There was gear stored there for the actual fishing and for camping out, she was clever enough — after lugging it back and forth a few items — to realize that it made more sense to simply leave it all hidden where she would actually need it.

As she was about to close the door behind her Arcene let out a mumbled, “Fine, alright.” She turned back to the living room and tidied up a bit, just so Letje wouldn’t think she couldn’t cope. “Perfect,” she said, oblivious to the mess that had began to infiltrate the space again somehow.

She spent a few nice quiet days fishing and gorging on succulent flesh of the freshly caught fish, then the lure of knowledge called her once again. How she wished she could read. It sounded magnificent to be able to just pick up a book and learn what secrets it held within those tiny squiggles. She had never thought about it before, but now she wished to discover all the secrets the ancient books kept locked away from the likes of her. But she could still learn, still discover new things, so felt that visiting another town would be a good idea.

Arcene ended up traveling from small village to small village, from town to town and going back and forth, criss-crossing routes that she became familiar with, often backtracking so she could be sure where she was and wouldn’t get lost. She taught herself to read maps, marking out the routes she took, where she was, where she had been, although the roads on them were often nothing more than grassy walkways, or blocked, and she had to go cross-country before finally joining them again.

Then the inevitable happened: she found other people. But it wasn’t a group of bloodthirsty cannibals, or a pack of half wild men on the hunt. From what she could tell it was just a nice little family, a man and a woman with a young boy, maybe just a year or two older than she was. She hid in the house she had been rummaging through for anything interesting, peeking from behind a broken pane of glass, trying to remain invisible, staying as quiet as a mouse.

They seemed harmless enough, maybe just doing what she herself was: scavenging for goodies. As she watched from across the street she followed their progress. In and out of houses they went, the man or woman keeping guard outside with the boy while the other went in and came out with some little trinket or other, nothing very interesting though by the looks of it. Arcene soon lost interest in the people, apart from the little boy that was, he was mean.

No, it was the little dog that caught her attention, and the more she watched it, and how it was treated, the more she hated the little boy. She hated him more than anything in the whole world. The dog kept yipping, pawing at the legs of the people, wanting attention, wanting to play. The man and woman would hush it, patting its head and trying to keep it quiet. But if nobody was looking the mean little boy would kick it, or smack its head. The little dog responded by dropping its tail between its legs and wagging nervously. The boy seemed to delight in this, so Arcene made it her mission to save the doggie and get herself a new friend at the same time. It would be happier with her, and she would have company. What could be wrong with that?

It turned out to be a very bad idea indeed.


MY DOGGIE


“DON’T WORRY LITTLE doggie, I will save you.” Arcene was deep in concentration, her hair hanging in front of her face keeping her extra hidden. She watched the family intently, and had moved house herself to keep up with them. She almost had to leave as soon as she crept into the room at the front of the house as sat in chairs were the remains of two bodies, little more than bone, tissue and skin, long dead but still in one piece. Not to be turned from her mission she summoned up her courage, walked gingerly between the resting corpses of those consumed by The Lethargy, and crept to the window.

Her hand went to her mouth in horror as the little dog yelped pitifully. It rolled over and lay still, apart from a feeble waggle of its fluffy tail. Arcene was resolute now, she would save the creature and it would be her new best friend.

Through the rest of the day and into the early evening Arcene followed the family’s progress as they made their way to the end of the street, then headed out of the village and into the countryside. It got harder and harder to follow them, the darkening sky and the sporadic places to hide meant she risked either being seen or losing them. In the end the choice was taken out of her hands. As she peered from behind a tree she felt a sharp tug at her leg, then a yip, yip, yip, before she was grabbed from behind in a choke-hold that was impossible to escape from, however much she kicked and scratched and tried to bite the arm of her attacker.

“Hold still, hold still,” yelled the man. “Gosh, you’re a feisty one aren’t you? Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you, but you have been following us all day now, that’s not polite.” Arcene felt the grip loosen and wriggled free. She stepped back, wary of the man — he smelled kind of funky to her.

Cautiously Arcene asked, “You knew I had been following you?” She thought she had been super stealthy.

“Of course, you were peeking through the windows back in the village, banging about, making all kinds of noise. And I think I’ve heard about a hundred twigs break since we got into the country. You aren’t exactly a little ninja lady that’s for sure.” The man smiled at her, he seemed nice, and the dog was sniffing at her leg now, tail wagging furiously.

Arcene was forlorn, she thought she had been so careful too. She bent and stroked the little dog, it felt so soft and warm. “What’s his name? He’s lovely.”

“That’s Ruffles, he’s pretty young. We would keep him at home but you can never be too careful these days, people will steal anything.”

Arcene felt rather uncomfortable and shifted from one leg to another, pulling at her bottom lip, unaware how guilty she looked. “Really, that’s awful, who would want to steal a little doggie?”

“You’d be surprised,” said the man. He gestured through the trees. “You hungry? Want to come and get something to eat? Where are you from anyway?”

“Oh, I’m from a long way away. And, um, I’m not sure, I shouldn’t really…”

“Oh, come on, I bet you’re starving, a young thing like you out here all alone. Why would you be following us if it wasn’t for some food and somebody to talk to? I know how lonely it can get out here by yourself.”

Arcene stared at the man, then the woman and boy standing some distance away, seemingly impatient to get going before darkness truly descended. The dog yapped repeatedly. “Hush now Ruffles, be quiet naughty dog.”

Arcene glanced down at the animal and after weighing up the warnings of Letje versus the rumblings in her belly, plus the thought of maybe stealing the lovely dog afterward, she nodded her head. “Thank you, that would be lovely. I am a little bit hungry now that you mention it.”

Although Arcene was very wary of the young boy, choosing to ignore him for the most part, she did find the adults very friendly. They seemed more than happy to feed her — a lovely stew that evening with real bread that had been cooling since the early morning. Arcene wolfed it all down and didn’t refuse seconds. Or thirds.

She ended up staying the night. They were nice, apart from the horrid boy. She was full and it was dark outside, so she snuggled up on the sofa with lots of blankets and the plumpest pillow she had ever lay her head on in her whole life.

~~~

Clack, clack, clack, came the noise from the kitchen. “Up and at ‘em, breakfast’s ready.”

Arcene emerged from under the blankets to the most delightful smell in the whole wide world. Forgetting all about brushing her teeth and washing her face, she pushed her matted hair away from her face and staggered into the kitchen to find the woman — Aileene, that was her name — dishing up crispy strips of meat that she called bacon, eggs that were runny, toast, and there was even what looked like proper butter. She tried not to drool on the well mopped floor.

Arcene went to grab a piece of the meat only to have the back of her hand smacked. “Ow. Waddya do that for?” It really stung.

“Manners young lady. We eat at the table and we eat with knives and forks from plates. What we don’t do is go sticking our hands into pans and stealing. Didn’t anybody ever teach you manners? Tsk.”

“I’m sorry. I was just hungry. My mummy died years ago, I guess I don’t think too much about manners.”

The woman hugged Arcene, whispering that it was alright, that she understood. Then directed her to help set the table for breakfast. Arcene found the whole situation rather overwhelming. She had never had a family life, just her and her increasingly distant mother ever since she could remember. Even though she didn’t like the boy she still felt the warm cocoon of close family wrapping her in its embrace.

Arcene chatted away happily over breakfast, talking about the things she had done, the places she had been and the life she lived. Even to her young ears it sounded rather lonely and pathetic. Words just didn’t quite come out right.

Yet for all that she liked the comfort of the house, and of the people, she also felt somewhat claustrophobic — there were rules to obey, others to think of, and when she saw just how often the little boy was ordered to do this, and do that, she knew that such a life was not for her. She was a free spirit, wanted to explore and see new things, learn new things, not just struggle from day to day.

After breakfast she helped with the washing up and then offered to go do some chores before she left. Her offer was accepted gratefully, although the man and woman both said she was welcome to stay as long as she wished. Arcene said her thanks politely, but insisted that she had places to go, then wanted to meet her friend who came visiting on Sundays who she hadn’t seen for a long time. It was only a half truth. She actually did miss Letje and planned on going straight home to wait for her — she didn’t want to miss her on the weekend. And staying in another family’s home made her realize how much she wanted to go back to her own, even if only for a short spell.

Once the dishes were put away there was a flurry of activity. There were a lot of chores at the house as well as the upkeep of the land and the tending to animals. Arcene offered to help in any way that she could.

“I can go and look after the animals, feed them. What about the dog, does he need a walk?”

“Oh, no, no Arcene I wouldn’t dream of it,” said Betlic. “The animals are very messy. Maybe you could help Timon with the vegetable garden? It’s terribly weedy and that’s not the way to get the best out of the soil. Vegetables don’t like to have competition at all. Timon, you be sure to show Arcene how we do things around here, okay?” The boy stared at Betlic intently, as if his orders were of the utmost importance.

“Okay dad, I will.” Timon moped off sullenly, beckoning Arcene to follow.

Arcene skipped after him, enjoying her morning, looking forward to going home. She was feeling content with a full stomach, and actually rather excited about doing something physical, even if it was with the horrid little boy. She felt it was important to pay back the hospitality of the family, then she could be on her way knowing she had done the right thing. Letje would be proud.

“Not like that, like this, see?” Timon tilted the mattock slightly, dragging the rich soil to the sides, expertly making ridges where seeds were to be planted now that they had got rid of the weeds.

“Fine,” said Arcene, grabbing the mattock back and trying to make her ridges as neat as his. She kept at it, and after a few more ridges found that she was getting the hang of it. But when she stood up, her back aching, and looked at her handiwork she realized that she really wasn’t very good at making straight lines at all. She waited for the laughter, but none came. She glanced over at the boy only to find he was fast asleep leaning back in a large wheelbarrow.

“Typical,” said Arcene, “leaving me to do all the work.” She needed a rest though, so decided to go for a wander around the rest of the place, maybe take a look at the animals, see if she could be of use there. She also secretly wondered if she could go play with the dog for a while — she hadn’t seen it since the night before. Although Arcene tried not to admit it to herself, she also thought that maybe, just maybe, if it happened to really want to come with her it wouldn’t hurt to know where it liked to play so she could maybe, just maybe, go and get it when it was time to leave.

She went to investigate, just on the off chance of course. Really all she wanted to do was help with the chores before she left to go home.


LETJE WAS RIGHT


“LETJE WAS RIGHT,” screamed Arcene, face bright red, eyes clouded by tears, her hands clenched tightly by her sides, then pulling at her hair as the horror just built and built. “There are bad people in the world, really bad people.”

Betlic turned at the screams, interrupted from his butchery. “Arcene! What are you doing here? I thought you were with Timon?”

“He’s asleep,” sobbed Arcene. “You, you murderer, you horrible man. How could you?” But Arcene had seen enough and she didn’t wait for an answer. The vision in the small cramped brick shed was enough to send her running for her life. She didn’t care where she went. Just away, she had to get away.

She ran.

As she ran the vision of the nightmare space threatened to overpower her, and running was hard with the tears pouring down her face. Betlic was bare from the waist up apart from a thick leather apron, stained dark from blood. In his hands he held huge knives, razor sharp and terrifying. And on the table in front of him was Ruffles, belly sliced open, innards in a large bucket beneath the wooden butcher’s block. She knew it was Ruffles, he hadn’t been cut up by the evil butcher yet, he still had his fur, was still mostly whole.

But that wasn’t the case for many other poor dogs that were skinned, gutted and currently hanging from hooks along one short wall. Arcene didn’t even think that was the worst of it though. Along the opposing wall were cages, tiny cages stacked floor to ceiling with countless dogs, from tiny puppies to mothers trying to feed their young in the confined space. Not a one of them was making much more sound than a whimper. Their fate all too apparent to them, supposed Arcene, knowing if they were noisy then they would be first to face the evil butcher.

How could he? How could they? She thought the young boy was cruel to their pet, but it seems that was nothing in comparison to what the father did. Arcene stopped to retch violently onto the grass.

Was that what I ate for breakfast? Did I eat dog with my eggs?

She retched again, bent double and unable to find the strength to right herself. Then it was too late.

“Get off of me!” It was beginning to become a habit, being grabbed from behind by this foul man.

“Arcene, Arcene, you have to let me explain. Please, it’s not what you think,” pleaded Betlic.

“I think it’s exactly what I think. You cage those poor dogs and then you let them watch the others be butchered and then you eat them!” Arcene was beside herself, screaming hysterically, kicking and biting, until he eventually pinned her arms by her side, slung her over his shoulder and unable to resist she found herself carried back to the house and dumped unceremoniously onto the squishy couch in the living room. He towered over her, eyes dark, face like thunder as he scowled at the cuts and the bite marks all over his forearms.

“Stay there, don’t you move one muscle little girl.” He edged to the doorway and shouted for his wife until she came inside.

“What’s going on? Betlic? What happened? Arcene, are you alright?”

“Alright? YOU EAT DOGS!” Arcene broke down sobbing. How could they?

“Oh honey, is that what’s got you so upset? Can I at least explain? It’s not as bad as it seems you know? It’s not ideal, but please, just listen okay?”

“I don’t want to,” sobbed Arcene, “you are bad people.”

“We don’t have to explain ourselves to the likes of —” Betlic was cut off mid-sentence by the steely glare of his wife.

“Arcene, we have to eat. It’s not easy finding food you know? All our other animals were stolen a couple of years ago. The chickens? Well, we managed to round up a few of them, but the pigs, goats, even a cow were all stolen from us. What were we supposed to do to feed ourselves?”

“You have them in little cages.” Arcene wasn’t about to be treated like a child when it was obvious they were cruel.

“For their own protection honey, so they don’t get stolen. We take them out every day for a walk, and we look after them real good. You saw how much fun Ruffles had didn’t you? He had a good life.”

Arcene still had her doubts. She told of Timon being mean to the dog. “What!” Betlic was furious. “I’ll have his hide for that. I’ve told him to not hit the dogs, it’s like beating on your own food.”

A churning in her stomach told Arcene it was time to go. Something was just not right about these people. They were ‘off’ somehow. She was only just coming to realize it, but there was simply something that she couldn’t quite place that she didn’t like but didn’t know what it was.

“Okay, fine. I’m sorry. I just got a little upset I guess. Dogs are so lovely, I don’t want to eat them.”

“That’s okay honey, I understand. We understand, don’t we Betlic?”

“Sure we do.”

“Sorry for the trouble then,” said Arcene, trying to remain calm and say what she thought they wanted to hear. “I think it best I go now. Thank you so much for the food and for letting me stay last night, but I’ll get out of your way now — go home, wait for my friend.”

There was a long silence and something icy gripped her insides, squeezing tight. An unconscious warning that there was something seriously amiss that she was as yet unaware of.

“Oh honey, you aren’t going anywhere. You’re part of the family now, just like Timon is. You will stay with us and you will grow older and when you children are of the correct age you will marry and have children of your own and we will have grandchildren to care for us all. It will be grand.” Aileene smiled beatifically, looking off into space, lost in her dreams of an extended family gathered around her.

“I’m going home,” said Arcene, getting to her feet and squaring her shoulders.

Betlic blocked the doorway. “We can’t let you do that Arcene. We can’t let such a young girl leave here and go live on her own, it wouldn’t be right. We are your parents now, just like we are Timon’s parents now too.”

If Arcene was feeling out of her depth before she now felt well and truly scared. “Wha… what do you mean? I thought you were his parents?”

“We are, but it took a little while for him to adjust to it is all.”

Arcene was locked in with the dogs for a week to ‘teach her some respect for her new parents’ as they put it, then she was allowed back into the house as long as she promised to behave. She didn’t have a lot of choice. She may have been strong-willed but they were a lot bigger and a lot more clever than she thought. She tried to escape as soon as possible but they tracked her down within the hour and the punishment was truly terrible: they stripped her naked and threw the innards of the butchered dogs right over her, then made her sit outside all day as the flies buzzed and the stench made her vomit over, and over, and over again.

She behaved after that.

Or so her new parents thought.

~~~

Arcene was not a girl to give up easily, and she vowed they would not break her. So she bade her time and she learned all she could of them and the young boy that was now a part of her unwanted family.

It turned out the boy wasn’t so bad after all. His violence toward the animals was understandable even to Arcene once she knew of the circumstances. It was nothing but pent up fury that had to find a release somewhere, and once she got to know him she found he was truly sorry for the way he had treated Ruffles — it had been a day that had seen him having to help with one macabre chore after another earlier in the morning, and his frustrations boiled over. As he told Arcene that, after she confronted him about it, they grew closer and she got to know him quite well over the coming days.

He had been stolen away from his own parents, who were both still alive as far as he knew, but the memory of them was fading fast. He had been a reluctant son to Betlic and Aileene for over a year now and had given up hope of ever seeing his real family again. Arcene interrogated him for all information she could possibly think of, and got quite a lot of background detail on both him and her hideous new parents. It seemed that a few years ago they had a family of their own, a real one. Then The Lethargy had taken their young children from them, and their hopes and dreams were shattered. It warped and twisted their minds and with the theft of their livestock combined with other robberies led them down the path of the thievery that had been inflicted upon them. Being Whole they thought it their right to have a family, so they went and stole Timon, believing, at least this is what they told him, that they would be better equipped to raise him as they knew they were both Whole adults. They felt it was their right and their duty to raise children, and now Arcene was to be their second child.

“Well, we’ll see about that,” said Arcene, with steely determination. “I’m not letting anybody tell me what to do, and I’m not living here with them, they’re horrible. And those poor dogs.”

Timon was in tears. “But we can’t get away, they will catch us, and you know what will happen then. It’s no good getting your hopes up Arcene, it just makes you more depressed.”

“Have faith, I’ll get us out of here, don’t you worry.”

So they plotted and they planned, and Arcene finalized her vengeance on the kidnappers of reluctant children. In the meantime they were both on their best behavior, doing nothing to get into trouble and be punished, although sometimes Betlic would fly into a rage and beat them even when they had done nothing wrong. Arcene took her punishment silently, apologizing, acting meek and even called him Daddy, which seemed to gain her more trust and thus more freedom to move about without constant supervision.

~~~

“Mmpf.” Arcene kept her hand over Timon’s mouth until he stopped struggling and realized it was her. Arcene put her finger to her lips as she removed her hand.

“Come on, we’re going. And be quiet. Get dressed, quickly.” Arcene was already wearing as many clothes as she could — it was cold out and she knew trying to carry bags would just slow her down.

“Turn around,” whispered Timon, as he tried to get dressed while Arcene stared at him, vibing him to hurry up.

“Fine, just hurry up.”

Minutes later they were panting heavily and rubbing at their hands as if it would make the rope burns disappear. It hadn’t been easy, but Arcene had managed to sneak in a few lengths of rope. Tied together then secured to the window frame they were just long enough to reach the ground with a little drop at the end. Their bedroom door was bolted from the outside — it seems that their new parents only trusted them so far.

“What now?” asked Timon, his hands already beginning to blister.

“Now we get our revenge,” said Arcene. “But first we let the dogs out. The poor things deserve their freedom. Come on, we need to be quick, and don’t make a sound.”

They made their way over to the grim room where the dogs were kept. Most never got to go outside, regardless of what her would-be parents had said. Although now and then a young pup was lucky enough to be taken out when some form of early warning was needed while they were scavenging, most never got to enjoy any form of freedom. As they entered the room the dogs became silent. They knew better than to bark when the door opened — punishment was always swift, often deadly.

Arcene turned the light on and motioned to Timon to unlock the cages. The dogs wasted no time in making their escape, although many were reluctant to leave as they had young pups.

“What are we going to do with the young ones? The mums won’t leave their puppies behind.” Timon was getting edgier by the minute, his indoctrination, and fear of reprisal was obvious in his jittery manner and the nervous twitching of his cheek.

“They won’t have to, they can stay. We just need to get rid of our ‘parents’ so they can live here and be happy.”

“Get rid of…?” Timon looked at Arcene, sensing he wasn’t going to like this one bit.

Arcene nodded grimly, her hair bobbing around her face, exaggerating the movement. “Yup, we need to get rid of them. Look what they’ve done to us. Waddya think they’ll do to the next kids they find? They can’t be allowed to get away with it and we need to protect others too. Come on, to the workshop.”

A reluctant Timon trailed behind Arcene, wanting nothing more than to get away, rather than confront his kidnappers. But Arcene was so determined, and had taken charge of their actions, so he followed behind, taking her lead. Inside the workshop Arcene searched until she found what she wanted, a tightly sealed drum that held the most precious of materials: gasoline.

“Grab that container,” Arcene instructed, pointing to a metal jerry can in a corner. Once he brought it over she filled it up and grabbed the handle in one hand and the hand of the boy in the other.

“Arcene, what are we doing? We should run, they might wake up.”

“Don’t worry, it’ll be over in a minute.”

They rushed outside only to be confronted with a number of dogs howling. “Damn, the moon.” The dogs, never having been outside, were howling at the moon, a bright partial orb in the sky that they couldn’t understand. Arcene let go of Timon and rushed to the house. She uncapped the can and poured the fuel all around the front door. Then she trailed it back along the ground and away from the building.

As the dogs continued their barking Arcene’s worst nightmare came to life — the front door opened.

“What the hell’s going on out here?” shouted Betlic. “Arcene? Timon? What on earth are you doing? Did you let the dogs out?”

His wife joined him at the front door. “What’s going on? It’s freezing. Arcene, what have you been up to?”

“Saying goodbye, that’s what. And good riddance.” Arcene bent to the ground, pulled a flint and tinder from her pocket and struck it repeatedly.

Whoosh.

A spark caught and fire streaked across the ground, the front door exploding into flame in an instant. The couple went up in flames immediately. The flammable liquid that had pooled all around their feet licked up their bare legs, caught the thick woolen dressing gowns alight in a flash and before they even had the chance to run they were batting at their hair and rolling on the ground trying to put out the flames. It was no good, the fire was fierce and eager to consume all in its path. It licked at their faces, dancing into their mouths and nostrils as they tried to breathe, searing their lungs as it melted the flesh from their faces. The house was now ablaze, the whole front burning bright, lighting up the night as flames curled ever higher and higher.

Vengeance.

Arcene grabbed a terrified Timon by the hand and turned away from the pyromaniac’s delight. They walked into the night. She felt no guilt, no sense of having done something wrong, it was right, she was sure of it.

She headed back in the direction of home, her home. Where she could feel safe, do what she wanted, and answer to nobody.

~~~

“And what about Timon? Where is he?” asked Letje, not sure what to think of her young friend, apart from that she was glad she was safe, but sorry that she had felt compelled to carry out such an extreme act of violence.

“Oh, a few days later I took him home. Silly boy was rubbish at reading maps, he would have got lost on his own.”

“Did you see his parents then? They were okay?” asked Marcus, standing to stretch his legs. After listening to Arcene’s tale for so long he was feeling a little stiff in the unfamiliar chair. He really missed furniture he was more intimate with — there was simply nothing like the comfort of a seat you had used for hundreds of years.

“I saw them and they looked fine. I didn’t go to the house though. I’d kind of had enough of adults at that point, I just wanted to go home. But I saw them hug him. His mum was crying, his dad was swinging him around. They looked happy.” Arcene trailed off, lost in thoughts of a life that would never be hers.

“Well, thank goodness you’re safe. And now here we are. All together, all here.”

“Yes, and, um…” Arcene began to cry.

Letje got up and hugged her tight. “What is it? It’s okay, you’re safe now, don't worry.”

Arcene drew back from Letje and with tears in her eyes said, “Can I stay with you now? I don’t want to be on my own any more Letje. I forget sometimes but I’m just a little girl. I’m not a grown up yet, and I want to have people to talk to and even be the adults now and then. I don’t want to have to decide everything for myself, do everything myself.”

“Of course, of course, we’re a family now, a proper one. A family that wants to stay together, not one that is made to.” Letje hugged her tight, looking over her shoulder at the nodding heads of Marcus and Sy, telling Letje that it was alright, that Arcene was better off with them.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” said Marcus, happy to have something to do so they could stay locked together for a little while longer.


SIX SOUL CRUSHING WORDS


MARCUS WAS GETTING a little stressed out. Why had nobody told him that it would be somewhat foolhardy to embark on the construction of the grandest project in history when he had a young child to raise?

That was exactly the issue though — there wasn’t anybody. Everyone was dead or uninterested in his problems, or his insane ambitions. So he mustered energy from as yet untapped reserves, and consuming thousands upon thousands of calories a day he looked after his son, manically built his new home and controlled countless Lethargic at the same time. He was lucky there were two of him, otherwise it really would have been beyond stressful. Even with both of him it was exhausting — his abilities were still somewhat raw and as he honed his new skills, controlling energy levels, doing without sleep and maintaining his grip over the unfortunate souls lost from their own realities, he found himself slowly sinking into a funk, losing himself in a warped reality of his own creation.

The years went by, The Commorancy grew wilder and more extravagant by the day, and his son grew from a babe into a toddler into a teenager.

Then the problems really started.

With guests now arriving, and Rooms needing to be carefully considered and amended, let alone invitations sent, Orientations to attend and the constant running of the sprawling expanse of the impossibly convoluted Commorancy to maintain, the last thing he needed on top of everything else was to find his son moping around saying he was bored.

“Bored! How can you be bored? This is The Commorancy. It’s the one greatest single achievement in terms of construction that the world has ever seen. With countless Rooms, impossibly complex systems to learn, endless views from no end of really cool walkways, bridges and tunnels. We have animals and grounds that are vast, and you are bored?” Marcus couldn’t believe it, it was simply not possible.

Oliver just shrugged and wandered off before Marcus could list any more reasons why The Commorancy was such a mind-blowingly brilliant place to be.

One day he just left, no warning, he was just gone.

There was a note: “I don’t think this is normal,” read Marcus, the paper sopping wet from tears before he had even finished reading the single line. That was it, nothing more. No farewell, no long explanation, no signature, no sorry, no ‘I love you Dad’. Just six words that ripped out Marcus’ heart and left him emptier than he had ever felt in his life.

The last of the old Marcus was gone, the one thing that held him steadfast and kept him even slightly grounded.

Marcus knew it was the beginnings of a long, slow descent into other-worldly madness.

~~~

“Which one are you then?”

“Does it really matter,” sighed Marcus, hoping for a better greeting from the son he hadn’t seen for years.

“I don’t suppose so, no. Hello Dad, I’ve missed you. A lot.”

Before Marcus could reply in kind his son ran to him and wrapped his no longer scrawny arms around him tight, like he didn’t ever want to let go. Marcus didn’t want him to.

Contact had been sporadic at best, and always conducted through The Noise. Oliver didn’t want to see Marcus, felt he would be drawn back to a place that he simply felt wasn’t normal, wasn’t where his future lay. He knew that if he returned before he had forged his own path through life then The Commorancy would be his future, and only The Commorancy.

He was right. Marcus had seen that future, and knew his son was correct. But still, he missed him dearly, and missed, for selfish reasons, his one tie to a life now long buried.

Marcus broke the embrace eventually, holding his son at arms length. “Let me look at you. You’ve grown, you’re older. Stronger too.”

Oliver smiled back at him. “Well, you look the same, as always. No surprise there. I’m still trying to find my perfect age — externally. It’s hard to know when is best to stop looking older. I don’t know how I will look in the future, so I think I’ll just carry on getting a few more wrinkles for now.” He smiled, and the corners of his eyes did show signs of crows-feet.

“Well, I think you look very handsome. Very manly. It’s so good to see you, I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you. Are you ever coming home?”

“Dad, please. You know I can’t. You know the future I have if I do. I’m not like you. The Commorancy, that madness, it isn’t where my path lies. You know that.”

“I know, sorry. But I had to ask.”

“Fancy a cuppa? I have tea.”

“Real tea?” asked Marcus suspiciously.

Oliver smiled, some things never changed. “Yes Dad, real tea, out of a bag and everything.”

They walked back to his house, arms on each other’s shoulders, two grown men talking as if the intervening years had never happened.

Such a reunion was never to be repeated. After his visit Marcus returned to The Commorancy and a few years later he felt his son drop out of The Noise altogether.

He was gone.

He had eschewed the knowledge he had been given, and allowed himself to age naturally. Marcus assumed he was dead, and wept for a decade for the loss of his son as a part of his life through the years. It was the biggest price he paid for living how he did, for making the saving of humanity his main goal in life. He often wondered whether he had made the right decision, but it was too late now, some things could never be changed — put right.

~~~

Hello father.

Marcus jolted out of his reverie, wondering if it was just wishful thinking as he was missing his son more than ever now he was back on the mainland with some distance from The Commorancy.

Is that really you? It can’t be, you died didn’t you? Years ago.

There was a pause, then the reply he hoped against hope he would hear. No father, I didn’t die. I’m here, on the mainland, still going strong… sort of anyway. You want to meet up? It’s been a while.

Marcus wiped away the tears. Haha, a while? More like two and a half centuries. You got any tea?

There was a smile in The Noise. Some things really do never change do they? Sorry, no tea.

That’s okay, I have some. Can I bring a few friends?

There was a longer pause. Friends? Now this I have to see. Sure thing Dad, bring them… and the tea. It’s been ages. Got any sugar?

You betcha. Right, where are you, I’ll be there in a jiffy.

Marcus was happy, truly happy. Maybe there had been more than he had first seen in his reasons for leaving his home behind. Some things even he couldn’t see in his future. He was going to meet the most important part of his life again, it was like a dream come true.


NO, THE OTHER ONE


SOON ENOUGH IT was time to leave the relative comfort of her home. Letje wished they could stay for longer, but she was as aware as Marcus and Sy that the longer they stayed the more chance there was of her home being discovered. She didn’t want that any more than the others did.

What the final solution was to be she had no idea — Marcus was continually evasive when asked about the ultimate plan for dealing with Varik and his devoted Eventuals. He insisted that he had seen the future and knew that their fates lay well away from their current location, but would never give too much away. She was always left to guess from cryptic hints and odd glimpses of fragmented futures she herself was beginning to see — tiny revelations as to what was possible once you were truly Awoken and had mastered The Noise.

“So where are we going to now? I assume that you know?”

“Let’s just say that I had a rather unexpected surprise conversation this morning and I can’t wait to get going.”

Letje looked at Marcus closely, now that she thought about it there was definitely something different about him. He seemed… he seemed rather manic, over-excited, strangely perky. “Hmm. You going to tell me what’s going on? Who did you talk to?”

“Haha, you will just have to wait and see. What I can tell you is that I am very excited, and a little nervous too. But enough of that, let’s get ready. We can leave this evening and travel through the night. Once we get packed up we can have a little doze this afternoon so everyone’s rested enough to put in a fair few miles. It’s best to put some good distance between us and your home just so Varik won’t find out where it is. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Letje warily, catching the smile that Marcus seemed incapable of losing since she had see him earlier that morning. “By the way, have you seen Arcene? Normally she would be in the kitchen trying to eat anything that isn’t nailed down, but I can’t find her.”

“I think she’s outside with Sy. They said they were going to go and pull up what vegetables are ready. She’s a really nice girl Letje, and I can tell she loves you very much. You’re doing the right thing you know, she belongs with you now — your sister.”

“She is great isn’t she? If a little naughty. I’m just sorry about what happened to her, it must have been terrifying.”

“She’s a strong girl, and although I can’t say I approve of ten year olds burning people to death it’s not as if they didn’t have it coming. But things like that leave permanent mental scars, so look out for her, and be patient. She is still only a child after all.”

“I know, and trust me, I think that Arcene is always going to be a handful. I’m positive she was born with an extra naughty gene or something.”

“You may be right,” smiled Marcus, who went off to check his packing, whistling as he did so.

Definitely up to something, thought Letje, as she went to find Arcene and Sy, dismissing an image of him working in the garden with his shirt off, sweat dripping down his chest… Letje flushed, and tried to think about practical matters instead, but she got that feeling in her stomach again and found herself rushing out the door into the sunshine.

~~~

“Oh my god, what happened?”

“It was his fault.”

“It was her fault.”

Arcene and Sy shouted out their accusations at the same time, both almost helpless with laughter.

“Look at the state of you two, you’re filthy.” Letje tried to keep a straight face but couldn’t, and burst out laughing at the sight that now confronted her.

Sy and Arcene were caught red-handed, each of them standing there holding on to great clumps of mud, caked in it from head to toe. What had started as a bit of gardening had quickly turned into a full on mud fight when Arcene got a little over zealous with the hoe and ‘accidentally’ flicked soil at Sy, just after he had washed his thick unruly hair too.

The end result was a manic five minutes of mud flinging that left them both out of breath, wet and filthy, but happy, all worries forgotten for a few brief minutes.

“Wanna join us,” beamed Sy, pulling his arm back, ready to fire the messy missile.

Letje stared him down. “Don’t you dare, do you know how long it takes me to wash my hair?”

“Hey, it takes me ages too, you don’t see me complaining,” shouted Arcene, ready to join the fight again.

“Yes, but the difference is Arcene that I don’t really enjoy being dirty, but you do. And look at your clothes, you’ll have to get changed now, and get washed again.”

“Spoilsport,” pouted Arcene, dropping her hand to the side.

Sy winked at Arcene. “Yeah, you’ll have to go and get clean Arcene. In a minute. Haha.” Before she knew what had hit her Letje found herself battling for survival against an onslaught of sloppy missiles flung from two very enthusiastic dirty warriors. There was nothing else for it…

“Right, that’s it, you two better look out.” Letje bent and grabbed herself large handfuls of the wet soil, and tried to return fire before the next barrage.

It was carnage and by the end of the battle they were all reduced to tears, too tired to continue, all in serious need of a good clean.

“I surrender. I think it’s time we all got cleaned up, right Letje?” said Sy.

“Absolutely. Then try to get some rest, as we’re on the move again this evening.”

“Spoilsports,” said Arcene, grinning manically, but visibly wilting after the frenzy of battle.

George peeked out from behind the bushes, checking if the coast was clear. He sidled up close to Arcene, but kept enough distance so she couldn’t touch him with her filthy fingers.

“Letje?”

“Mm?”

“I think I’ve changed my mind,” said Arcene coyly. “I don’t want you to be my sister now.”

“What? Oh,” said a disappointed Letje.

“No no, I don’t mean it in a bad way. I think… I think I want you and Sy to be my mum and dad instead.” With that Arcene stood on tiptoe, kissed Sy on the cheek, gave a kiss to Letje too, and skipped off happily, with George, for once, actually playing catch-up to somebody. He seemed rather enamored with Arcene, having taken to following her about and stealing attention whenever he could.

“Oh,” was all Letje managed to say before Sy grabbed her hand, the drying mud squishing into her hand — she didn’t care.

“Well, I don’t see that we have much choice in the matter, do you.” He smiled at Letje, his large strong hand giving comfort. It was as if that firm grip solidified the future of a ready-made family that promised to hold a rather interesting, definitely never mundane future, for them all.

“I don’t think we do. Once she makes up her mind there’s not a lot that will change it. I just hope she doesn’t think it includes George too.” Letje smiled after Arcene, who seemed happier than ever now she had a little mud covering her pretty face.

“Thank you Sy.”

“For what?”

“For being so good with Arcene. It’s what she needs.”

“Hey, no problem. She’s a great girl, and to be honest I think I enjoyed it more than she did.”

Letje smiled. “Yes, it was fun, if a little on the muddy side.”


SHOWDOWN


BISHOP WAS ABOUT as annoyed as he had ever been in his life, and he had never been what you would call the jolliest of men. Countless years as a part of the church of The Eventuals had done nothing to improve his demeanor, and now here he was, out in the rain, wandering around the damn dirty countryside looking for Marcus and whatever remained of the small group of people that had followed him to the mainland.

It had been going on for way too long now, and he was getting angrier and angrier by the day. He didn’t fight and claw his way to the position of Bishop (even if Varik insisted all Bishops be referred to as just that — Bishop) to then be degraded by doing work the novice acolytes should be doing. He had grown used to a rather luxurious lifestyle over the decades, yet now here he was, traipsing about the place half starved. Plus half his Ward had already either run off or fallen foul to the wild people that seemed intent on destroying anything with a red face.

He scowled at the backs of the idiots in front of him, somehow still able to muster enough enthusiasm to carry their heavy loads without grumbling constantly. He longed for his own bed, his meals brought to him every day, a warm fire and even the occasional bedfellow when a new acolyte seemed eager to please his or her new Bishop.

He had had none of that for a long time now, and was seriously wondering why he hadn’t run off himself.

“Because Varik will find me and flay me alive, that’s why,” he muttered to himself under his breath.

He looked around nervously, aware that merely thinking such thoughts was enough for serious punishment. Even now it was easy to forget that anyone adept in The Noise could theoretically read some of his thoughts if they were powerful enough. He put such sentiments aside, instead focusing on the task at hand. Maybe this would be the breakthrough he hoped for? It certainly seemed like the lead he had been given was genuine. But then, so had countless others since they began to trail Marcus and his fellow castaways from The Commorancy.

Marcus had been tracked and lost countless times since the chase first began. Each time he seemed to vanish from the face of the planet just as his trail seemed to be getting warmer, maybe this time it would be different? Bishop was assured by one of his more competent acolytes, a relatively newly Inked young man, that he had caught sight of Marcus along with two women and a man. Oh, and a goat as well.

They were heading east and as far as he could tell were traveling with nothing more than rudimentary precautions. He had trailed them through the night then left them as they entered a building to rest for the day. It seemed like they were cautious enough to travel when it was dark, a simple way to cut down on the chance of being spotted. The acolyte had not attempted anything himself, so he was at least smart enough to obey instructions. Which was more than could be said for Bishop.

Rather than reporting his findings up the chain of command, Bishop recalled the members of his Ward, instructing them to convene a mile away from where Marcus had been spotted. As he approached the rendezvous point it was more than obvious that a number of acolytes had not obeyed. Now that a confrontation with Marcus was appearing likely almost half had run off in the opposite direction, happy to be a part of something until there was a significant chance it would be the last thing they ever did. Bishop regretted not reporting that he had in all likelihood found Marcus. He had wanted the victory as his own, to make a report once Marcus was dead, but now the odds were not so greatly stacked in his favor and he was beginning to get nervous.

“Stupid, shouldn’t have been so keen for the glory,” muttered Bishop, as he surveyed the sorry remains of his once large Ward. The members looked worn out, undernourished, edgy and nervous, but most worrying of all was that they were obviously completely demoralized. He had never been good at motivating others, it wasn’t as if he had joined to be any kind of army commander. He had joined for the comfort of the church and the opportunity to rise in rank and thus power. He wanted all the trappings that came with it. Well, it looked like he had finally got his just reward, and it weighed heavily on his fat shoulders.

Guess I will have to make-do with what I’ve got, thought Bishop, mentally tallying up the numbers, trying to come up with an appropriate plan.

He approached the tent that was always erected when they made camp, and without acknowledging his guards he entered the relative comfort of the canvas lined room. He sat on a chair and thought, expertly entering The Noise then tracking countless scenarios simultaneously, following their progress and possible future outcomes, until he found something that actually might succeed — he even surprised himself with the beauty of the plan. He smiled for the first time in weeks, shaking his head in wonder, his gray jowls wobbling as the mirth shook his extensive frame.

~~~

As daylight broke Bishop was still in a rather good mood; it was infectious. The confidence with which he had given his instructions and walked through the camp early that morning had given the acolytes a much needed boost in morale. He wondered if he wasn’t actually a rather good leader of men after all.

Then again maybe it was just the fact that they were eating well? Knowing Marcus’ location meant that for once Bishop had allowed the lighting of small, but intensely hot fires. Meat was roasting, pieces cut off the instant they were cooked enough to stuff into eager mouths. That alone was enough to lift the spirits of his men. Combine that with a possible end to the relentless marching across the countryside, pursuing a man they all hated so much it actually ached, and he believed he was on to a winning formula.

He suspected that he was probably one of the least interested in Marcus out of all the men present. He may have been in charge, and supposedly deeper into The Eventual’s doctrine than the rest, but the fact of the matter was that he cared little for the religion or for what it stood for. He was a fatalist, and did see the end of humanity as the most likely outcome of The Lethargy, but he was mostly interested in just leading a comfortable life while he had the chance — something he kept well hidden from anybody else, as the punishment for such a blasphemy would be harsh indeed.

But if he could pull this off? Eliminate Marcus and lead the way by example? Well, the rewards would be glorious, his position greatly increased within Varik’s church. His future would be as secure as it possibly could be for the time he had remaining on the planet — which he hoped would be substantial.

It was assumed that their prey would have moved through the night, so Bishop sent a small group ahead to check on their location. Not finding them where they had been spotted the previous day, Bishop ordered the men to stay put and wait for the rest of them to catch up.

Once the camp site was packed up and the men finished eating then doused the flames, they caught up with the forward party quickly. Bishop now knew that they could cover the ground they needed to through the day, as Marcus and his party were in all likelihood resting and waiting for evening to fall before setting off once more. Maybe this would be the last day of having to walk through the damn drizzle and the mud and he could finally get back to the life he had been rather enjoying?

One more day, just one more day.

As they walked he daydreamed and finalized his plan. By the afternoon the scouting party reported that Marcus was but a few miles ahead. Orders were flashed via The Noise that all members of the Ward were to stay out of The Noise from now on. They were absolutely not to drop the guard that prevented them from being discovered by those who were as adept as Marcus.

Here we go then. Showdown.


ANOTHER ONE BITES THE DUST


MARCUS SHOOK HIS head in wonder. Who did they think he was, some amateur? Didn’t they know that their presence shone like bright stars on a clear night for somebody as proficient in The Noise as him? Were they forgetting what he had built, how long he had been Awoken?

“Idiots!”

“What’s that?” asked Sy, startled by the sudden outburst.

“Oh, nothing. Just thinking out loud. But listen, all of you,” said Marcus, gesturing for Letje and Arcene to join him. “We have company, and they may be rather stupid but it is best never to underestimate your enemy. What this means is that we need to act to defend ourselves, and I’m afraid it is going to mean some rather, um, how shall I put this…?” Marcus scratched his head.

“It’s going to get all deathy isn’t it? You’re going to kill people that want to kill us?”

“Well, yes. Thank you Arcene. I was trying to be a little more diplomatic as you are so young, but yes, it’s going to get somewhat ‘deathy’, if that is an actual word?”

“Of course it is,” said Arcene, “everyone says it.”

Letje nudged Arcene in the ribs. “Everyone who? You don’t know anyone.”

Arcene smiled back unperturbed. “Well, I say it, and Marcus says it, so there.” She stuck out her tongue at Letje, pleased to be proved right.

“Good, now we have our nomenclature sorted out, I think it best that we move. We’ve had a good rest and this is certainly a nice, if somewhat cramped place, but it’s better to be out in the open if we are to defend ourselves properly. There’s no need to panic unduly, I can take care of them easily enough, but Sy?”

“Yes?”

“We will be better off working together, it will go a lot more smoothly and there will be less undue risk. So, here’s the plan…”

Ten minutes later everybody knew what they were to do. It was to be simple but very effective. They just had to be sure to execute their part as Marcus had instructed. Nobody argued. Arcene stayed quiet even though it was obvious she was very excited, and Letje interrupted only to state that she felt it unfair that she didn’t have a more important role to play.

“Letje,” said Sy, “you and Arcene need to be protected. If Marcus and me can deal with this small group on our own easily enough then why put yourself at risk? It’s all going to go a lot smoother if you can keep an eye on Arcene, and I will feel a lot happier knowing that you are both safe. The same goes for Marcus. Right Marcus?”

“Absolutely. This will all be over a lot quicker if you let us deal with it. And no offense to our beautiful young girl here,” said Marcus, smiling at Arcene, “but I know how excited you get and I don’t want to have to be worried about you being in the way when things get a little ‘deathy’. Okay?” Marcus winked at Arcene who was trying her best to look shocked that she could be seen as anything other than a huge help in any and all circumstances.

“Okay, but please be careful.”

Arcene saluted smartly, although the effect was ruined somewhat by her yelping and grabbing her ankles as she banged them together too hard.

~~~

Bishop may have been used to his home comforts and a life of relative luxury, but he was no fool. Regardless of motivation and personal life preferences you didn’t rise high in Varik’s church unless you were intelligent and willing to do what needed to be done when instructed. There was no space for those that didn’t obey orders, and Bishop was more than aware of the repercussions for anybody not performing to the best of their ability.

He almost pitied the Eventuals that had deserted — if they were found the punishment would be lengthy, as well as extremely unpleasant.

He knew that there was a strong risk of Marcus simply shutting down his men before they even got a chance to attack, so had taken effective measures to ensure that his most trusted acolytes were concealed. He was actually quite pleased with the plan he had designed. He smiled to himself slyly as he thought of the punishment Marcus was soon to dish out to those Bishop knew were borderline deserters — he would use them to his own ends before they left, thinking they were free from the faith they had decided no longer served their purpose.

Bishop’s men spread out, taking various paths until they formed a circle with Marcus and his group at the center. They had their position fixed so kept out of The Noise and converged on the center once they were evenly spaced a half mile from their quarry.

They began to close in. Some following the orders they assumed had been issued to them all, the trusted men following a different set of instructions entirely.

~~~

Marcus was sweating slightly, but at least it was almost over. The presence of the would-be attackers was easy to detect in The Noise, even if they tried to conceal themselves by ceasing their communication. Their hatred made them even easier to find. Their fear, their desire to flee and not get involved made it even easier still. Strong emotions made them light up in The Noise and they were a cinch to pinpoint. Even their scent was easy to detect — Marcus’ virtual Jacobson’s organ once again proving just how useful a modification it had been.

Marcus and Sy stood at the center of an invisible battle, one that was waged well in advance of physical contact. Marcus reached out, aiding Sy as best he could, and together they focused on the approaching Eventuals. It took a great deal of concentration and both of them were breathing deeply, Sy feeling the pressure of such focus much more than Marcus.

One by one the attackers were taken over, then simply shut down. It was no easy thing, Marcus and Sy dealt with Whole without too much issue, but those on the cusp of Awakening, or those that were Awoken, were not going to be dealt with so easily.

Then the real assault began.


SNEAKY CREEPY


ABU MADE HIS way through the trees — sure-footed and feeling heavy yet full of energy. He knew he was one of the most trusted of all in his Bishop’s Ward and planned on proving himself this day. He would be a part of the last major event in history: the killing of Marcus, then the bringing about of the true End. For a brief moment his name — albeit just a random collection of letters — would be known by all in the church of The Eventuals. He planned on being the one to eliminate Marcus and the rest of the small group he still had with him. Then he would hunt down the rest before he took his rightful place in The Void when the time came.

The physical body of abu was still a half mile from Marcus, slumped in a seated position with its back leaning against the thick stump of a once virile tree — dead long ago.

The boar, extinct for seven hundred years but accidentally re-introduced only a few years before The Lethargy, was part of a large family unit that had fed the men well — the rest came in useful in an opportune but unforeseen way. abu had unwrapped the cloth tied around its snout to keep it quiet and then went quickly deep into The Noise to enter its mind before it got out of range — he was surprised by just how fast the creature actually was. Once inside its mind he found it to be a rather barren place, with little going on apart from a rather grating repetitive obsession with grubbing for food with even the concern for its lost family receding quickly. The mind was still somewhat immature however. Though currently still part of the large matriarchal sounder it would not be welcome to stay once it grew to adulthood — then it would lead a solitary life. Or it would have if the hunger of The Eventuals had not caught up with it and its family.

Now having compete control of the boar abu ran fast on short stocky legs, heading directly for Marcus as he knew others were doing. He already felt the disturbance in The Noise of men with The Ink rapidly winking out of existence; it was as if they had never been. He faltered as yet another presence disappeared, recognition of the power of Marcus finally realized. Still, he had surprise on his side, and while the sacrificial acolytes paid the ultimate price for their less than total devotion, abu knew that he had a very good chance of succeeding.

He regained his footing, concentrating hard as the poor eyesight of the boar made it hard to progress when the ground became uneven. A slight nagging at the back of his mind had to be constantly suppressed: the urge to stop and root around in the loose loam with his large snout was almost overwhelming. He ignored it best he could as he tried to make good speed but also avoid the low hanging branches that would give warning of his presence long before he arrived at his prey’s location.

Suddenly the thinning trees gave way to open ground and he spied two figures. He had no option but to attack the person nearest to him.

Damn, it’s not Marcus. I’ll deal with him next.

Two hundred pounds of solid muscle bounded toward its prey at close to twenty five miles an hour. As he felt the heat emanating from the man, abu bent his familiar’s head down and slammed the top, on its short thick neck, against the kneecap of the man. He heard a satisfying crunch and the body crumpled to the floor. In an instant abu felt the mind of the boar occupied by the man’s presence: Sy was his name, but not for long. Before Sy could orient himself and take control, for abu became instantly aware that his victim was much more powerful than him, he shook his head furiously and speared Sy repeatedly in the midsection with his tusks.

It wasn’t working, the tusks were still not fully grown and were not long enough to inflict serious damage unless he got really lucky.

He bit down hard on soft flesh, as giving as if he were biting into butter. The huge lower canines of the boar pierced the skin easily and abu rooted deeply inside the jagged opening he had made. He snuffled and chewed and ripped and shook his head again wildly, the juvenile tusks causing irreparable damage to the man this time.

Then it was over. He was pushed out of the boar’s body, Sy’s waning life still strong enough to dismiss abu’s presence like blowing dust from his hand.

As he faded from the mind of the boar he heard a satisfying gurgle and with eyesight clouding over he saw bubbles of blood popping rhythmically from the dying man’s mouth.

~~~

“Sy, Sy. SY!”

“Stay back, I told you to stay back,” shouted Marcus, already snuffing out the life of abu as he felt the opportune attacker’s presence leave the boar and return back into a body some half a mile away.

Damn, I should have been more careful. Too busy focusing on the people to take a proper look at the animals.

Marcus spun in a circle as he felt bodies of various animals emerge into the clearing, or make their way through the woods on all sides. Letje was already beside Sy, with Arcene not far behind.

They didn’t listen, I told them to stay put. But it was understandable, Letje and Sy had planned to marry, and no matter what he felt about that, or the fact that he knew that somehow Sy would be dead before long, he had to admit he hadn’t seen it coming yet, or in this way. Fate was a funny thing, and once again it had proved that even if you knew the future it could still come as a surprise. Now it could change at any instant if he wasn’t careful.

Marcus had to stay focused, he couldn’t let his attention focus on Sy. He had to protect Letje and Arcene.

Don’t forget about me, came a voice through The Noise.

How could I? Tortoises are always at the fore of my concerns, quipped Marcus.

Well, that’s alright then.

Marcus didn't know how he did it but Yabis managed a virtual wink that was felt not seen.

Keeping control of the boar, Marcus sent it hurtling at the mature female that was at this very minute rushing toward them with her head down and some very large tusks poised to rip Letje’s kidneys to shreds. The immature male slammed its head into the side of the female, sending them both flying. Marcus directed the boar to its feet in an instant, then took control of both, shunting the Eventual out of the mind of the female and back into his own body half a mile away.

Then an owl came diving like a dagger toward him, its wide eyes asking for release even as its talons threatened to rip his skin to shreds.

It was easy to enter the small mind and fill the space with his own presence, then release it. The bird flew off startled, unknowing of the damage it had nearly caused. Then there was nothing but silence, no more animals, the only Eventuals still alive now over half a mile away and too powerful for Marcus to eliminate all at once. He would deal with them soon, but first he had to check on Sy, make his dying moments as comfortable as possible.

Just as he approached he felt a strong ripple in The Noise, a familiar presence from what seemed like a lifetime ago. There was a flash of wild hair, as if with a life of its own, as the tendrils wound their way around the naked body of a man that went from Eventual to Eventual, killing them as easily as if they were nothing but fish in a barrel.

Marcus heard the death-rattle of Sy as his pierced and mangled lungs gave up the last of their air.

All that was left was the sobbing of Letje. Leaves rustled quietly in the wind.


OOH


SY WAS DEAD.

What had been Sy and countless other lifeforms throughout space and time went back to The Void that spawned all existence in a universe that held not only hundreds of billions of galaxies but thousands upon thousands of billions of stars within each one, all with infinite realities.

The impossibly unimportant mote of energy entered the timelessness once more and if such a thing as time had existed in The Void then it would have been re-birthed ten million years previously onto a small moon circling a dark red planet that had been abandoned by its dominant life-form over a million years before.

As the newborn came into the world in a small room surrounded by curious faces and a still screaming mother, it drew its first breath just as its mother drew her last.

Minutes later the child was cleaned and dressed in the ceremonial garb that was only fitting for the future leader of the tiny population that remained Whole.

The child’s mother was incinerated a few hours later, just another victim of The Lethargy. Her ashes were shuttled out into space along with the rest of that week’s victims, where they added to the emptiness as tiny motes that could never live or die, just transform from one form of energy to another.

The child finally opened its eyes and looked out at the great hall that contained all that was left of a once proud race numbering in their trillions. A species that had once occupied countless planets in the center of their galaxy, now nothing more than a myth the remains of the diaspora found impossible to believe.


IS IT LOVE?


LETJE FELT EMPTY.

Sy was dead.

How could he be dead when she was going to marry him? It didn’t seem possible. But it was true, another person taken from her life, gone to The Void, never to return. Sy had been a good man, not at all how you would imagine somebody that had lived for hundreds of years to be — he just seemed, well, normal. He wasn’t condescending, didn’t act like he knew everything because of his age, and certainly acted like a young man of twenty one years, not somebody who had been alive for countless generations. Letje wondered if time in The Commorancy was so warped that all those centuries counted for mere years rather than how the rest of the world experienced time. It was certainly a possibility, the one thing she had learned since meeting Marcus was that anything could happen.

But so what, he was dead!

She was going to have a husband, have children, be happy.

I’m sorry Letje, said Yabis. I know how much you liked Sy, he was a nice boy.

Liked? I loved him Daddy, he was going to be my husband.

There was a long pause before Yabis replied. Letje, there is a big difference between liking somebody and loving them with your very being. I don’t want to upset you, that would never be my intention, but you must learn to understand your feelings, and maybe not be quite as impetuous with boys, I mean men, that you meet.

I don’t want to talk to you at the moment father, you don’t know what I’m feeling, what it was like. I thought I had found somebody I could live my life with, be happy, have a chance at a family, like you and Mummy had with me.

I know darling, I know, and I am sorry.

Letje walked behind Marcus and Arcene, lost in her own thoughts, not wanting to be disturbed. She felt she was owed that much, and really didn’t think she could stand talking to anyone. It was all getting too much, had gotten too much. She had met too many people and lost too many people too suddenly. It was overwhelming and the grief threatened to pull her into a state of giving up and just going home and staying put which she knew would be all too easy. Life just wasn’t fair. How could people just die so easily when they had so much to offer, so much more life to live?

Letje kicked at a stone in the path, sending it off into the bushes. Marcus turned at the sound, but saw Letje kicking at the dirt and turned to face forward once again.

Then he hesitated and whispered something to Arcene. She nodded and walked over to a tree where she happily sat back resting against the damp bark. George joined her and she talked nonsense to him while Marcus walked back and took Letje by the arm.

“Let’s take a little walk, just you and me.”

“Fine, just don’t try to make me feel better, I’m not in the mood.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I won’t,” said Marcus, a look of grim determination on his face.

~~~

“You’ve got no right to say that! Who are you to say what is meant to happen and what isn’t?”

Marcus shifted uncomfortably, he really wasn’t used to such confrontations, he felt rather out of his depth. He knew there would be tears soon, maybe he had made a mistake?

“Some things have to happen Letje, otherwise the future won’t play out as it should. There’s no getting away from that.”

“You mean what you want to happen, don’t you? You said yourself that there are countless possible futures. You are just picking the one you think is best for you,” shouted Letje accusingly. The tears began to pour down her cheeks uncontrollably, the numbness wearing off.

Marcus knew it was coming but still carried on talking, he had to. Letje had to understand what was at stake. “It’s not about what is best for me Letje, I wish that was all I had to think about. It’s about what is best for you, for Arcene, for Umeko with her husband and her future family, for everybody still in their Rooms at The Commorancy, for everyone sinking into Lethargy on that hillside, for all the Whole on the planet and for the future of everything. You think that doesn’t weigh heavily? You think I don’t want to run around shouting how unfair it all is and let madness take me away from such responsibilities? You don’t know what it’s like, you can’t even begin to understand yet how it feels to see your own future, your own death, and try your best to make sure it happens.”

“Your own death? You saw it?”

“I did. I have seen it in countless futures. After all, nothing lasts forever, we all die.”

Letje’s anger surfaced again. “But you have still chosen, haven’t you? Decided to let things happen, so that the future you want will come to pass?”

“Yes, I have. I take that responsibility. I do it for you, but more than that I do it for everybody else.”

“And what if I don’t want the future you have decided on?”

“Then it will be up to you to decide, nothing is certain. You have free will and soon you will have the power, be truly Awoken. You can make your own mind up then about what will happen in your life, but you will see that what has already happened was for the best. Even if it meant Sy dying.”

Letje found it too much, it was like Marcus had known from the beginning, before any of the madness since she had set foot in The Commorancy began, that most of their group would either leave or perish.

“You knew ages ago didn’t you?” accused Letje. “You saw it all and you allowed it.”

Marcus said nothing, just stared at her with his unfathomable green eyes. Eyes that were full of grim determination yet a sadness that hinted at unimaginable responsibility, and maybe even doubt, maybe even madness.

“You knew Sy would die and you let him.”

“Let me ask you a question, answer honestly. What do you think Sy would have wanted?”

“To be married to me and have a family. Be happy.”

“And if the only way you could survive, and countless others, if not everyone, was for him to die, then what do you think he would have chosen?”

“He would have chosen to die,” whispered Letje. “He would have died and been happy that he had made a difference.”

“Then you have your answer.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier though, does it? He’s still dead.”

“Oh yes, very much so.”

“Well, don’t be too nice about about it,” sulked Letje.

“I’m sorry, I’m not good at this kind of thing. Please, forgive me. I known it hurts, trust me, I know better than anyone, but Sy lived for a long time, had a better life than most, and in the end he found happiness, even if just for a short while. But it was with you Letje, you made him happy, and that counts — a lot.”

Letje thought for a moment, regained her composure somewhat. “You’re right, he was happy wasn’t he? Can I ask you a question?”

“You can ask.”

“What were Sy’s… you know, powers? What did he get out of being in his Room for so long? I know he was Awoken, but what exactly does that mean for everyone? For him really, what did it change?”

“Sy didn’t get any special ‘powers’ as you call it. Not that they really are powers, they are just potentials that are waiting to be Awoken in some people. Sy could enter The Noise, feel things like all Awoken can, more sensitivity to other minds, even maybe a bit of what seems to be mind reading, but is just being very attuned to human reactions on a minute scale, and he could control his body to a surprisingly high degree, although he actually chose not to. I’m not sure I should tell you what Sy gained from being in his Room Letje, I don’t think he would mind, not now, but I don’t know…” Marcus thought for a while, actually lay on the ground and closed his eyes while Letje grew ever more impatient until she finally thought he must have fallen asleep.

“Okay, I’ll tell you,” said Marcus from the ground, without opening his eyes. “But you have to understand the context, the reasons. At least, the reason Sy gave some two hundred and what, fifty years ago? He was a young man then, a young man who just wanted to forget and didn’t know how. He had no idea, just knew he couldn’t stand it any longer.”

“Now you have me worried Marcus. What do you mean, he came to The Commorancy to forget? Not to Awaken and gain the benefits of it?”

“No, that was just a side-effect of Sy forgetting that he had been married and had a baby boy.”

“Oh.” Letje didn’t know what to say, what to think. How could he have not told her?

“He didn’t tell you because he didn’t know. It’s why he came and it’s what he got. As far as Sy was concerned he had only ever kissed a girl once when he was very young. He died having no knowledge of the wife he had or the baby he lost. It almost broke him, and he made up his own backstory, a history that he dreamed up to replace what happened to him — to his family. Much of his life was a lie, a replacement for what really happened, at least in the few years prior to entering The Commorancy. I think that for maybe the last two years there was just fabrication, replacement memories of roaming the country, finally deciding to enter The Commorancy to Awaken, when really his last years before he came to me were full of unbearable sorrow, desperation, and a frenzied hunt for access to a Room. He very nearly went completely mad — he was as close to the edge as I have ever seen anyone.”

“Tell me. Tell me the story. Please.” Letje couldn’t imagine what could have been so bad that Sy purposely decided to forget a wife and a baby, but she wanted to know more about the man she thought she would have spent her future with.

“Okay, but you won’t like it, there is no happy ending, as you know.”

~~~

Sy’s life up until he was a little over nineteen years old had been one of independence, early sorrow when his parents died when he was thirteen, loneliness, a longing for company, and a few encounters with individuals or groups of people that he found it impossible to relate to properly or they to him. That or they were outright hostile and he was lucky to escape with his life.

He had roamed extensively, and had grown into a strong and resourceful young man. But he had not been as buoyant and mostly happy with his solitary life as he believed after the first few years within his Room. It was then that he began to be able to alter his own memories, making them into what he knew he needed them to be if he weren’t to simply give up and fall into a form of self-induced Lethargy.

Sy was intelligent enough, and caring enough, to understand what a waste of a precious human life that would be. He wanted to change himself so he could go back out into the world and make a difference, help humanity flourish, do something, anything to help rather than waste his precious gift of existence.

Above all else Sy wanted to forget.

He wanted to put his past behind him and start again — something he knew he couldn’t do in his current mental state. But it wasn’t just that, not just that he didn’t want to feel alternately suicidal or manic, he just wanted to be happier; he wanted to eradicate the memories of the cruelty of existence. Often, he feared he could succumb to the lure of The Eventuals, he regularly felt his life to be pointless — nothing more than a punishment for unknown crimes.

All Sy had wanted since he could remember was a return to the happy times when he had his mother and father alive. He wanted to be able to support a family of his own, but it was just impossible to find anybody — not just a wife, but people in general. Then it had all changed in an instant, and he was head over heels in love. He knew it was love, knew it was the real deal. How else could he explain the fact that he couldn’t breathe properly and his stomach practically jumped out of his mouth when he saw her?

He felt no shyness as he approached the raven-haired woman, for that was what she was, this was no girl. She lived alone in a small house on the outskirts of what was once suburbia, where she had resolutely refused to move from even though there was added danger living so close to the remnants of the city. It was as though she didn’t realize she was surely a great prize for any man that encountered her.

Sy had seen her cutting the lawn of all things, using a contraption that cut as it was forcefully pushed. It was surreal. There he was, cautiously walking down the street, dodging overgrown hedges and trying not to trip on the cracked paving slabs that were shifted by the ever growing trees that had once been kept so orderly.

He stopped in his tracks.

Here was The One. His wife, he knew it. Hair that reflected the light yet was as black as the darkest night. Short denim shorts that showed a shapely figure and a loose blouse that hinted at curves underneath. When she turned to mow in the opposite direction, and he saw her face, he knew he was lost forever and would do anything she wished. Her eyes were almost as black as her hair, her skin was lightly tanned and her lips were full and as red as a cherry.

Then she smiled at him, obviously amused by the man that was gawking at her with his mouth hanging open and his hands limp by his sides.

Yet Sy felt no embarrassment, wasn’t tongue-tied or worried about what to say, for he knew that this was to be his wife, the mother of his child. He was right.

Massassi watched as he approached, head cocked to one side — fearless. She told him months later that she had known the minute she saw him that he was a good man, and that she thought she could love him. She told him that she did love him, that she was going to now call herself his wife, and him her husband. Sy was so happy he thought he must be in heaven. When she told him that she was to have a child Sy knew that he truly was in heaven.

“He told me all of this Letje, when he first came to The Commorancy. He told me of the woman, Massassi, and his love for her. He wept as he told of their time together, and their beautiful baby child. He sobbed his heart out when he whispered of the deep ache he had inside as his love threatened to overwhelm him. He slammed his fists into the walls and screamed like a madman as he told me of what happened to his family and the wreck of a man he became. He wanted to forget it. He knew he had to, he couldn’t go on knowing what he knew.”

“Wha… what happened to them? Was it truly horrible?”

“Yes Letje it was. He came home one day and his baby was dead, smashed like an unwanted doll, and his wife was gone: taken. He lost himself to madness. Fury consumed him. He tracked down the people that had taken his wife, killed his child because it would have been an inconvenience to them.

Two men were responsible. They had abused his wife and beaten her, doing it over and over again — until she was too broken to abuse again in ways you do not want to know, or you will dream of such things for ever more, just as Sy did until it finally was forgotten.

They had left her dead, dumped with the trash when they moved their camp. They didn’t want Whole, or Lethargic women, they just wanted to be evil. There was nothing to stop them. Apart from Sy. He told me what he did to them, the time it took, and that he could never forgive them for the man they turned him into. So, I ask you Letje, did you love Sy? Did you love him like he loved his wife, like she loved him?”

“No, no I didn’t,” sobbed Letje. “Poor Sy, that poor woman, that poor baby.”

“I’m sorry, so sorry that he is dead, that you had to hear that. But part of growing up is accepting responsibility for your emotions, for your honesty. Above all else you must at least be honest to yourself Letje, and that means looking deep inside and knowing what is true, and what you merely wish to be true. Sy found true love once upon a time, and he may have found it again with you, but it wasn’t to be. Life is not fair and not everybody comes out a winner. I’m sorry.” Marcus left Letje and went back to Arcene and George. She needed time alone, time to come to terms with the realities of being alive and the responsibility that you must have for your own words and actions.

I’m sorry Daddy, you were right. I don’t know that I could ever feel like that about somebody else.

Oh, you will my dear, you will. You know, when I first met your mother I actually thought I’d had a heart attack? She stole my breath away.

You mean because she hit you with a frying pan as she thought you were a thief trying to steal her chickens? Letje couldn’t help but smile at the story her mother had told her about meeting her father.

Oh! She told you that story did she? Whoops.


LIFE AS A TORTOISE


YABIS WAS GETTING more frustrated by the day. He didn’t show it to Letje, or even to Marcus, but being a tortoise was actually beginning to really get on his nerves. Apart from the constant need to re-adjust his expectations, as he continually forgot that without hormones from a human body feelings and emotions simply couldn’t function in the same way, he also just found it really annoying.

It was like being a tiny baby again but with self-awareness. He couldn’t just decide to do something then physically go do it. He felt like an invalid but without even the comfort of being able to look down at your own body and have a permanent sense of self — Yabis knew that it would be all too easy to slip into madness, and a crushing terror of being trapped inside an alien body was always tap, tap, tapping at his consciousness. A constant reminder that he was not meant to be a tortoise, he should either be a human being or nothing at all.

Dead, that’s what he was supposed to be.

Dead.

Day after day Yabis had to endure nothing but darkness, or a dimmed light that came when the duffel bag he was carried around in was open to the sky. It was always dull and depressing inside and he was either being knocked constantly, even though Letje did her best to be careful, or he was put on the ground somewhere and often totally forgotten about. In the beginning he would get angry at his daughter for forgetting him, but soon settled into a state of acceptance, knowing in his alien heart that it was perfectly understandable; after all, Letje hardly expected to be having to carry around the mind of her father in the form of a tortoise.

He grew to accept his new life reluctantly. What had seemed like a perfect solution to be there for Letje at first had switched to a nightmare the more they traveled and the more a burden he became. He switched from being glad he could talk with his daughter to wondering if she would be better off without him, to counting his blessings for still being alive and given the chance to maybe help Letje now and then and to be there for her when she needed him.

But what could he offer really? All he could do was talk to her through The Noise. There was no physical help he could offer, only emotional. And how had that gone? Not very well was the answer more often than he would have liked. He knew he had approached the death of Sy in the wrong way, and felt that maybe Marcus had too — maybe she didn’t need to know about Sy’s forgotten life? Maybe Letje should not have been made to confront the issue of love so soon? Didn’t most people go through their whole lives never thinking about such things? Should a young girl with minimal life experience be put through that level of turmoil? Maybe she would have been better off if simply left to grieve for him without the added burden of having to confront her own depth of emotions.

Yabis felt the true burden of what he had done, what he had become.

It had been one thing watching silently as Letje went about her search for The Commorancy, but it had become something entirely different once all the recent madness had begun. He had thought that he could offer sage advice or at the very least be a comfort for her in times of stress, but he now wondered whether all he was in the end was a responsibility and a burden that she would have been better off without. Doubts crept continually into his mind, then receded as he reassured himself that she was pleased to have him to talk to, and wasn’t it always like this for families? Didn’t kids get annoyed with their dads, and didn’t dads always doubt that they were doing the right thing, that they were anything but a burden holding their children back? He just didn’t know, and maybe that was the point: life was complicated.

But human life, not this abomination of a life he had stolen from poor Constantine. The tiny tortoise mind was, after all, still entirely present, and had been most gracious accommodating Yabis into his cramped carapace.

Now Letje had to deal with too much too quickly. There had been event after event since finally reaching The Commorancy. Yabis knew that it wasn’t about to let up any time soon.

Ah, but the future? Yes, that was why he stayed, why he didn’t just give up and let his mind drift gently into The Void. Yabis had seen the most likely future for his daughter — it was one of immeasurable burden, but not without its own beauty.

He found it fascinating that Letje, his daughter, would be the woman he saw in the destiny that waited for her. To think that his little girl would change so dramatically and become something so wondrous. It was hard to grasp the full scope of such a thing, it turned on its head everything he had ever hoped for her, everything he had dreamed his daughter could be. All he had wanted was for her to be Whole, maybe Awoken, not for the future he saw; it constantly astounded him.

So he stayed.

She needed him.

She would definitely need him more in the future, meaning he would simply have to get accustomed to being a tortoise. After all, it wasn’t that bad — not really.

As long as you liked lettuce. He must have words with Letje about that, a bit of variety would be very welcome.


THIS IS CONFUSING


THE PACE SLOWED somewhat after the death of Sy, too much had happened too soon for them all — it was draining. Marcus felt split in two, felt himself sliding in and out of time, irreparable and lost. His sense of what was real, what was happening, what had and what would come to pass was becoming obfuscated by impossible slithers of memories of things yet to be that hadn’t happened to him.

He had a vision of the birth of a child in a vast underground cave, the child held up to rapturous clicking of alien appendages heralding their future leader — it all got too much for him and he found himself stumbling more and more, his sense of self ebbing and flowing as everything got mixed up like ice melting into water.

Marcus knew he was a hair’s breadth from losing his mind, his visions of alien lifeforms a sure sign that he had probably already gone well over the edge of sanity. He may have been accustomed to The Noise, but seeing things on other planets, probably in other timelines, didn’t seem like something he would have access to, so it must be his brain losing its grip on sanity and plunging him into hallucinations. He had seen glimpses of such bizarre things before, usually when somebody died, but this was different. He was there, seeing it all, feeling it, and that shouldn’t, couldn’t happen. It was as if he could simply slip away from his own body and become something entirely alien if he so wished, the pull was that strong. He felt certain he could do it if he wanted, which led him to the conclusion he really was lost to some form of age related insanity.

Either that or there was a lot more to the infinite Noise than he thought possible.

Arcene was out of her depth and knew it, surrounded by things so strange she felt like a plaything for the gods.

Letje was in a funk and distraught about Sy, as well as trying to come to terms with her true feelings for him. Trying to get to grips with understanding that a lot of her emotions were part of the hormonal changes in her body as well as being over-exaggerated because of her lack of experience.

“Marcus, couldn’t you have just taken it from him?”

“Taken what from who?”

“The memories, from Sy? You could have done that couldn’t you, made him forget?”

“Made him? Yes, I could. But there is a real danger in such things, and neither Sy nor I thought it was a good idea. He was a clever man underneath the soppy hair and big grin on that handsome square face you know. Quite an astute young man. Ugh.”

“Marcus, are you okay,” shouted Arcene, running up then peering down at him.

“Fine, fine, just lost my footing there for a minute. I felt something, something in The Noise.”

“What was it? Something bad? When can I go to The Noise? I want to see what it’s—”

“Not now Arcene, let’s help Marcus up.”

Arcene pouted as only a ten year old could, and spoke through a closed mouth. “Fine, just asking. Didn’t want to go to the stupid Noise anyway, I bet it’s—”

“Arcene!”

“Alright. Keep your knickers on.”

“Haha, where did you hear that? Haven’t heard that saying for a very long time.”

“My mum used to say it to me — quite a lot,” beamed Arcene. “I was a little bit of a handful apparently. Can’t see it myself.”

“No, me neither,” snickered Letje, trying not to look at Marcus who was going to make her burst out laughing if she did.

“No, nor can I. I wonder what gave her such a crazy idea. Here, help me up will you?”

Arcene and Letje grabbed an arm each and pulled Marcus to his feet. Suddenly he grew serious, the smile fading. “Over there,” pointed Marcus, “let’s go and sit and talk for a while. It’s been a sad time lately, and I know that both of you are finding it a little overwhelming. I know I am so I can’t imagine what it must be like for you both. Come on.”

As they walked George brushed against Marcus, his old friend being surprisingly considerate for his feelings. The goat seemed to know how much life away from The Commorancy was draining Marcus. Marcus smiled down at his companion, pleased to see a familiar face amid the never-ending changing landscape and encounters with people he wished would just leave him alone. Wishful thinking, he knew.

They made themselves comfortable on the strange contraption, what Marcus explained was a combine harvester, or what was left of it — a very common sight when he was a young boy.

“But that’s not important right now, what I am more concerned about is how you both are. Letje?”

“I’m alright, I guess.”

Marcus stared at her, then just kept staring some more. He knew the truth, wanted Letje to admit it.

“Okay, fine,” said Letje, giving in to the silent treatment. “I’m not alright, not at all. Sy is dead, I don’t know how I really felt about him apart from that he was lovely and we would have been happy and now he’s dead. My dad is a tortoise, people are chasing us, I’m scared for Arcene, scared for myself, and scared that you know a lot more than you are telling us — telling me.”

“Well, that’s good Letje, that’s normal. Don’t bottle it all up, I know it’s hard. I’m so sorry about Sy, I truly am. He was such a nice man, a true gentleman. I’m sorry I told you about his past, but I thought it fair you knew. And Arcene, how are you my dear?”

“Hungry, and tired. Mostly hungry.”

Marcus ruffled the child’s head playfully. “Well, I’m glad some things never change. Haha, where on earth does all that food go? Now, please listen. It’s just us now, for a while at least. Let’s stick together, and keep alert. I know this is all exhausting but next we are going to meet somebody very special, and soon all of this will be over. It won’t last forever.”

“So, who’s so special then?”

Marcus smiled broadly, green eyes twinkling with excitement. “You’ll just have to wait and see, now won’t you? So, onward and upward, let’s get moving, I’m sure there will be more people after us soon enough, so let’s enjoy the peace while we can.”

~~~

“Well, this is confusing,” said Arcene, trying, and failing, to come to grips with the parent and son combo before her. “How are you his son if you are older than him?”

“Ssh, don’t be rude,” said Letje, jabbing her in the ribs, trying to allow them some time to greet each other properly.

“What? Just sayin’, it’s all the wrong way around.”

Marcus had explained on the way that he had no idea how old his son would look, hoping that Arcene would be able to understand that things could get a little confusing when Awoken could halt the aging process at any point they chose, or slow it down at the very least. But confronted with the reality of Marcus calling an old man with gray hair and beard his son simply didn’t make sense now she was witnessing it firsthand.

Letje was having a hard time dealing with the bizarre situation too, and Marcus, if he would only admit it, found the whole thing rather disconcerting as well.

Marcus and Oliver had hugged tightly, no words spoken, just feeling the closeness that neither of them thought they would ever have again.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Marcus. “All these years, all these long years. I thought you were dead. You dropped out of The Noise so I assumed the worst.”

“Sorry Dad, I just wanted to try to get back to some kind of normality. Live a life without all the baggage. Not just you, but the whole Awoken thing too. It’s great and all, don’t get me wrong, but it’s not normal is it? Not how people are really meant to be.”

“Well, I don’t see it like that, but I understand. Still, you could have done all that and maybe let me know you were alright. I mourned your death, for a long time.”

“I know, I’m sorry. But I had to do it, had to just live without all the… oh, I don’t know, just live a normal life. Have a wife, kids, that kind of thing.”

“You did that?” Marcus’ face lit up with delight. Grandchildren, a daughter-in-law. A family. He couldn’t wait to meet them. Then it dawned on him. “They passed?”

“Yes Dad, a long time ago. There was no Awakening for them, no extended life like mine, for my sins. They died a long time ago. Mary, my wife, she succumbed to The Lethargy eventually, but we lived together for almost fifty years. Then the children, two of them, they lived to a ripe old age, it’s why I let this happen,” Oliver tugged at his beard, ruffled his thinning hair. “I didn’t want them to have to deal with the strangeness of looking older than their father. So I grew old with them. They were good kids, they had long, but normal lives.”

“They never had children of their own?” Marcus felt so deflated. Let down by his own choices, realizing more than ever what he had given up to try to halt the decline or possible extinction of humanity.

“No Dad, it just didn’t work out. So few people now, so hard to find a partner. Neither of them found somebody to spend their life with, so we all lived here,” Oliver indicated the rather beautiful house that he had called home for centuries. “It was nice, comfortable. More than that, it was humbling and it was a dream that I find hard to get past. Such a life Dad, a family, no craziness, no mad Rooms, no Orientations, no cheating time or getting lost in The Noise, just normal life.”

“Son, I’m sorry. You know I don’t understand, not really. When The Noise is there it seems to me that it is a part of the natural order of things now, but we all make our choices, yours sounds like a fine one. A life with your children… what I wouldn’t have given for that.”

“Apart from The Commorancy though, right? You wouldn’t have given that up, would you?”

“Let’s not talk of such things,” said Marcus hurriedly, knowing as well as his son did that Marcus had made some hard, but for him necessary choices so long ago.

“Okay Dad, and anyway, how do you happen to be in the company of such beautiful and shy young women that are hanging back as if I somehow may infect them with my old age?” Oliver smiled at Letje and Arcene, who had, until now, been ignored after a brief introduction. When they smiled back he beckoned them closer. “Let’s have a proper chat shall we? Dad?” Oliver held out his hand, and Marcus rummaged around then produced his tin of teabags, and the sugar.

Marcus was ecstatic just to see his son’s face light up in delight, eyeing the gifts greedily, obviously itching to make the tea. “It’s been a while, quite a while.”

“I bet. So, you going to make it or not?”

“Okay, definitely. If you would all like to follow me, we can sit at the table, have a cuppa, and get to know each other. I think it’s well past time, don’t you Dad?”

“Definitely. I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you Son, we have quite a lot to catch up on, quite a lot.”

As they followed the father and son up to the house, Arcene tugged at Letje’s sleeve insistently. “Are you sure? It seems like the old man should be the dad, not the other way around. It’s all back to front, it makes your head hurt.”

“I’m sure, it’s what happens when you are the likes of Marcus. Things get a little confused and topsy-turvy. It’s the same for others who are adept in The Noise — they can stay looking whatever age they want. You could do it too, me too I think.”

Arcene’s eyes were saucer big. “Cool. What age would you be then Letje, I would be…” Arcene chewed at a nail while she thought about it. “Um, I would be twenty seven I think, that sounds like a good age. And as I’m so young it means I’ll have a chance to learn everything and be a proper grown up woman first.”

Letje looked at her young friend. She had matured a lot since she last saw her. “That’s a very good choice Arcene. You are a clever girl, you know that? As for me? Well, I don’t know, it’s quite a big decision to make, and I guess there is no hurry.”

They followed Oliver and Marcus through a side door and into a large and comfortable looking kitchen. A room that screamed family home, a comfortable place where there had once been a happy family, now just a man who had outlived them all, alone and living an extended life that even he believed should never have been.

Marcus thought it was the best cup of tea he had ever tasted in his life.

~~~

“Do you wish you had never built The Commorancy Marcus? I mean, just had a life with your son?” Letje could see the sadness in Marcus as they left early the next day.

“I wish I could have had both Letje. But I made my decision, and he made his. He could have stayed, helped with what I was, um, am doing, what I have done. But no, I made the right decision. The only one for me really. It was meant to be, things are as they should be. He had his life, I had mine.”

“Had? You mean have?”

“All things come to an end,” mumbled Marcus cryptically.

They continued in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

Marcus wanted to rip out his heart and throw it to the ground and stomp it to mush. It hurt too much, he thought it would surely have broken in two by now anyway.


WHAT'S ECK LIPS?


“ECK LIPS? I’VE never heard of it.” Letje, wondered if Marcus was just making it up.

“Eclipse,” said Marcus, spelling out the word slowly. “Ones like this don’t happen very often. It can be hundreds of years between them.”

“Well I don’t like it,” said Arcene, shading her eyes and looking at the sky suspiciously.

“Let’s just wait for it to pass, and then we can be on our way. It’s nothing to be afraid of, perfectly natural.”

“But how, how can it actually work?” Letje simply couldn’t believe that the sun was actually going to disappear in the middle of a cold, but startlingly bright autumn day.

As the moon began to hide the sun and the light faded, Marcus explained, while Arcene huddled up to Letje and Letje had to pretend to be brave for the younger girls’ sake.

“Well, although the sun and moon are very different sizes, every now and then, like today, the moon is the right distance from the sun and the earth so that when it passes in front of the sun it hides it perfectly. Arcene, you do know that the earth goes around the sun and the moon goes around the earth, right?”

“Duh,” said Arcene, trying to look knowledgeable, glancing left and right, then down to the ground.

Marcus smiled. “Well, anyway, right now, as the moon passes in front of the sun the moon is in perigee, or the closest to the earth that it gets. And although the sun is four hundred times larger than the moon the moon is right now four hundred times closer to the sun than the earth so they fit together perfectly.”

“So there is a God then? There has to be.”

Marcus looked at Arcene. “Why? What do you mean?” Marcus noticed wavy lines all around, going from light to dark to light again, an effect of the eclipse.

“Stands to reason doesn’t it? There is no way stuff like this can just be an accident. Someone must have designed it that way. Right?” Arcene glanced up at Letje then to Marcus. “I mean, how can it fit perfectly? Look!” Arcene pointed up to the sky. The moon had totally eclipsed the sun, a dazzling corona around a perfectly dark orb was all there was to see.

“Wow.”

“It’s pretty impressive alright. As to God? Maybe you are right Arcene, it is a kind of crazy coincidence otherwise. Now, just a few minutes and it will be day again.”

They stood in silence, deadly silence. No birds were chirping, no insects made a sound. Night had descended in an instant as confusion reigned for the life of the British Isles for a few minutes.

“Let’s go, it’s getting lighter already. We need to pick up the pace, Varik is getting close and I don’t fancy meeting him somewhere like this.”

Without more time to ponder the design plan of God, Arcene and Letje picked up their gear and followed Marcus and George. The proud goat didn’t seem at all perturbed by the sudden vanishing light, but then, he had already seen a lifetime’s worth of bizarre things — this was tame in comparison to some of the happenings in his longed for home.

Marcus felt his heart lift as the sun slowly took its rightful place in the sky, some natural events really did make you question the whole premise of life being some kind of impossible accident — even with his knowledge of The Void he still felt uncomfortable when his beliefs were questioned. The birds began their chatter, the last few remaining bees buzzed about, trying to gather the last of the nectar before winter encroached, and his spirits lifted somewhat. Marcus was lost in his own thoughts, awareness focused inward rather than where it should be: on those he needed to protect.

“Well, well, well, what have we here then?”

Marcus came out of his reverie with a start. What was wrong with him? How could he lose focus at a time like this? Staring at the group of men in front of them he was just glad it wasn’t Varik or his Inked acolytes that had taken him by surprise.

“Hey. Hey, Dad!” Before Letje knew what was happening her duffel had been ripped from her shoulder and even as she had the antique weapon pointed at her face the young boy was running off with Constantine/Yabis. Letje went to run, thinking only of getting her father back. A loud crack stopped her dead in her tracks.

“Next one will be making a mess of your pretty little head, so be still and shut your mouth. Hey guys, guess I finally have me a nice little wifey. Seems like it comes with a ready made replacement too for when this one wears out.” The man leered at Arcene greedily, sending a tremor through her body. This was what Letje had warned her about; men were dangerous creatures and now she was encountering the dark side of desperation for the second time.

“I’m not going to be you wife, and neither is Letje. You are going to die if you don’t let us go.”

“Haha, is that right little missy? And do pray tell exactly how that is going to happen when we are the ones with the guns, and you,” the man pointed at Letje, “what’s all this about ‘Dad’ then? In that bag my little boy has is he? Got his ashes, or his head in there eh? Do you?”

Letje just glared at him, trying to put into practice what Marcus had taught her about staying calm, when all she wanted to do was scream and try to make a mad dash for it.

“I asked you a question.” The man approached Letje, a deep scowl on his dirty, creased face.

“She’s just shy, it was just her pet tortoise, she calls him dad. She’s a little simple in the head.” Marcus winked at Letje, and she felt him goading her to play along via The Noise.

“I love my dad I do,” said Letje, trying to act simple. It didn’t help that Arcene began to snigger. Letje nudged her with her elbow.

“Ow.”

Letje just glared at her.

Marcus had had enough. Obviously there was no way that any of them were going anywhere with these sorry excuses for men, it simply wasn’t an option. Already he knew where the little boy was, and although Yabis was very concerned, Marcus understood there was still time before he was in any serious danger — he hoped.

Timelines were getting jumbled again, and he fought to stay in the present, rather than lost in the futures that would never happen unless he acted correctly in the here and now.

“Nobody is being anyone’s wife, not today at least. And certainly not to any of you.”

“Shut your mouth. What, they yours are they? Well, finders keepers I’m afraid.” The man sneered at Marcus, looking him up and down, sizing him up but itching to waste a bullet and get back to camp with the girls.

“No, they aren’t mine,” sighed Marcus. “They are free to do as they please, but they are currently under my care and if you think that pathetic creatures like you are going to just walk away with them then you have sorely underestimated me. Drop the gun.”

“Drop the gun? Oh, okay, is there anything else you would like for me to do before I blow your fu—”

Marcus was as surprised as the man was. Before Marcus had a chance to finalize his command through The Noise the man was splayed out on the floor, a naked man sat on top of him, strangling him with thick rope that was curled all around his scrawny body. Marcus frowned deeply, he knew this man, he had felt this presence before — twice now. It felt like the presence that had helped when they had been attacked and Sy was killed, but more notably he had been out on the water, in the lead vessel with Varik. This was the mind that had contaminated The Lethargic, that had caused so much disruption and what Marcus was sure would have been deep sorrow for the him that was still in The Commorancy.

But why was he here? What purpose did attacking these would-be captors serve him? There were questions to be answered. Marcus sprang into action — a sharp spike in The Noise sent the two remaining men to their knees, their weapons dropped. He tore their minds from them, leaving them drooling and splayed out in the wet leaves, all memory of who they were mere seconds ago stripped from them, for the time being or for good Marcus had yet to decide.

“That man’s got no clothes on,” giggled Arcene. “Look Letje, you can see his willy and everything.” Arcene couldn’t stop giggling, she had never seen a naked man before and was bemused to see how wobbly and dangly the bits between their legs were.

“Ssh, don’t be rude. And now is not exactly the time you know. He looks dangerous, and that boy still has Father.”

The naked man rose from his position on top of the now dead man, untangling his hair from around the throat as he did so. The man had a dark red line across his neck where he had just experienced death by dreadlocks.

“Hi, I’m, Fasolt. I believe I owe you an apology.”

“I think you owe me a little more than that, don’t you?” said Marcus.

Fasolt hung his head in shame, nodding vigorously, hair swinging manically with a life of its own. He hauled it back in and coiled it around his shoulders. “You’re right, I do. It’s why I’m here. I think we need to talk.”

“So let’s talk. Fasolt is it?”

“Yes. I’m Varik’s father.”


TIME TO APOLOGIZE


FASOLT HAD PICKED up their trail some days ago, always holding back from introducing himself, trying to find just the right time, never quite sure how to approach Marcus without risking simply being attacked. He knew Marcus was powerful, more than him, yet wasn’t afraid. He just didn’t want their first face to face encounter to be one of violence between the two of them.

He observed from a distance, occasionally looking down from a tree through the eyes of owls, sparrows, even a squirrel now and then. It was easy to stay ahead of them even though his physical body was well back and out of range of being spotted. He was adept at such things, and was confident his presence in the small creatures would go unnoticed even by the likes of Marcus. Fasolt intruded minimally and left not a mark on The Noise that could be picked up.

He had helped them already, even though it was obvious Marcus would have dealt with the killers of one his group on his own. Then he went back to keeping a safe distance once more.

He watched them make their progress, felt the presence of others closing in as the eclipse came and went just as quickly. Fasolt marveled at the perfection of the orbs, each fitting perfectly. It couldn’t be mere chance, surely? Yet how was it so marvelous when you compared it to life itself? To The Void, The Noise, the minds of the creatures he inhabited, now subtly rather than with brute force? Once again he lamented the man he had been, the things he had done, and faltered, almost falling from the tree, before he released the owl back to its dreams, and continued his gentle pace on foot. He no longer needed to rush now he had found Marcus and what was left of the group he had started with so little time ago.

Fasolt’s feet had blistered, peeled and torn, but were now hard and calloused. His hair seemed to grow lighter and wilder as he allowed the sense of freedom and affinity with his surroundings to consume him. He became a part of the natural environment, a creature that was accepted and welcomed. He regretted for the millionth time the centuries he had locked himself away in dark, dank places underground, away from life and all that made being human a delight rather than a punishment.

So much had been missed out on, so much time confined to a room rather than exploring his world, enjoying the sun and rain and snow and sheer beauty of all that being alive had to offer.

But at least he had found his true self eventually. He could have exited the world without ever coming to realize just how beautiful the simple things in life really were.

He felt so alive it was almost painful. How could he have squandered the gifts that were offered to his impossibly precious life?

He stepped lightly, no longer making a sound as he progressed through the thickets, crossed streams and slept on the ground with a small fire for comfort rather than for a warmth he didn’t need. Each morning he awoke to new wonders. What kind of man locks himself away from all this beauty? A once bad one, that’s what kind. Now he was reborn and every day brought forth more delights. He actually found himself laughing out loud at the antics of the creatures all around him, marveling at the purity of life, unsullied by a sense of self, just an instinctual existence that was as pure as The Void itself.

Part of things — that’s what he had become, after centuries of willful denial of what it was to be a human being. Flawed, yet trying to do what he had always known was morally right, just, and the way things were meant to be. No more trying to impose his will, a will he knew deep down had always been evil, just like his son. He hoped more than anything he could convince Varik that his self-made religion and philosophy was wrong, a blasphemy against the natural order of things on so many levels.

He had his doubts. He would try nonetheless.

Now he could begin to make things right. As he watched from the small squirrel’s keen eyes, hidden in a hole high up in the almost bare beech tree, he simultaneously crept forward silently, a part of the surroundings, no more out of place than the trees themselves.

As he approached he returned fully to his own body, lowering his core temperature just for the sheer joy of feeling the icy air dance across his bare skin. The eclipse had passed, the creatures of the woods resuming their business, the darkness forgotten for more immediate matters. Fasolt followed suit, but with the distinct advantage of being aware quite how much he was enjoying feeling truly alive.

With life comes death — a natural cycle. Who was he to interfere with the order of things? Fasolt went to make his kill — something he no longer enjoyed doing since he had been reborn as something pure, and righteous.

~~~

“Why are you laughing little one?” Fasolt was perplexed by the young girl with silver hair. Surely witnessing a killing should see one so young scared rather than laughing.

“I can see your man bits,” mumbled Arcene, pointing between his legs just in case he wasn’t sure where they were.

“Oh,” said Fasolt, glancing down. “Is it so very funny? It is rather chilly you know.” He turned to Marcus as he spoke, as if for backup from another male.

“Um, true,” said Marcus, unsure how else to approach the situation.

“Hey. Is that your real hair, it looks like it’s dancing. Can it do anything else apart from kill people?” Arcene, seemingly unable to keep any kind of curiosity at bay for more than a second, lunged forward and grabbed a huge matted dreadlock from off the ground and peered at it curiously. She put it to her mouth instinctively.

“What are you, like two or something?” said Letje, grabbing the hair off Arcene, dropping it to the ground hurriedly.

Fasolt wasn’t sure what to expect once he revealed himself, but this certainly wasn’t it. The young girl seemed inured to fear, and was more curious than anything else. Marcus and Letje were understandably more wary, but he could see that his appearance had more to do with that than anything else.

He held up a hand, knowing what Marcus was about to say. “Yes it was me, I was the one in control of those you had, and if you don’t mind me saying so, rather foolishly hoped you could revive at some point. I apologize, and I want to try to make things right. I want to help my son, and I want to help you as well. If you will let me?”

“It’s not as easy as that though is it? We need to talk.” Marcus felt the man’s honesty, understood this was no evil person. Whatever he had been, whatever he had done, he had undergone a total metamorphosis. This man was something altogether purer, even if he had just committed murder with his very own hair.

“Marcus, before any of that we have to get Constantine, Daddy, back. They could be eating him for all we know. Do you sense where he is?”

“I do,” said Fasolt. “Don’t worry, they haven’t eaten him yet, but we shouldn’t dawdle. I can help. I want to help.” Fasolt saw the glances between Marcus and Letje, yet knew that they would not dismiss his offer. He knew the strange way he looked gave cause for concern, but also knew that he projected the truth of what he had become as a person. Even Marcus couldn’t deny that he posed no immediate threat to them. If Marcus was as powerful as he assumed then he would know no dangerous intent was there in their futures from Fasolt’s hand.

“Just keep that hair tied up will you? It’s dangerous.” Marcus rubbed George’s head absentmindedly, then had to pull open his jaws and prize out a mangled dreadlock.

“Deal,” said Fasolt, sad to lose the end of one of his favorites.

They went to save Letje’s father from a fate that made him re-consider the wiseness of inhabiting such a small and defenseless body, even if it was for the sake of his daughter.


TORTOISE STEW


YABIS WAS RATHER worried. In fact it was more than that — he was terrified if he admitted the truth, but was trying to stick with worried as it made him feel slightly less constrained and constricted. Being a tortoise meant that high emotions were best kept buried, whenever extreme feelings surfaced it felt like his brain was trying to push out of its tiny enclosure.

The whole emotion thing was a bizarre issue anyway. Without a human body it was really rather difficult to feel in the same way any more. The longer he lived as a tortoise the more he had to fight to remain who he was. There were different hormones in a tortoise to a human, so being sure about his own feelings was hard to judge at times, and when he knew he should feel a certain way, so tried his best to let those emotions surface, it all got a bit fuzzy around the edges. He was never quite certain if he was an emotional tortoise or an unemotional reincarnated man.

Yabis shook his scaled head. Now wasn’t the time for philosophical debates anyway, he was about to be tortoise stew and was all out of ideas. There was no cunning plan or ingenious means of escape he could devise, not when he could just be picked up and stuffed into a large pocket. It wasn’t like he could make a run for it, or fight his way out. His best line of defense was to pull his head and feet into his shell and hope it all just turned out all right in the end.

Wishful thinking was not going to work this time though, not when the pot was beginning to boil, hanging from a tripod over the coals of the campfire. The noise was deafening, even in the dark confines of his hard shell. He was going to be scooped out and boiled some time soon.

Being a tortoise had some serious drawbacks, this was probably the worst of them so far.

Where was Letje? And Marcus? And that crazy young girl Arcene?

Surely they would come for him? Well, it was getting a bit late for that. Yabis’ only consolation was that he had company, if of the rather sedate kind. Constantine was, if truth be told, far from a great conversationalist.

Yabis opened his eyes as he poked his head out from his shell. He was being picked up. Here we go, he thought. I’m going to die by being somebody’s damn supper. What a way to go.

Kicking his feet ineffectually Yabis was held by the shell and carried over toward the fire. A pair of dark eyes greeted his. He was held up high and the boy was peering at him, a big smile on his face.

“Right then, how do we get you out of this shell then? Hey, should we just whack the shell with a rock and break him out or what? Not sure how you go about cooking these things. Maybe it will add more flavor if we leave it in the shell until after it’s cooked? Waddya think?”

“Just bung it in as it is, but give it a rinse first. It might spoil the taste if it’s all dirty. Who knows what’s stuck to that shell over the years.”

“Good idea, let’s give the little fella a bath before he gets cooking. I wonder when Dad will get back? You think they’re okay?”

“Your old man hasn’t let us down yet has he? And if what you say is true,” said Malik, glaring at the boy until he squirmed, “then they won’t be having any bother. Your dad and the others won’t be worried by a couple of girls and one other bloke will they? Hey, maybe you will have yourself a nice little girlfriend, the young one sounds pretty tasty.”

Gregor reddened beneath his dirty face. “Ugh, I’m not interested in girls. She had weird hair anyway. But Dad said that the older one would be his wife, so I guess that means I will have a mum again. I miss her, and she looked after us didn’t she?”

“Yeah, I remember, she was a fine lady your mum, very nice. But your dad’s done alright by you, he’s looked after you hasn’t he? Done his best anyway. Hey, be careful with it, you don’t wanna drop it and get it all dirty now that it’s clean.”

“I’m being careful, sheesh.”

Yabis was now sat on the thief’s lap. The boy kept rapping the shell, poking fingers at his head and generally making it very uncomfortable to be a tortoise. What if what they said was true and Letje and the others genuinely were captured? Surely Marcus would be able to use his power to get them out of the situation? He hoped so, he didn’t want to meet The Void as supper.

Yabis stared around him while the old man and the young boy continued their chatter. Their conversation just went around in circles about getting more anxious about when the others would return and if they should start boiling the meat yet or wait for them.

They meant him by meat! Yabis’ stomach somersaulted again and again as he tried to focus on his surroundings, looking for even a hint of what he could do to get out from the sorry situation he found himself in. He also sent a message through The Noise, and was gratified when Marcus answered that they were on their way. Letje was still not in tune enough to pick up his broadcasts when they were separated by any significant distance.

Just hold on a few more minutes Yabis, they are coming to help you. You won’t be anyone’s supper this day. Yabis repeated the mantra as he looked around from his position on the boy’s lap. It was a sorry excuse for a camp if ever he saw one. Apart from the fire, which was contained haphazardly with rocks in a crazy approximation of a circle, everything else seemed to be in total disarray. There were random bags strewn carelessly around, cooking utensils, pots, pans and buckets abandoned where they were thrown, and even the heavy canvas tents didn’t seem to be pitched or tethered correctly.

Yabis assumed that this was a group of men that had, until recently, had women to tend to such matters, and they were at a bit of a loss as to how to stay organized without a helping hand or two. Still, that was no excuse for the way they had treated him, for the way they had treated his daughter and the others before he was whisked away by this poor young boy. He hoped that when they arrived Marcus and the others wouldn’t be too rash with how they treated the youngster, he didn’t know any better after all.

~~~

Marcus kept George close to his side and Letje and Arcene even closer as they trailed behind Fasolt, constantly trying not to trip over his hair which danced wildly and refused to stay wrapped around the scrawny torso of its owner. Their brief conversation after they had tied up the two remaining assailants was necessarily rushed as Letje would have run off on her own otherwise, but Marcus couldn’t deny that however he delved into the man it was obvious that he was reborn and honest in his intentions. So although he still felt somewhat uneasy about his company, there was no actual reason not to let him help for now, then reassess later at his leisure.

As they hastily followed the very vivid trail left by the boys presence Marcus kept getting a repeatedly funny sensation up and down his thighs. They began to tingle then itch, then the same happened to his arms. He found he had to consciously stop them from pointing out to the sides or up in the air.

Of course, no change of clothes!

So accustomed to wearing different outfits for different occasions was Marcus that his body was automatically getting into the positions for dressing or undressing — it was an involuntary reaction as his body assumed there would be some form of outfit change and Marcus would be right now dressing in appropriate rescue clothes.

He couldn’t help but smile at his own self. He had to admit that he really did miss his home now that he had been away from it for so long. Yet the draw of the outside world, especially the freedom it had to offer, was tempting at the same time, and he was still unsure about what his final decision would be. Not the what, but the when. He knew that one life was over for him. New adventures were to be had, The Commorancy was no longer his true home, other things called. Called strongly.

A tug at his sleeve pulled Marcus from his musings, something that he knew he was doing more and more of recently. He looked down at the top of a silver head, then into eyes that were as startlingly large as always. “Yes Arcene, what can I do for you?”

Arcene frowned and pursed her lips tight in disapproval. She pointed ahead. Marcus looked and all he could think of was that she was pointing at Fasolt’s behind. “What? His bum?”

“I don’t like it. It’s bony. Can’t you tell him to cover it up?”

“You can hardly see it,” smiled Marcus. “His hair covers it most of the time. Watch your step by the way.” Arcene skipped away from thick coils that threatened to trip her if she wasn’t careful.

“I know, but it keeps catching my eye. I don’t want to see a man’s bum, it’s gross.”

“Haha, don’t be silly. We all have them you know, even me.” Marcus smiled down at the concerned child, knowing she would be a force to be reckoned with a few years from now.

“I know we all have them but it doesn’t mean we have to go around looking at them all the time does it? I mean, I know I have a bum but I haven’t actually ever seen it, you know, like up close.” Arcene paused, thinking. “Well, I haven’t seen it from far away either. I haven’t seen it at all.”

“Um, well, okay then.” Marcus distracted himself by patting George again, then subtly picked up the pace so they all caught up with Fasolt.

Marcus felt a tug at his sleeve, and turned to see a pale finger pointing at Fasolt once again. This time the frown was replaced with a hand over a mouth that obviously wanted to snigger like a… well, like the young child she was. “Stop staring, and pointing. It’s rude.”

Marcus smiled as he heard the giggles escape like a balloon deflating as Arcene could control herself no longer.

Talk about inappropriate timing. Doesn’t she know we are on an important tortoise saving mission? Marcus smiled to himself at that. What a funny old world it was, never a dull moment it seemed.


MY BEAUTIFUL FACE


TEARS POURED DOWN Marcus’ face, mixing with snot and saliva, blood and sweat. He was finding it hard to see — for that, at least, he was thankful. He couldn’t stop. He hooked out with a right, completely missing, momentum sending him past the now dead flesh.

He spun wildly, anger unstoppable, sorrow unquenchable, despair a totality.

Marcus didn’t even know how he got to The Fighting Room (Simulated Meat) let alone when he had hooked up the body to the machine usually containing a very lifelike approximation of human flesh and bone. Well, he had something better now didn’t he? A real body, made of real flesh and bone, not to mention blood and spinal fluid, all of which covered his naked body as he kicked, punched, bit and clawed at the body held upright by the still perfectly functional pneumatics.

Marcus had pulverized his own flesh. His face was no longer recognizable, the kneecaps were hanging out of the legs, the spine was broken, synovial fluid turning dark blood a sickly cream like gone-off milk. Cheekbones were smashed, nose flattened, eyes gouged and hair pulled. The torso of the enslaved body was almost black where lethal blows had made contact and the blood had pooled instantly. The shins were poking out, ribs threatened to rip through the flesh, and one arm hung limp, the radius and ulna fractured in multiple places, shards offering up their obvious surrender to an assailant that seemed incapable of stopping the ruthless punishment he doled out on his very own body.

Wiping his face with the back of his hand, vision returned. A curse as Marcus was confronted with the totally broken body as his reward. And it was him, his body, the way he had looked for centuries, never changing, always the same, always Marcus the invincible — the man that ruled The Commorancy.

There was no memory of bringing the body here from The Body Room, no memory of hooking it up to the machine. Not a hint of when he might have done such a thing, a gap where there should have been decision making and consideration for what was surely now nothing but the act of a true madman.

Had he finally gone too far? Lost what it was that made him almost unique? Was this the final blasphemy against all that was natural and right in the world?

He suspected the answer was yes.

But he was thinking again, at least that was something. He knew he shouldn’t be doing what he was doing, knew how wrong it was, how depraved it was to take out his frustrations, his sorrow, maybe his madness, on one of the countless bodies waiting in the dark for if they were needed. Well, this one would never contain Marcus now, it was damaged beyond repair, and cold. No tubes entered the body any longer, no fluids pulsed back and forth. No liquid surrounded the already shriveling skin, exposed so abruptly to the air before its punishment began in earnest.

Marcus stopped, keenly aware of his own damaged knuckles, the wetness of his face, the bruised forearms and shins he had used to beat the flesh that was his own. He was covered in bodily fluids of all description, his and his, and he felt sick to his stomach.

“I’m going out. I can’t take this for one minute more.”

Marcus went to pack a bag, his home could look after itself for a while, he needed some fresh air. He needed to find peace. But more than anything else he needed to find his sanity — it had left him, and he didn’t like what had taken its place.

~~~

Click.

The door closed behind Marcus, quietly and efficiently. The non-Marcus body, damaged and impossible to actually place as a genuine Marcus, opened a swollen eye, the other was gone, squashed to nothing but goo on the floor. It crunched neck bones as it swiveled its head, rattled as it sighed deeply, and moaned with a throat full of blood.

It began to unstrap itself from the pneumatics, but eventually just gave up and embraced The Void with mangled open arms.

~~~

“Marcus, are you alright? You went so pale I thought you were dead.”

Marcus stared up from the floor with eyes so intensely green Letje took a step backward. “I’m fine,” he gasped. “Just had a bit of a situation is all. It’s over now, well, for a little bit. But we need to get going, finish what we started. I’m afraid that we, um, may be getting some company soon, and I’m not so sure that um, he, is exactly in his normal frame of mind.”

Marcus stood, brushed down his clothes, and calmed himself. The ferocious shine in his eyes dimmed back to normal intensity and he entered The Noise.

Nothing.

What was going on? He had no idea what just happened, what was real or merely a dream. Sometimes funny things happened being two people, and now he wasn’t sure if the loss of the connection between the two hims was leading to tricks of the mind, or he was getting genuine flashbacks as to what was happening in The Commorancy.

But what was the body? Was that real? Obviously not all of it, it was certainly dead when Marcus left after giving such a ferocious beating. Wasn’t it?

Marcus wished he could remember exactly how there were two of him, the one pact he had made with himself he wished had never happened.

But there was no point crying over spilled milk, those memories were gone forever as far as he was aware. Unless the other him…


AGREE TO DISAGREE


“SO WE ARE agreed then?”

Marcus sighed deeply. “Why do you have to ask? You agreed, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, so did I.”

“Look, no need to get funny about it. I was just asking. This is all new to me you know. It’s alright for you, you’ve been around for ages.”

“What! What are you talking about? It’s me that is new to this, not you.”

“What? No. Is it? Really?”

“I, um, well, that is… It’s happening already isn’t it? We really are both you, me, us?”

“I guess so. Well, it must be. What do you remember from the last five minutes?”

Marcus took a moment to think. “I can remember waking up, suddenly knowing everything you know. But I can also remember…. Oh, wow! I can remember helping me off some kind of pedestal, and I can remember feeling nervous about going to meet me, wondering if I was doing the right thing. If I would be alright. If the connection would be there. I guess it works then. We swap everything back and forth, updating each other through The Noise?”

“Same for me, so yes, that’s it. Everything is working. I remember being you, and being me. I don’t know which one I am, not that it matters. I don’t think it does anyway.”

“But am I actually me any longer? I mean, is what I experience actually happening to me, or to both of us?”

“Well, as far as I can tell what happens is what happens, me, you, however it works then almost instantly we update ourselves… um, so… I guess it happens to us as individuals for a short time then it gets mixed up with the other’s experience, so in the end it doesn’t matter.”

“That’s what I was thinking, and all I know is that this is damn cool, and clever. It’s going to make life a lot easier, we can get so much more done. I just hope it doesn’t send us over the edge.”

“Look, we have each other to ensure that we don’t lose control. Although, actually, that won’t work will it?”

“No. Because if one of us loses the plot or can’t handle a duplicated life then the other will be just as ill-equipped too, right?”

“We’re doing it again you know? Asking each other questions like we are talking to a different person. Damn, I just did it too.”

“Hey, it’s all new, we’re allowed to have some time to get used to the idea. But anyway, let’s get the final bit of business done with shall we?”

“Yes. As long as you are sure? Well, of course you are. Gosh, this is really confusing, I think we need to keep conversations with each other brief in the future. Already I am remembering this conversation from both points of view and it’s getting weird. It’s like I am just talking to myself, it’s enough to drive you bonkers.”

“I know. Which is why I thought long and hard about doing it before I did, and why the next step is so important.”

“Yes, I knew it would be weird so let’s both get this over with.”

“Agreed.”

Marcus entered The Noise, making a connection between each other that left no room for error. As an invisible timer counted down to zero in their imagined space they got ready. As it hit zero they simultaneously wiped certain memories from themselves, memories that could never be retrieved.

Gone was any concept of just how they managed to reach such duplicity.

Gone was the memory of just where the Room was that held the secrets to their twin life — even the memory of the name of the Room was wiped.

Gone was the knowledge of how there was a duplicate body for Marcus, how it was grown, animated and how Marcus’ memory — his very being — was copied so perfectly into what even now they assumed was a cloned body, but weren’t quite sure.

Maybe it was a real twin? Maybe it was somehow a body that looked exactly like him? Or maybe insanity had taken hold and there really was only him, talking to himself like a crazy person with nobody there to correct his madness.

All details concerning Marcus’ new double life were irreversibly wiped from the history of Marcus. He no longer knew how it was achieved or where in the still only partially constructed Commorancy the twinning had been done. Even the memory of agreeing to wipe the memory was erased, just the knowledge that it had been erased.

Marcus was now truly just Marcus.

There was no difference between the two, they were as one and would be for centuries to come.


SAVE THAT TORTOISE


MARCUS FELT LESS than useless. He was still reeling from the sudden connection to events at The Commorancy, if what he had seen was a real event. He tried to clear his head but the vision kept returning. Had he really gone truly insane — both of him?

He was sure, positive, that there really were two of him, but what he had just seen made a mockery of the whole thing. But then, if there were two Marcus’ then why would it be odd that there were other, yet to be animated versions of him hanging around? Maybe thousands of them.

He staggered into the clearing, Fasolt, Letje and Arcene already ahead, George trotting along excitedly, wondering what the buzz was about.

Arcene was the first to the fire, and shouted out rather dramatically, “Drop the tortoise or the old man gets it!”

Marcus was amazed to see the wild child with a gleaming dagger in her hand, now held tight against the soot and sun blackened old man’s neck. She glared at the boy who was nervously holding Yabis in his hands. The young boy stared around wildly, aware of the absence of his father and his uncles, unsure what to do. The old man nodded slightly, careful not to get cut in the process.

Everything went into slow motion as the boy, taking Arcene’s word at face value, simply let go of Yabis. The tortoise head retracted and the legs wiggled wildly as he fell upside down toward the rocks at the edge of the fire. He would be cracked open like a walnut in a split second.

Marcus stopped time.

He never even knew he could do it.

There was a serious drawback to it though: just as the flames no longer flickered and the leaves were stationary on the trees and Yabis was frozen in mid-air, so Marcus was unable to move either, not even to bat an eyelid, let alone rush to rescue Yabis.

Think Marcus, you can still do that can’t you?

Marcus thought for a long time, it may have been an hour, it may have been a day or a year, time meant little when you were as deep in The Noise as he was. He descended, to try to save not only Yabis but the only remaining family Letje had. He knew that losing her father like this would be too much for her after the loss of Sy and the gradual dwindling of the group since the leaving of The Commorancy.

He simply had to come up with a solution.

~~~

“Daddy!” yelled Letje as she saw the boy’s hands open and the tortoise begin to twist and fall to the blackened rocks around the fire.

Shmm.

Bird grabbed the tortoise in a single huge four-taloned foot and swept over the fire, his enormous wings fanning the flames as he passed, sending them high above the pot that boiled over in an instant. His wings beat lazily as he spiraled high up into the air, circled the shoddy camp twice, then plummeted back to earth with dizzying speed.

Less than a second after the boy let go of the tortoise Bird was perched on Letje’s right shoulder, tortoise safely dropped into the open duffel, blood already pouring down Letje's arm from the talons embedded deeply into her flesh.

She didn’t mind, she was sure she would get used to it in time.

Hello my friend, thank you, thank you so much.

Bird turned his head to stare into the eyes of the woman. He blinked rapidly, intelligent eyes saying all that needed to be said. His dark orange beak opened, the curve as viscous as a knife. His pink tongue poked out before he let out a loud screeee and with a gentle nibble of Letje’s ear he took to the sky, heading back to the remains of his family, knowing at the same time that he had found a kindred spirit. She felt right somehow. He was certain that they would meet again in the near future, just not now, not yet. His family needed feeding, his Master needed dealing with.

“Argh, help, help me please.”

The old man, taking the opportunity to stagger from Arcene who was distracted by Bird, had caught the full force of the oxygenated fire as he tried to get away. Bird’s forward momentum had sent the flames licking toward the old man and he was running around, flapping at his clothes, fanning the flames just as Bird had done, turning a containable fire into a roaring conflagration that consumed him in seconds.

A faint ripple in The Noise told Marcus that Fasolt had ended the man’s life, an act of compassion — nobody should have to die like that. Well, hardly anyone.

Marcus nodded at Fasolt, who acknowledged the gesture as they turned to make certain the young boy did nothing stupid, both knowing he was little risk. Marcus stared into the scared and confused eyes of the child before the boy took off as fast as his legs could carry him. Fasolt looked at Marcus quizzically. “Leave him be, we can’t take him with us, he’s too unstable, but he’ll be alright.”

“Agreed,” said Fasolt, heaving a handful of hair over his shoulder, looking worryingly at the still roaring fire that was making the area uncomfortably warm.

“Letje, are you okay?” Marcus looked at her shoulder, noting the holes in her clothes, the blood already dripping to the floor. It had soaked through her sleeve and was falling off her fingers.

“Huh? Um, yes, I think so. What just happened? Was that Varik’s Bird?” Letje peered into the duffel bag, gingerly taking out her father, checking that he was all right. They communed silently, the reassurance calming them both — the family bond stronger than ever.

Thank you Marcus, that was you wasn’t it?

Up to a point yes, but Bird, that’s what he calls himself, was under his own volition. He offered. I don’t think he is too happy with Varik any longer.

Either way, I have to say I didn’t see that one coming. Very dramatic. Yabis sent an approximation of a smile through The Noise.

Me neither.

“That was indeed Varik’s Bird Letje, although don’t ever call him that, he wouldn’t appreciate it. Is your shoulder okay? Those talons are deadly.”

“And big,” said Arcene excitedly, running over and ignoring the fact there was a smoldering man she had to jump over. “Did you see that? Wow! What a cool Bird. Is it coming back? Is it our friend now? Hey, how’s the funny tortoise?”

“Let’s just calm down a little Arcene, I think that was a bit of a shock for us all wasn’t it? Let’s get away from here somewhere a little less… untidy.” Marcus glanced at the burning body, then nodded to Fasolt, who came over and tried to guide Letje and Arcene away into the woods without exposing more flesh than he had to.

“Come, let’s be gone from this bad place. It is no sight for such beautiful young women as you two.”

Arcene nudged Letje and stifled a giggle as she pointed at Fasolt’s bum as he led the way. He had a sooty handprint on his left cheek. It stopped him looking quite as imposing a figure and Letje had to turn away before she burst out laughing. It wouldn’t do to set such a bad example in front of Arcene.

Marcus sidled up to Arcene and pointed at Fasolt’s behind.

Well, so much for trying to be grown up, thought Letje.

They all burst out laughing.

Fasolt kept staring straight ahead, smiling to himself. He thought it would take the seriousness of what had just happened out of the situation. His new-found humbleness meant he wasn’t above being the butt of the joke.

He laughed at his own wit. Haha, butt of the joke, very funny Fasolt.


SWEETIES


THE ROOM THAT Dentists Love was almost overpowering with its intoxicating smell. As Marcus opened the glass paneled wooden door and the bell jangled, the sweet aromas rushed at him eagerly; he almost had to exit immediately so mouth-wateringly scrumptious was the smell.

Marcus entered, the whole place a scavenged copy of a childhood sweet shop that had never been. Marcus never had a traditional sweet shop such as this — he missed such delights by a decade or two. Still, it brought back childhood memories of when he was genuinely happy with his home life, and he stepped inside eagerly.

The black and white linoleum floor was scuffed and tattered around the edges — as it should be, as was right. The dark wooden shelves lined every available piece of wall in the tiny store, more a closet than a place to lose yourself in. On the gleaming wooden counter was an old till, but no money had even been taken here, it was all for show. All props in a fake store in a fake building in a fake life.

The jars and jars of sweets had long since lost their luster, the once shining individual sweets had stuck together, making giant clumps of sugary goodness that would forever remain contained — no children would ever come here and drool over the choices on offer.

Even for free the sugary substances would never be eagerly devoured with tiny hands stuffing them hungrily into mouths smiling in delight.

Marcus was alone — again.

He hadn’t come for the sweets though, he had come for a different reason entirely.

Marcus was shutting up shop.

He took a few steps back to the door, flipped over the sign hanging on a nail by a piece of string, from the outside of the door the sign now read ‘Gone to Lunch’. Marcus didn’t know when he would return, didn’t want to think about it, and knew deep down that the chances were good this would be one of the last Rooms he ever visited.

Lifting a part of the counter Marcus walked behind it, then through a bead curtain to the back of the Room. He entered a storage locker and pulled the metal door shut. The space was cramped and pitch black. As he stood there, the sensation of movement barely perceptible, he wondered at the folly of such antics.

It had all amused him so much once upon a time: the Rooms, the fun to be had playing in such a home. Now the edge was gone, a blunt numbness had replaced it all, and it was down to Varik and the things he had been made to do, the people he had killed in such numbers it could never be forgiven.

He felt like a fool in his own home, felt like he had lost the spark of life that it normally gave him. The entertainment, the joy of discovering new things, the wonder of the human imagination, all of it seemed to have gone.

Poof. Just like that.

Was it just The Contamination though? Or was it that he was alone? Marcus had gone, so had George, and he was at a loss as to what was happening to them. He felt that the fate of The Commorancy had been stripped from him: he was no longer guiding its future, it was the other him that was doing that.

Letje. It was because the other Marcus was with Letje.

He knew her future was inextricably tied up with The Commorancy and he felt out of the loop. He should be there with her, guiding the future, making sure the right things happened at the right time, not standing in a locker waiting to reach his destination.

Get a grip Marcus, you’re just feeling depressed because of what you did. It will pass.

He shook, trying to dispel the funk. A good talking to was what he needed so he tried to jolly himself up. He opened the locker, walked across a gleaming floor, then opened another door and stood outside, the wind whipping at his hair as a hat he never even remembered putting on blew off his head and tumbled over the side of the narrow circular ledge he was stood upon. No matter, he had plenty more.

Marcus walked over to the landing circle, marked out by a white rifle scope symbol that was desperately in need of re-painting. He cracked his knuckles and felt the old familiar nervousness rise from his belly.

“Right. Let’s hope I can remember how to fly this damn thing.”

Marcus got into the small, insect-like helicopter, adjusted his seat, flicked switches, checked displays and then got back out and sighed heavily.

“Fuel, best fill it right up to the top. Who knows where they are, it might take a while to find them.”

Twenty minutes later Marcus was looking down on his home, marveling at what can be accomplished when you are young and full of the joy of being alive rather than wasting away like the rest of the planet.

He knew he would never be able to accomplish such feats of wonder now, unsure if that was a good thing or not. With age comes wisdom, and such epic accomplishments could easily be put down to nothing but the folly of youth. Marcus banked sharply and headed for the mainland, leaving The Commorancy behind to fend for itself for… He had no idea how long for.

He smiled as he ventured into the unknown.

~~~

Marcus opened his eyes suddenly, the helicopter veering wildly. He grabbed the controls and righted it slowly — acting too hastily would only make things worse. He had blacked out for a second, the connection and ensuing memories too overwhelming for him to deal with all at once. There had been too much of a lag between updates, and this much new information was hard to process. But it was there now, it was there and he felt his spirits lift, felt his life regain meaning. Things were right again, all the missing pieces had been returned and it was as if a missing limb had been re-attached, not realizing until it was back just how much a part of him it truly was.

Marcus dropped altitude and looked for somewhere to land.

He was excited about meeting himself again.

Was that wrong? He suspected it was ever so slightly the sign of complete megalomania.

Oh well, everyone had their flaws.


DECISIONS, DECISIONS


MARCUS PUT THE key in the battered wooden door and turned it until he heard a satisfying snick.

Hidden bolts retracted from within the reinforced walls, circuits broke, and toxic weaponry slid back into holes no larger than the head of a pin.

Marcus took off his muddy boots and placed them to the side of the door on the silver planks of the wooden veranda.

He entered The Room Of Permanent Decisions.

The cabin that contained the Room — for that was all that was behind the large wooden construction — was set deep into the woods, untouched for hundreds of years if the state of the grounds around it were anything to go by. The building itself was in good condition — Marcus chose materials carefully for such buildings to ensure they would be there if he needed them.

The problem was he wasn’t entirely sure he should have come, this was not a Room to trifle with. It was, after all, a Room for Permanent Decisions. There would be no going back once a choice was made within its walls.

Marcus closed the door behind him.

Once inside he stripped naked and hung his clothes up on the hooks on the wall just to the right of the door. He then carefully dressed in the vacuum sealed outfit still pristine in its wrapping. After checking for creases and feeling satisfied, Marcus walked over to the chair and sat. The thick chain extended upward into the rafters of the single story building. Wrapped tightly around the cross-beam it creaked slightly as it took his weight. Marcus let the chair swing gently, spiraling in circles as he shifted slightly to make himself more comfortable. He had a lot to think about, but didn’t really know where to start.

Should he just make the decision and be done with it? Or should he allow himself the luxury of remembering the totality of his life first and make the decision after being informed of all relevant details?

Marcus hesitated. He wasn’t sure if such total recall would even fit in his mind any longer. For so many years now he had allowed certain memories to slip away. Sometimes they were retrievable, but often he had to refer to documentation within The Commorancy to recall events, even years, of his blasphemy of a life.

He made up his mind, and resolute he entered The Noise.

Skwee, skwee… Skwee, skwee.

Marcus came out of The Noise abruptly, a deep frown on his face. This was a sure sign he was not himself as normally he could ignore external stimuli without even thinking about it. He stared up at the chain where it was wrapped around the beam, the source of his interruption sending dust floating down to coat his face. Marcus jumped and grabbed the chain then climbed to the top, hand over hand in effortless and graceful movement. He sat on the beam and released the carabiner. The chair clattered to the floor with the chain following loudly.

Marcus swung from the beam and landed back on the floorboards.

He opened the door and pulled the chair outside. Flinging it off the porch he slammed the door shut behind him.

“Wow, I really am in a bad way. I don’t think I’ve ever lost my temper with a chair before. I’ve got annoyed by them, but never actually treated one badly. Hmm.”

Marcus dusted himself down, annoyed his Decision Making Clothes were now a little less than pristine. He sat on the floor in the space freed up by the absence of the offending chair, and entered The Noise once again. He let out a sigh as the endless wonders of The Noise engulfed him and took away all the pain of being a man that should no longer exist.

~~~

He got what he had wanted — his answer.

Marcus walked over to the long console at the far end of the Room, marveling at his own work. He sure was meticulous back then, obsessively so. Each Permanent Decision was labeled neatly, a small printed sticker stuck fast beneath each switch, as if he had placed them there just yesterday.

Marcus’ finger hovered above the ‘DIE NOW’ switch, knowing that he had come close to making it his Permanent Decision. It was understandable, and he didn’t think anybody would judge him badly if he decided to flip the simple brittle plastic toggle. Deep in The Noise he had followed timelines back and forth, watching as his decisions played out in countless variations. He knew they could never be totally accurate — the future didn’t work like that — but he played in The Noise until he was satisfied.

His death would have serious repercussions for sure, but for him personally it finally seemed like a waste of an opportunity. Why go back to The Void when he had the chance to do so much more than he had done so far?

There were countless opportunities available to him, and he had finally chosen a different path.

Marcus knew that a part of him had died inside with the severing of the connection from himself. Not severed, but so intangible that the silver strand was almost broken, finer than a length of cotton. He was unsure if he would ever get it back, be able to claim the lost parts of himself that had dealt with The Contamination. He had looked into the futures and many saw him alone, sat upon a chair on a raised dais as a man millennia old, dealing out punishment to those that still came to take his life and power away from him. He knew he couldn’t be that man, even if the other Marcus could.

The years spread out in front of him like a trail of broken promises, the gift of extended life never quite living up to the expectations, the slow days and years flowing into the future like a death slower than the worst The Creeping Lethargy had to offer.

It would be annihilation by change of character. Slowly morphing from the person he was as memories faded and history lost all meaning. He would become a different man, unable to remember his youth, the things he had done, the person he had been. He would forget his loves, his child, the joy and the sorrow, he would gradually meld into something else, an ancient man unknowing of who he really was.

Marcus knew that a sliver of such an existence was already upon him, his life extension coming at a price he sometimes thought impossible to bear. Yet on he went, in his own rather bizarre way.

But a thousand years?

More?

He was not the man who could do such a thing and retain his link to humanity — the very reason he had done what he had in the first place.

No, it was time. This dream was over and he would begin another in a reality that suited his promise of a long life if he so wished.

Marcus pushed the ‘CHANGE’ button.

His Permanent Decision had been made.

The timer began to count down in his head. There was no turning back now. Once it reached zero he would die if he hadn’t completed the bargain he had just made with his very soul. There was no changing his mind, it was out of his hands and he felt a lifting of his spirits like nothing he had ever known before.

The chance to be reborn. How beautiful it was to be one of The Awoken.

But what a price there was to pay for such opportunities.

Marcus wept for a while, then changed back into his regular clothes and closed the door behind him on his way out.

As he walked away the building collapsed in on itself. It’s function complete it was no longer needed. In seconds the whole artificial edifice was nothing more than a flat-pack kicking up dust. Delicate circuitry still working after centuries performed a final function and gases that were once deadly were nullified through nozzles protruding from internal holes. As Marcus stood staring in the opposite direction a blue spark lit up the center of the building and moments later it was nothing but ash.

Marcus had other things on his mind. There was work to be done, adventures to be had, company to enjoy and a student, his first genuine hands-on student, to teach.

Was he doing the right thing? Priming such a young girl to take over his role? And would Marcus agree to the decision he had come to? He’d have to of course, for it was him the decision had been made for after all.

Wasn’t it?

He shouldn’t have to ask, of course he would agree with what he decided, there should never be a question of their viewpoints differing. But they had drifted, the initial blocked reception from Varik and his church had infected them, Marcus deciding that the sense of freedom was to his liking, and now, when he wanted the comfort of his own self, he found it lacking. But he still hoped he would agree to what he had decided, and if not?

Well, he didn’t need to ask permission of anyone, he was Marcus, he had the right to choose his own fate.


SNAP!


“I GUESS YOU know what I’ve decided then?”

“I know what I have decided, and I guess it’s the same thing isn’t it? We just came to the decision in different ways. As soon as I landed I felt what you were doing. I already updated on the rest of it. But I know what was decided in the Room, I know what you want to do, what I want to do too. I missed you.”

“I missed you too. Although I enjoyed being really truly me I must admit.”

“I did too, for a bit. But then… all the killing Marcus, it was too much. I felt so alone, like I never have before, not really, truly alone.”

Marcus began to cry. Not gently, not quietly, not trying to hold back the tears, but really cry. The depth of sadness and loneliness of centuries bubbled to the surface and spilled over in huge shaking sobs that sent him clinging to Marcus for comfort. When it was over they knew that things could never go back to being the same again.

“We aren’t the same any more are we?”

“No, this has changed us, forever. It shouldn’t make a difference, it shouldn’t matter now which one of us dealt with The Contamination and which one was out here drawing away Varik, but it does.”

“How? We both have the same memories now. We should be the same person again, with the same experiences, the same life. But I can feel it, feel that we are no longer identical. I should leave.”

“I know, I can’t explain it, but yes, you should leave. I’m sorry. Sorry it couldn’t have been different. I didn’t know it would be like this. I wouldn’t have put me, well it isn’t just me now, I wouldn’t have put anyone through this if I thought it would end like this. Forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive is there? The decision was mine, we were me back then. But now I am different, I’m no longer you, you are no longer me. I don’t get it, I have the memories of what has happened here, and at The Commorancy. Everything is right up to date. I don’t know which one of us it was that did what, do you?”

“No,” said Marcus shaking his head sorrowfully.

“So, how can we be different?”

“I don’t know, but we are. This is the end isn’t it? Time to let the future in, let what we, as individuals now, know is what should happen. What will happen if we do as we are supposed to. Time to cut the connection for good.”

“And say goodbye?”

Marcus just nodded his head, he wasn’t sure if he could find the words.

It was all over too quickly, too easily. Two men named Marcus entered The Noise, finding each other there, the connection there, the thread that bound them was strong again now, after having almost broken completely. Soon it would be broken for good. There would be no return to being Marcus, they would forever be Marcus’ once the deed was done.

They connected one last time in The Noise, a familiarity so close it was frightening in its intensity. A love, not narcissistic, but a closeness that went beyond the bounds of what any other human being had ever felt.

Then it was gone.

Marcus and Marcus were alone.

“Goodbye Marcus.”

“Goodbye Marcus, and good luck. My friend.”

Marcus smiled. “My friend. I like that. We haven’t really had any for a long time, have we?”

“No.”

Marcus patted George fondly, who nuzzled in tight, rubbing his head on Marcus’ leg. “Goodbye George, you be good you hear me?”

Marcus walked to the helicopter, cracked his knuckles, got in and adjusted the seat. Adventure awaited, a true adventure. One he would experience through only one pair of eyes. His own.

Marcus waved as the helicopter rose, then walked back into the woods, back to Letje, and Arcene. And Fasolt too. There was still a lot to be done before this adventure was over, and he knew that the future he had seen was not a foregone conclusion unless he played his part.

Marcus, alone, truly alone, with no chance of ever knowing the life the other Marcus would lead, wondered at the life, lives, he had led so far, musing about the madness that had consumed him for centuries, already wondering as he walked alone if any of it had ever been real.

Could there really have been two of him? Was it all just a dream? The visions of a madman who had lived too long, gone insane in a home that should have been vacated a long time ago.

Did it matter?

He was genuinely alone now. Whether he had cut a real tie with himself, and was right now off experiencing life as a true individual, or had merely cut a mental connection that brought him back to his sanity he felt it didn’t matter. He only hoped and prayed it had all been real, not the delusions of a madman who was supposed to be the salvation of what was left of humanity. A tiny pocket of life battling extinction with nothing but him and his home between a final entry into The Void for the scattered remains of a mostly Lethargic species.


HMM


ARCENE EYED MARCUS suspiciously as he appeared out of the woods stepping into the clearing. “Hmm. You look different. Doesn’t he Letje? Look at him, what’s he been up to? What have you been up to Marcus? Did you bring us anything? Is there any food?”

Marcus smiled, staring past Arcene at the remains of the meal not long consumed, the bones of at least three rabbits waiting to be cleared away. “Where do you put it all? Your legs must be hollow. No, I’m afraid I didn’t bring you anything Arcene, I had some rather sad business to attend to. But it’s over now, no point dwelling on it. C’mon, we need to clear up and then be on our way. We have our destiny to meet.”

Letje and Arcene stared after Marcus as he walked over to the compact but warm fire and stood there, his back to them, trying to find comfort in the flames. They watched him, confused and worried. He wasn’t acting normal, not even normal for him.

Marcus turned to them, tears tumbling down his cheeks like an avalanche, and the two girls ran to him, hugging him tight, trying to do their best to comfort the man who was almost a god on earth, but now seemed more human than ever.

Marcus hugged them tight, never wanting to let them go. “Thank you,” whispered Marcus. “Thank you so very much. It’s lonely, oh so lonely at times.”

They stayed like that until Fasolt returned, two more rabbits for the ever-hungry little girl that must have hollow legs.

“Run,” shouted Marcus. “Now. That way, over there, toward Fasolt. Fasolt, FASOLT! Take them away, quickly, I’ll catch up.” Marcus wiped his eyes, pushed the girls toward Fasolt, and sprinted off in the opposite direction. He glanced back quickly, pleased to see the girls doing what he told them, hoping Fasolt really was the new man he seemed to be. He really needed to get that hair cut though, how could the man hold his head up with all that weight?

Marcus sensed the death that was approaching through the trees, there were quite a few of those with The Ink, and some that were mere pre-acolytes, but still more than happy to do the bidding of Varik and his chain of command. Well, no time for tears now, lives were at stake, important lives — the future of humanity important.

As Marcus ran he let the pressure inside build. The deepest, most primitive and base instincts to fight were growing, waiting to be unleashed, waiting to spend energy pent up for centuries on a real, physical, energizing battle against those that would destroy the rightful future of mankind, and Marcus and his friends. He smiled, tears forgotten, a sense of freedom taking its place. A sense of The Now, and the basic emotions men since the beginning of time had experienced as they fought to protect their loved ones.

Marcus roared at the top of his lungs.

Birds scattered from the trees and men with red faces paused as the true power of a man they thought was a mere mortal reverberated through their skulls. They found the strength gone from their legs as their stomachs began churning with dread at the fight they were too late to back away from.

Marcus was a devil without care, a beast that fought like an animal and gave no quarter. He ran at his attackers, easily dodging missiles from guns, bows and other weapons the motley crew felt would make them invincible against a single man.

They were wrong.

Marcus sliced and diced and chopped like he was back in the butchery room, each movement honed over centuries, each cut given effortlessly, fluid motion directed perfectly to cause maximum damage. He knew his anatomy, had practiced on the meat he ate — his cuts always perfect. Now was no different and in less than a minute Marcus was the bringer of death to all but one of the attackers. Body parts lay where they were dissected from their hosts, gobbets of flesh slid down the trunks of trees, scalps lay on the wet leaves, a prize for the mice getting ready to hibernate and looking for suitable nesting material to keep them warm through the encroaching cold months.

It was all over practically before it began. Marcus was back in control. He felt different, sad, even lonely, but he felt more like himself than he could ever remember. All that he had learned felt like it was his and his alone — he saw everything more clearly than ever before. He felt invincible.

Marcus marched over to the remaining attacker with confident strides, weapons hanging by his sides. He was immersed in the present yet also deep within The Noise — there were no others in the vicinity to be concerned about, but he knew it wouldn’t be long before Varik sent re-enforcements on a large scale now he knew where minds had gone dark.

“Please, please don’t hurt me. I don’t want to die. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” The attacker was nothing but a boy, only just into puberty. Marcus looked into his mind, stripped back the layers of indoctrination, and found a child mourning the loss of his parents, a Bishop taking advantage of his weakness and turning him to ideas of martyrdom, a glorious afterlife where there was no suffering, and a wish for oblivion, an end to his sadness. This child was no threat, didn’t deserve to be at the sharp end of his wrath.

“Promise me something,” said Marcus, only slightly out of breath, feeling the buzz of life emanating from the air, the ground — everything. Truly wondrous.

“Anything.”

“Don’t go back to them. Go make your own way in the world. It’s beautiful out here if you only open your eyes to it. There are adventures to be had, great tales to tell your children. Even fun to be had.” Marcus stared down at the kneeling boy, eyes as green as emeralds sparkling with the energy of life he only just realized had been missing when linked to the other Marcus. “Well? I’m waiting.”

The boy was confused, he didn’t understand. His life had held no joy or chance to marvel at the beauty of the world until now. “I… I promise.”

“Good, now go.”

The boy got to his feet and went to run off. “Wait. Not that way, that way.” Marcus pointed through the trees, knowing the family a few miles distant were grieving for the loss of their son, knowing that this child would be given a home by strangers desperate to remain a family unit. The boy looked confused, but obeyed, amazed his life had been spared by the man he had been taught was one of the foulest creatures on the planet.

He ran.

He didn’t stop until he found himself staring at a woman clutching a handful of eggs, talking to a few chickens pecking at the ground next to a small coop a short distance away from a basic looking but obviously comfortable family home.

She looked up as she felt the boy’s presence. “Hello. Are you hungry?”

The boy smiled, the simple gesture of kindness filling his heart with something he thought lost to the world: love.

~~~

“Is everything alright? You look different,” said Fasolt, staring deeply into Marcus’ eyes, seeing more than was on obvious show.

“Everything’s fine. I dealt with the problem, but we should move away from here, get some distance between us and what just happened. I had to… um, have words with some Eventuals, so you can bet that Varik, sorry, your son Fasolt, is going to be after us in no time. I guess it’s not going to be long before you confront him the same way I will have to?”

“Yes, it won’t be long. But the timing needs to be right, and I need to talk to him alone. I want all of this to end.”

“You aren’t crying now,” said Arcene.

“No, I’m not. And I want to thank you for the cuddles Arcene, and you too Letje. I can’t tell you what it means to me, but I’m sorry if I upset you. Are you two alright?”

“We’re fine Marcus, and you know we love you, right? But what just happened, you seem different?”

“I’ll tell you all about it later, let’s just say I feel better now, more myself than I have in a long time. Free. I’m not exactly sure, but there were men in the woods out to get us, and I had to deal with them, so it isn’t safe here. Let’s move.”

They began to walk, away from the forest. Marcus leading them out into the weak sunshine. He tried not to think of the other him — it was already becoming a distant dream, an impossibility. He wondered how he was doing, what it was like for him. Did he feel the same as he did? It was a new start for both of them.

Life would be personal, a secret, and that was odd. Nobody to share things with on such an intimate level, yet it felt right, the past somehow unreal. He made a conscious decision not to dwell on it, to live in the moment, fully awake and in The Now. He took pleasure in the walk, each step firmer, more solid, energy sucked up through the soles of his feet, giving him power and increased drive.

They walked on, each lost in their own world, until darkness began to descend. The skyline was marred by dark shapes of all description, the remains of a once world-famous capital silhouetted behind the setting sun.

“Is that a city?” asked Arcene, her hair shining orange in the fading sunlight.

“It is, yes. And that is where we are going Arcene. Into the heart of what used to be where most people in the country lived. To a city where buildings block the light and most paths are man-made. Back to the past to a time and place mostly forgotten by all.”

“But not by you and I Marcus,” said Fasolt. “I remember, I remember the way it was, the chaos, the din, the way it all seemed so normal — before I found The Noise.” Fasolt fell silent, unable to stop remembering the man he had become soon after The Lethargy descended, the bad father and husband he had been even before that time.

Marcus turned to Fasolt. “That man is gone now Fasolt, you are not him any longer. I can see it, let it be. Focus on who you are now, the righting of the wrongs you are attempting. Be happy.” Marcus beamed at him. He wondered if he was becoming somewhat crazed with happiness. Was such a thing even possible?

Did he even care?

~~~

The outskirts of the city were almost gone, grasses of all description, trees huge and small, and plants once the pride and joy of vigilant and proud weekend gardeners had flourished, seeding and taking root in any crevice available. The result was that the lesser roads into the city, the cul-de-sacs and streets leading to once well kept suburban homes, were a mass of color even as autumn sent the plants back into stasis, ready to spring forth with renewed vigor the following year.

The two story houses that made up the bulk of suburbia in all parts of the country were mostly still standing. Raging fires had ravaged only relatively small sections of the numerous districts that made up the city as a whole. The gardens spilled over into the verges, grassy parks and front lawns of the better off, ivy creeping over the roofs and penetrating the windows. A virulent strain of ornamental bamboo, once a pot-bound prized plant for the owners of 26 Leebold Street, had spread like wildfire once left to its own devices, and nearly every patch of ground for miles around had anything from a small clump to a bamboo forest making passing an impossible task.

It was beautiful.

As they walked by the houses, net curtains and satellite dishes often still intact, it was hard to imagine what it had all once been like. Marcus had lived on such a street, remembered that all the grass underfoot was still eaten up tarmac just below the surface. The road would once have been continually busy with traffic, fumes spilling out, staining the brickwork of the now empty houses. How things had changed.

They passed through the suburbs. The wider roads were still clogged with vehicles of all description: trucks, buses and cars. Now they were little more than huge mounds of plant and animal life, many even now with patches of dead spreading out from them like a cancer where the fuel tanks had finally rusted through, their contents fouling the ground.

Buildings became more unstable the closer they got to the main hub. Odd noises stalked them as their passage sent subtle tremors through the hardly ever interrupted streets — timbers and brick crashing down on either side of the patchy roads.

It was an alien environment, yet there were still a few people that made it their home. Not many, for scavenging was a hard way to maintain life. Almost everything of use had been stripped — food was no longer to be found, stores had been ransacked centuries ago. But the low numbers of survivors even back when The Lethargy began meant that for a long time it was possible to go from house to house and one large superstore to another and live for generations. Now those that made the city their home lived on the edge, feral and wild, hunting and being hunted, uncaring about the lives around them, just trying to survive, waiting for The Lethargy to overtake them.

Most lived away from such ruin, in the clean countryside where crops and animals could be tended with ease, where the water was clean and you could see for miles without man-made obstacles being a constant reminder of what life was once like and how it had all gone so horribly wrong.

“I don’t like it.” Arcene was looking unwell, almost green. This was not the life she had ever known, not a place she had ever ventured. At the most she had gone to small villages so the scale of the city was overwhelming. There was nothing to put it into context for her. “Its ugly and stupid and why would anyone build such things and then live in them? It’s not right.”

“Arcene, don’t think of it that way,” said Marcus. “Remember, things were different. People liked to live differently, and it’s all a matter of taste. You should see The Commorancy, it puts this place to shame, but still, it has big buildings too.”

“I don’t think I would like it then. I want to leave this place.” Arcene stopped, refusing to go forward, the large empty office blocks towered on either side of the road like sentries from the past, guarding the repetitive chain coffee shops that flooded the city further on, mirrored on each side of the street so busy workers didn’t have to cross in the traffic to spend the money they had just earned. Marcus had to admit that he found it none too comforting a place either, but this was where they were supposed to be, where things would begin, or end.


"UM, HELLO... 


…IS ANYBODY THERE?”

Prader waited — nothing. What was going on? Had he come out too soon? He didn’t think so, it felt right, felt like this was the time. He’d used the right door hadn’t he? He turned and checked. Yep, couldn’t really miss the huge EXIT sign in neon red. Unmistakably the right door.

“Well, what now?” he muttered to nobody in particular. “What do I do?” Prader shifted from one foot to another, then took a hold of himself.

“C’mon dude, what’s the matter with you? Fifty years you have been in here, you’re a changed man now, no need to worry, this is The Commorancy.” Prader let the unease pass, let his body and mind settle into strength, a relaxed confidence. He had learned a lot in his Room, couldn’t really still believe he was the same person that went in all those years ago. He had mastered The Noise, fully Awoken, and was ready to go home to ensure the continuation of his line.

It was what he wanted more than anything, why he had come in the first place. His body was under his control, his genetic makeup shifted just enough to be sure that his offspring would remain Whole. It was why many people came to The Commorancy, not only for themselves but to try to ensure that children had the best possible chance of making it in the world too. Awoken could do such things, make such changes, and for some it took a few years, others centuries, but much more was learned than could ever be wished for. Prader was no exception.

He took stock of his surroundings, noted the lines of power — seen through the walls as clear as if they were actually on the outside. It was like being in a different world, one where half of it had been hidden before. But it wasn’t the power circuits that interested him, it was seeing his Room from the outside that captivated him. On the inside he had spent many years investigating much of it, never finding the time to see it all, and now he understood why: it was vast.

He began to walk, to try to understand better the construction of such a strange place that had intrigued him for nigh on fifty years now. As there didn’t seem like there was anything else to do at the moment he figured why not?

In truth the floor was not a floor and the walls were not truly walls, at least not in any conventional sense. They were alive, they breathed. As the years passed in his Room Prader began to see it all for what it truly was, and it changed, it grew, the Room actually expanding during his occupancy, morphing and shifting over time to be ever more beautiful, growing physically just as he did mentally. He felt connected to it. Now he had the chance to take a good look at what he felt was an old friend, as if they had grown up together.

As he stepped away from the exit the first thing he noted was that there was no roof, he was outside. Taking a few more steps back he shielded his eyes to take in the glory that was his living Room.

“Oh boy, wow. You are one strange looking tree, that’s for sure.” He craned his neck but was too close to truly understand the scale of the tree that had been subtly directed via The Noise to grow in a certain way. Over the years it had strayed from its initial instructions, deciding for itself just what shape it would finally be, but always keeping the empty inner space for its honored guest.

A leaf landed on his nose as if to welcome him to the world of sunshine and rain. “Well, hello my old friend, and how are you?” Prader felt the tree’s happiness through The Noise. That was good enough for him, he carried on walking. It took some time to make his way all around the strange tree, but he made it back to his starting point eventually. The trunk was huge, wide, gnarled and knotted, home to creatures of all kinds. Its canopy was dense, so it was actually rather dark this close to the trunk. Prader decided to take a stroll away from his friend to get a better view of it in all its glory.

Things started to get weird then.

It wasn’t until he was some distance away that the situation he found himself in truly became apparent. He could see from the exit that he was in a large open space, but it wasn’t until he got out from under the shade of the tree that the scale of it all revealed itself.

“Oh, wow. Damn, I need to stop saying that, but wowee. How on earth did Marcus build all of this?” Prader wandered down a rough walkway, flagstones bordering it on either side, complex patterns swirling in the polished cobbles. Mosses and grass reveled in the damp conditions between the various forms of paving, before joining with huge swathes of well maintained lawns that spread out in all directions. Prader’s home of fifty years was but one of many living Rooms that dotted the perfectly flat vista, but there were plenty of other strange constructions to draw the eye. It wasn’t merely the buildings themselves, everything was just so… so well designed. Along the edges of the numerous walkways were ancient stone aqueducts, taking water run-off down the imperceptible slope, nothing going to waste. Prader followed one and found himself peering down into a cavernous space in the floor, at the moment mostly empty, it was a huge excavated cistern that must be able to contain hundreds of thousands of gallons of water.

Wandering over to a particularly shiny piece of what could only be described as ‘nothing’ Prader was surprised to find himself smacking his nose hard. It was a solid, not quite invisible wall now he was up so close. It was hard to make sense of it. It was see-through, as clear as day, yet if he squinted right up close to the glass then he could just about make out things inside what must have been a Room.

It all got weirder and weirder.

Coming to the end of a particularly maze-like path he found himself walking along a bridge — he hadn’t been on the ground at all. He had been on top of yet another building, and the view from the rather wobbly bridge was not only magnificent, but was terrifying too.

“I have a very bad feeling about this, I really wish Marcus was here to greet me. Heck, even George would be better than nothing at the moment.” He looked down, then back where he had come from, at the massive stone construction that his Room and countless others sat upon, but there wasn’t a person in sight, at least not a living one. “Hello? Hello?” Prader was getting uncomfortable, nervous of the silence, even more nervous of what he was sure were bodies, or body parts, littering the ground beneath him. It was hard to be sure, he was up so high, the wind gusting strong, whipping his hair around his slender, still young face.

Well, only one way to find out the truth, he thought, giving up talking out loud as there was obviously nobody to hear him.

Down on what he assumed really was the ground, the genuine ground, the scope of The Commorancy dominated the view in all directions, and it was hard to not feel insignificant in comparison. Prader decided to stick to the grassy areas — the connection made him feel a lot less uncomfortable. He wandered under a series of huge stone arches, their purpose impossible to guess at. He approached the body gingerly, what was left of it. No doubt about it, it was definitely a body, and one of The Eventuals too. He didn’t linger, he kept on walking, heading in a certain direction although he didn’t really understand why. It felt like he was being drawn toward something, as if the ground, the buildings, everything were conspiring to steer him somewhere specific.

There were more bodies, and there were also chunks of not very much. And there were lots of bones, tattered clothes and scuffed grass where the only obvious explanation was that animals had feasted well — not very long ago either. Prader increased his pace, no longer as interested in the marvels of The Commorancy as he was in getting to the end of wherever he was now certain he was being directed.

~~~

As the sky darkened and evening fell, Prader found himself edging cautiously through a narrow ravine, sheer stone walls towering high above him. He had to sidle sideways as the space had now got so narrow, but at least there was light at the end.

“You have got to be kidding me,” laughed Prader, picking up the note and sitting on the ancient Raleigh Chopper bicycle in fire engine red. He rang the bell and smiled. “I have to hand it to you Marcus, you are definitely one odd dude.” He shook his head, but finally managed to relax. Prader read the note out loud, just to break the silence. It echoed back down the ravine, carried up the rock face and repeated over and over as he spoke.

“Dear Prader, my apologies for not meeting you in person after your stay at The Commorancy, but as you are probably aware by now something came up. Rest assured that The Contamination has been dealt with, but pressing issues have taken me away from my home, I do hope that you understand.

You will have been safe, all Eventuals have been dealt with, and all ferocious animals (Grr) have been kept away from where you may have realized you were being subtly guided.

Anyway, I hope you enjoyed your stay, I know that you got what you came for, and I am happy to have obliged. Enjoy the bike ride, and don’t forget to close the door on your way out if you would be so kind.

Marcus Wolfe.”

Prader rang the bell again, pushed off with his feet, and free-wheeled down the smooth as glass slope. He came to a huge wooden door, larger than any he had ever seen in his life, and as he approached, finding the brakes weren’t working — one of Marcus’ jokes no doubt — the door opened just in time.

It closed just as quickly behind him and Prader found himself exiting The Commorancy the same way almost all other guests did. It wasn’t at all what he had been expecting, and he wondered just how Marcus had managed to automate such a complex way to get back to the mainland, for it was now obvious he was on an island somewhere.

“Oh well, this looks like it will be fun.” Prader came to a rolling stop, dismounted and flipped down the kick-stand. He stepped up into the strange contraption and before long found himself holding his breath as he made his way at incredible speed back to the mainland of the British Isles, to meet his future head-on and begin the rest of his very long life.


BURGER ANYONE?


THEY WANDERED DOWN the wide street. Cars blocked the center but the hint of once bright yellow lines and integrated cycle route along the edge meant they could make slow but relatively obstacle free progress. Plants had managed to grow even here. Tarmac was still visible in places, but litter that had rotten centuries ago had given hardy grasses and butterfly loving buddleia a foothold. From there it had built, as plants died so they provided a fertile spot for the next to take its place. The line between road and pavement was blurred, mounds of soil clumped into hillocks, moss covered and sprouting with ferns, the dampness and shade from the buildings providing perfect conditions.

They zig-zagged between it all as best they could, odd patches of tarmac feeling alien underfoot. Occasionally noises could be heard that might be human or animal, but nobody came out from hiding. Marcus could see the presence of a few people behind the walls, their energy shining out like tiny beacons of hope amid the ruins.

Weapons held in deeply veined hands, two young girls and a naked man trailing dreadlocks behind him were far from a welcoming sight, so those that remained in the city hid from what was sure to be an encounter that was bad for their health.

Inevitably there will always be one though, thought Marcus, as he saw the movement from a squat building up ahead to the left. The windows were gone and plant-life was heavy around the doors where the once familiar M had fallen and shattered. Plastic and polystyrene could still be seen sticking out of the grass and the weeds, the old promises of rapid decomposition revealed as a lie so many years later. Marcus saw the movement in The Noise, a dark sparkle of energy pushing forward from the back of the building, a few others holding back, letting the bravest come forward alone.

The man’s character was obvious to one such as Marcus, Fasolt too. Both men looked at each other, nodding sadly at what they knew was coming.

“Stay here please,” said Marcus, to Letje and Arcene. “We won’t be long. Just don’t move, and absolutely don’t come forward until we tell you it’s safe to do so. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“You going to go get food?”

Once again Marcus sighed. Where did she put it all?

Marcus and Fasolt strode toward the man in silence. There was nothing to say, his intent obvious. The girls.

He was remarkably friendly looking. All smiles like he was meeting friends he hadn’t seen for some time. He wasn’t fooling anyone. “Hi, I’m Badger.” He put out his hand, the left Marcus noted, smiling at such an obvious ruse. When there was no response the friendly appearance was gone in an instant. True objective replaced the facade of friendliness. He pulled the gun out from behind him, the right hand steady and confident. “Are they Whole?” He pointed at Arcene and Letje, bad thoughts about what he would do to them emanating in The Noise like a loudspeaker.

“What if they are? It’s not your concern.”

“Maybe I’m making it my concern. My wife is almost useless now, The Creeping has her, but she’s still warm, so she does for certain things.” He smirked, believing he had the upper hand. Marcus had only knives in his hands, Fasolt had nothing but his nakedness, his small satchel and plenty of hair.

Marcus had flashbacks to the first time he had used his knowledge of The Noise to protect a woman in his home-town, and the way he had made the two assailants fight each other until they were a bloody mess — dying as he walked away. It seemed like after all these years he was coming full circle. He didn’t want that, but what choice was there?

“So you abuse your wife? You treat her like she is nothing?” Fasolt was truly sorry for this man, he was like he used to be, a creature that was no good, not deserving of life. But could he be saved, just as Fasolt had been?

“She’s mine. I can do what I want. And you, why aren’t you wearing any clothes?”

“My body is mine, I can do with it what I want.” Fasolt smiled, wondering when the man would realize what had already happened.

Here it comes, thought Fasolt.

“You think you’re funny eh?” The man pointed his gun at Fasolt, at least that was the intention. He frowned, his face turning red as he strained against forces he didn’t understand. “What the hell…?”

“We don’t like you. We think, we know, you are not a good man. You’re an abuser, and we do not have time for the likes of you. We have other matters to attend to. Marcus?”

Marcus felt the man’s fury, knew it would be bad for those huddled in the back of the building if he was allowed to return. “Yes, I’ll do it.”

“You’ll do what? What’s going on here. What have you done to me? I’ll get—”

Marcus turned to Letje and Arcene, beckoned them forward as the man fell to the floor, all that made him an individual gone in a single command through The Noise. It was as easy as flipping a switch. Too easy, thought Marcus. Feeling worse than he did all those years ago when he made the men pay for their deeds.

“I would have done it Marcus, I know what it does to you.”

“Thank you Fasolt, but it was my duty. If taking a life didn’t hurt what kind of a man would that make me?”

Arcene came running up, seemingly over her refusal to move deeper into the heart of the city. “Is he dead? Did you kill him Marcus?” Arcene poked him with her foot, the body moved, but the man made no sound.

“No, I didn’t kill him Arcene. Not his body, just his mind. It’s gone, like the last stages of The Lethargy. He will die soon though, so I suppose I did kill him. Yes, I did.”

“Um, okay Marcus, you could have just said yes then, right?”

Marcus put an arm on her shoulder. “Very astute Arcene. You are wise beyond your years. Now, would you mind stopping kicking the man on the floor, it’s really rather unladylike you know.”

“Oh, sorry.” Arcene stepped away, then bent and pulled something that caught her attention from a thick clump of moss. “Hey, what’s this?” She opened and closed the carton, making roaring noises, like it was the gaping mouth of a fierce creature.

“It’s what we used to have burgers put in when we bought them from places like this. It’s supposed to have degraded by now.”

“And they were horrible anyway,” said Fasolt.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why would they be put in this? And why would you buy them if they weren’t nice to eat?”

“Convenience.”

“Convenience.” The men stared at each other and laughed.

“Snap,” said Marcus.

“Haha. How odd it all seems now Marcus, the way things were.”

“What, and things seem normal now do they?” asked a rather bemused Letje.

“Touché.”

“Toosh what?” asked Letje.

“Never mind. Look, let’s move on, there’s nothing more we can do here. This was not a nice man, and his family is in the back, but they are beyond our help. We need to move, we have to go somewhere.”

“Are we going to have a burger? I want to see what they were like. What was it exactly?”

“I’ll tell you all about it on the way, can we please go.”

~~~

“So they put perfectly good meat in a grinder and make it as flat as possible and really thin, and then put lettuce in with it, and tomatoes and all kinds of other weird things then put bread around it and then make it even flatter then give it to you once it isn’t very warm any more. You think I’m going to believe that?”

“Well, now that you say it like that it does sound kind of odd,” mused Marcus. “You didn’t think about it like that then though. It was just really cheap food that you could get quickly. Lots of places you didn’t even get out of your car. You gave your order to a box and then drove forward and picked it up out of a window.” Arcene and Letje were staring at him funny, annoyed they were being the butt of a joke. “Look, it’s true, I know it sounds odd but it’s how it happened. Fasolt?”

“Marcus is telling the truth I’m afraid. It all seemed perfectly normal at the time I assure you.”

As they walked Marcus tried to keep Arcene and Letje occupied by talking of how things used to be, how the city worked. It was obviously keeping them a lot more relaxed, and the distraction was helping him to feel less out of place as well.

The chatter continued as dusk settled on the already shadowed streets. Main crossroads were eerily quiet, the larger spaces seemingly off limits to plant and animal life alike. They kept going, Marcus guiding them silently. George was subdued by the menacing buildings that were obviously out to threaten him personally. He stayed close to Marcus, almost rubbing against his legs, even giving up his penetrating stares at the others, preferring to use his anger on the buildings themselves.

While the girls chatted about what life must have been like, Marcus and Fasolt held a silent conversation in The Noise, joined by Yabis. Although Yabis was nowhere near the level of the two ancient men he contributed to the plan for what he was told was coming. The Eventuals were getting close and Marcus assured him that by the next day things would be coming to a head, to a conclusion.

They were interrupted by Letje.

“Why are we here Marcus?”

“Well, that’s a philosophical question better people than me have struggled with since the beginning of our history Letje.”

“No, I mean why the city? Why not somewhere else?”

“Okay, but it gets confusing. I’ll try my best though.”

Marcus explained about the future, and that he had seen what it held. Although not a guaranteed outcome it was the most likely path if they followed the things he had seen. It was why they were in the city. Fasolt had questioned the wisdom in coming to such a place — surely the open country would be safer? Marcus tried to explain that the best way to protect the females was following the future that saw them coming to this place. It was an impossible conundrum, even to Marcus. The future he had seen was one where they were in the city, so that was the path he had to follow. But it was only his decision to come to the city in the first place that meant that timeline was a possibility. And that had been decided by him seeing it in the best future available. It was all based on events yet to happen so there was no way to logically explain it, it was simply the way it was, nothing more, nothing less.

“Well that makes no sense at all does it?”

“No, absolutely none,” smiled Marcus. “Time makes no sense, but what I saw happens here.”

“But you saw other futures too, didn’t you?”

“Yes, lots of them. And trust me when I tell you that they were not ones that any of us want.”

“And me Marcus, did you see me?”

“Well, that’s the thing. No, I didn’t see you in any of them Fasolt. Which means I’m unsure exactly how things will happen from this point on. It’s all closed off now, we are too close to things for future events to show themselves.”

“Or I have interrupted the flow? Changed what could come to pass? Maybe I can convince Varik to cease his vendetta. After all, I was a much worse human being than he, and I am to blame for the person he has become.”

Marcus stayed silent, not wishing to influence what he thought of as an old man, who in reality was as close to Marcus’ own age as to make the difference meaningless.

“Let’s get shelter for the night shall we? I wonder if…”

“What? What?” Arcene was getting excited, the long days, the attacks in the woods, the eclipse, Bird, the danger of the city, it had led to her becoming more manic by the day. She would burn out soon, Marcus knew. Rest and comfort were what was needed.

“Well, I did kind of do a few experimental Rooms here a long time ago. I wonder if the buildings are still standing? Let’s go find out shall we.”

“Oh, yes please. I’ve never been in a Room before, what’s it like?”

“Neither have I. Not a proper one,” said a sullen Letje.

“Arcene, you will just have to wait and see. Letje, you remember those words a few years from now. You will be so sick of Rooms that you will wish for them to be somebody else’s problem.” Marcus winked at her, reminding himself to continue Letje’s lessons later on in the evening. It might be the last chance he got.


YOU CRAZY


“WELL, IT LOOKS like the old place is still here, that’s good news at least,” said Marcus, staring appreciatively at the facade of the rather austere looking building.

“It looks like it’s gutted to me,” said Letje, staring at the broken windows, the graffiti on the battered old door.

“Looks can be deceiving Letje, it’s all part of hiding in plain sight.”

They stepped up cracked tiled steps to an entrance that was a mixture of boards, original door, and a lot of tarnished hardware. Marcus placed his hand just to the right of a door knocker with the head of a lion, and his left just below the sealed up letter box. A series of dull thuds could be heard from within before the door swung open on perfectly oiled heavy hinges. Stale air greeted them, pleased to escape after centuries of confinement.

“Why don’t you go first eh George?” Marcus frowned at his long time companion, already in the foyer, pushing past the rest to ensure they knew he was still in charge. George just turned and stared blankly at Marcus.

“Please, do come in.” Marcus waved the others into the expansive foyer, dark tiled floor and a sweeping baroque staircase leading upward.

“You were right Marcus,” said Fasolt, giving a whistle of appreciation, “looks really can be deceiving.”

“I’m just glad it’s still standing. I did put in some quite good protection but nothing can stop decay if the surrounding buildings burn or fall down.”

Letje and Arcene ran into the spacious rooms, exploring the fake walls and windows that gave the impression from the outside that there was nothing to see within apart from ransacked spaces of no use to either squatters or looters.

“How is it still light, with the fake exteriors?” asked a genuinely interested Fasolt.

“Mirrors, carefully placed mirrors.” Marcus winked.

Fasolt knew not to ask for more details, he was getting used to Marcus and his secrets.

“Arcene? Letje? Do you want the grand tour?”

They came running, eager to see what was behind the numerous doors on the ground floor, wondering what Marcus could have done to what looked like a rather lavish townhouse from the inside, a derelict pile somehow still standing from the exterior. George, more tired than he had been in his life, stared incredulously at Marcus, turned in a circle three times, lay down and was snoring before anyone had the chance to take him on another adventure.

Marcus opened a small panel hidden behind a painting of a rather stern looking woman and flipped a number of shiny black switches. “Okay then, it’s safe to proceed, we don’t want anything exploding on us do we?”

“Exploding! Is the place booby-trapped?” Letje looked around, trying to spot trip-wires, or maybe motion detectors.

“You bet it is. I can see a lot behind these walls Marcus,” said Fasolt, making Letje jealous for the benefits those truly adept in The Noise seemed to take for granted.

“There may be a few hidden safety features built into the house, yes. But don’t worry, it’s mostly safe now.”

“Mostly? Um, okay.” Letje grabbed Arcene’s hand to get her under control, the young girl was becoming manic, hopping rapidly from foot to foot. She probably wanted feeding again. That or sleep. More likely both.

~~~

“What’s that?” asked Arcene, running over to the strange contraption before fearlessly poking at it.

“Um, please don’t pull that lever Arcene. Thank you. I think maybe we should try another Room, this one should be off-limits really.”

“Why? What does it do?” Arcene reached out for the shiny gold topped lever that stood in the center of a contraption made up of gleaming chrome tubes, cogs, chains and the strangest looking chair anyone apart from Marcus had ever seen.

“Come on, I want to show you something.” Marcus hastily grabbed Arcene and guided her away from the chair and quickly out of the Room. Marcus was pleased that the building was still standing, he didn’t want to change that fact by letting young hands pull levers or press down on deadly plungers.

“I think you are going to like this next Room very much, I built it a long time ago. Actually I built it for my son, but he never got to see it. I got caught up in Commorancy business and never did return here, but not to worry, at least it will hopefully get some use now, before it’s too late.” It was hard not to feel a tinge of regret for the missed opportunities of fatherhood — what had seemed the right course of action long ago felt very different with centuries of hindsight.

Arcene was hopping from one foot to another again, arms waving like she was controlled by a demented puppetmaster, making Marcus seriously doubt how great an idea this was. Would she like it? Would it be too simplistic? Or would she love it and never go to sleep? Only one way to find out.

“Ta da,” shouted Marcus dramatically. Arcene, Letje and even Fasolt craned their heads around the door to see what all the fuss was about.

“Oh, it’s just a black Room.” Arcene smiled weakly, patting Marcus on the arm reassuringly. She knew adults liked different things to girls her age.

“Hey, wait a minute, we have to go in and start it up.” Marcus knew that girls of Arcene’s age liked to patronize what they thought of as the oldies. He smiled as he walked into the Room, a beckoning finger inviting the others into the bare space.

Black, totally and utterly black.

Once over the threshold the door slammed shut and the Room was plunged into not just darkness but a complete absence of light. As dark as The Void itself and almost as empty.

“Over here,” came Marcus’ voice from somewhere inside. “Follow my voice and hold on to each other.”

“Marcus, what’s the name of this Room? It’s not something like The Really Dark And Scary Room is it?”

“Haha, no, don’t worry. Actually it’s The Space Invaders Room. And get ready, the game is about to begin.”

“What game? We don’t know the rules of any ga—”

The Room exploded into noise and streaks of light as huge blocky pixelated creatures descended from a point overhead in the middle of the space, spreading out across the ceiling then descending the walls. Each alien vibrated as it scrolled from left to right, lowering its height each time it made a circuit of the Room.

Marcus crouched low, arms extended in front of him, hands held together holding an imaginary pistol. As he aimed at the descending hordes he made a pew pew sound. Letje and Arcene just stared at each other dumbfounded. What was he doing? What kind of a noise was that?

“Pause,” whispered Marcus. “Sorry, got all carried away there. You wanna play?”

“Me, me. I do,” shouted Arcene. “What’s a pew pew?”

“Ah, yes, sorry. I guess you don’t have much experience of virtual laser sounds from the twenty first century do you. Let me explain the rules. Although if you want you can go ratatatat or even takka takk. Up to you.” Marcus just got blank stares for his trouble. “Okay, right, space invaders goes like this…” He explained the rules. The one thing you had to be sure of was that under no circumstances were the aliens allowed to touch the floor. Marcus made sure to highlight just how dangerous this would be, and that if they valued their lives then they better be sure to stop the attackers before then.

“Right, ready then?”

Fasolt was first to take his stance, the end of a dreadlock held out in place of a real weapon. Letje and Arcene stood back to back, legs bent, focus deadly. Marcus smiled. “Let the games begin again. Play.” The aliens began their attack once more, a menacing dum dum dum screaming out their descent in amplified surround sound.

~~~

“I need a lie down,” said Fasolt, his skin a sheen of sweat, breathing labored.

“I need one too,” croaked Letje, voice raw from going pew pew pew too many times.

“If this is what it was like when you were growing up Marcus, then I think I’d have liked it. That was cool.” Arcene’s eyes gleamed manically, she was more hyped up than if she had eaten a whole hive of honey.

“It’s not a normal way to play the game I’m afraid, I found this version at a warehouse where more interactive games were being developed right before… Anyway, it never did go out into mass production. Shall we go to the kitchen? Have a bit to eat then off to bed? Tomorrow won’t be fun and games like that was, but it seemed like a fitting end to the day.”

After a few quick bites and some rushed slurps, Marcus was left alone in the kitchen, everyone else was too exhausted after a day that seemed like a week’s worth of experiences all bunched up into a knot of concentrated stimuli. He had to admit it, he was exhausted too. He would switch off soon, that was a promise. First he just had to have a little alone time, being around people constantly was exhausting.

Today had been the worst — way too much had happened. Not to mention the other him, the one that was no longer him in the strictest sense any longer. With experiences now diverging at what point would they truly become different people? Did a brief time apart, with life unshared, already mean they were no longer the same man? It’s what shaped you after all: the life you led, the things you did. If another person’s memories were different to your own then surely that made them that — a unique entity? But how long did it take? A second? A day or a month or a year? Finally he gave it up as an abstract contemplation that had no answer. He was him, the other Marcus was now unique. They had shared memories, but their futures would be very different.

He wondered which one of him had made the right choice? Or maybe that was the wrong way to look at it. Maybe it was like he was lucky enough to have two of him so that both right choices could be made. Or both choices were the wrong ones. He dared not think that though. Way too much was depending on the outcome of the lives they had both now chosen for themselves.

Marcus went to bed, leaving George snoring where he lay, curled up, still dreaming deeply.


BIRD'S EYE VIEW


BIRD COCKED HIS head to the side, listening intently to the house as the sounds died down within.

Bird was nervous, on edge, feeling wrong. It wasn’t just the death of a young one, nor even the strangeness of the city — a place he definitely felt was wrong on so many levels. No, it was more than that. It was the decision he had made to no longer call Varik Master, the betrayal that was actually his, Varik not knowing of the family Bird had, so unaware of the misery he had caused. It was also the emptiness.

Bird had masked his mind for the last few days, hiding his presence from The Noise, making him untraceable to Varik. It felt strange, like part of him was missing, even if it was a part he no longer cared for. But he was slowly getting used to it, knew that he would be the puppet of Varik for maybe only one more day, and then only to complete his revenge.

He shifted on his perch, a crumbling brick chimney topped with the remains of a small birds nest, long abandoned. Even if occupied their owners wouldn’t dare to venture near to a creature as intimidating as Bird. He called out to the night — screeee — ruffling his feathers, huge wings dislodging the brittle twigs and dried up moss, sending them tumbling down the slate roof, then falling to the ground far below.

How he hated the cities, with their strange architecture and sense of sadness, as if embedded in the very bricks used to build the empty buildings. The depression of those left alive was palpable to Bird’s sensitive mind, the cleansing caused by The Lethargy somehow stripping the larger, once proud places of man, leaving behind a sense of the wrongness of it all. It was as if the city itself had a form of Creeping Lethargy, slowly losing its character and its soul, becoming dead and oozing malevolence, crying tears of glass, brick and wood as it splintered and collapsed in on itself. It was no place for Bird, he knew that. Too alien, too thick with a fog of human despair and isolation.

Not long now though. Soon life would be very different for him, for the humans he knew, for the girl who had welcomed his painful perch on her shoulder, his test of her, his beginning of her rite of passage to be allowed into his life, be a part of it, and he a part of hers.

Her future was an interesting one. Bird saw much opportunity in having her be present in a life that extended far out in front of him, hopefully able to soar eventually above such cities as this and see nothing but trees, grass and wild meadows, no dark blots on the landscape oozing decay as they did now.

But that was long into the future, a future that had many outcomes, only one of which he had seen that was of interest to him.

He would make sure that he got to see his destiny, and Varik was definitely no longer a part of it.

Bird took to the wing, a silent silhouette against the sky, deadly and carrying infinite knowledge.

He returned to his family. The journey was long but worth it.

Tomorrow he would seek out Varik, open himself to him for the last time, lead him to those within the crumbling house below, so that all of their games would finally come to an end.


ALONE AGAIN


MARCUS COULDN’T SLEEP — it was the city, he didn’t like it.

He made his way through the house, the musty furnishings tickling his nostrils, making him focus on trying not to sneeze. Which of course meant that he found it impossible not to.

Achoo.

Marcus had managed to close the front door quietly behind him before he could control his sneeze no longer. He sniffed the clear night air, watched his breath dissipate, then stepped out into the night.

It was a strange feeling, being alone in a place that would once have been constantly buzzing with nightlife. London was once the capital of the world, now all it was doing was waiting to be eaten up by the Thames and the ever encroaching plant life. Familiar landmarks from long ago still dominated the skyline in parts, other large tourist attractions had found new homes as part of his own. A wry smile was impossible to suppress. Who would have thought it? A skinny kid able to orchestrate the removal and rebuilding of The London Eye for his own amusement, and that of the odd guest of course.

But what a price to pay for such extravagance. The death of nearly everything, everyone. If he could go back to living with his mother and sisters then he would give it all up in a heartbeat. Wouldn’t he?

His sisters — he hadn’t thought of them in a long time. He was still so very young when they were taken, the beginning of the injustice that was The Lethargy. The impetus for what he had become, what he had done. He didn’t want the sorrow to spread, to continue forever. However hard he tried to battle this curse on humanity though, it still prevailed, turning the world as dark as the night he found himself in. Stood at the brink of humanity’s fate, trying to cling to the frayed edges of mankind’s history, its future.

What a life.

Such a way to spend so many normal lives. It seemed like an impossible dream.

Maybe it was.

Could it have all been a dream and right now he was just rousing from a restless night and would wake to hear his sisters arguing about who got to use the bathroom, and his mother in her dressing gown, shouting at them to hurry up or they would all be late for school?

He wished that it was true, but knew it wasn’t.

No, his was a world where his son had left him, left to grow old and not even tell him. A world where he was the most powerful man in the country, where others would see him dead and dance on his bones, crushing them to dust while they welcomed the beginning of The End.

Marcus stopped, finding himself in an open space. He stared at the statues. Still here. He smiled, walked over and climbed upon the back of the lion still proudly standing guard, yet nothing left to guard against, or for — Nelson had been toppled from his column centuries ago. Marcus rubbed the back of the statue, the bronze still shiny from countless hands before nobody could care enough any more to climb onto the beast’s back.

He stared around him, the menace of the city seemingly creeping out of the very fabric of the place as the night deepened and the air grew colder, threatening to leave a frost — something that would never happen when the traffic and the people warmed the streets by a few degrees.

A hush filled the air above, the huge Bird passing silently overhead. Marcus waved, he liked that creature, liked what he saw in the future. It was a sign things were coming to their conclusion, events were coalescing. He knew that the great Bird had his own priorities, didn’t begrudge it reporting back. This was right, as things should be.

After it passed there was a flurry of movement, the ground of Trafalgar Square suddenly alive with pigeons. It seems that he wasn’t the only one that had been aware of the huge eagle passing overhead. The pigeons had awoken, a message signaled between them of the danger, now it had passed they were in search of food.

Some things never change, thought Marcus. Even after all these years the pigeons were still active, acting like the tourists would still feed them overpriced seed from the hawkers that made their living from them. Wait, hadn’t some Mayor or other banned even that? It didn’t matter anymore, and the birds seemed fine either way.

Clip clop. Clip clop.

Marcus looked up, a pale apparition forming through the damp night.

Hello my friend, do you feel it? The wail of the city?

Haha, I don’t think it’s quite that bad, but yes, I feel it. Things are about to change, for better or worse, but they will change.

And this is your doing, yes?

Marcus shook his head sadly. Not really, no. The Eventuals will know where we are this night, and tomorrow will see things come to a head. This is no place for you to be. And for that matter, what are you doing here anyway?

Well, we were passing close by the city and I felt the difference, figured maybe you needed some help. I knew it would be something to do with you, I could feel the disturbance in The Noise.

Marcus frowned. What kind of difference?

Ahebban stamped a foot, snorted deeply, breath condensing on the base of the raised lion statue. It’s hard to explain, I suppose you could call it a ripple. No, that’s not right really. Not sure, like manipulation was possible, like strong forces were coming together.

Ah, right. That would be a combination of me, Fasolt, maybe even Letje, her father and even that Bird that now seems rather fond of young Letje too.

Okay, you lost me. I don’t know anything about a bird, and who’s Fasolt?

Long story but it’s Varik’s father.

Through dilated eyes Ahebban stared at Marcus with as serious a face as he could muster being a horse. I hope you know what you are doing Marcus, this seems very dangerous. This isn’t The Commorancy you know. Are you sure you are up for this? There aren’t all the safeguards you’re used to out here in the crumbling sadness.

Thanks, I’ll be fine.

Or at least one of me will be I hope, thought Marcus.

Suit yourself.

You should go, it was good seeing you again, but I don’t want any more people, um, friends, caught up in things, you have done more than enough for me already. Go back to your team, that’s where you belong now.

Can’t say I’m not relieved. Towns and cities give me the creeps now, it all seems too alien for this body.

Tell me about it. I still have a human form and it feels wrong to me too. Too much time has passed, things are too different now. I like my buildings intact and with less reminder of what used to be.

The horse turned, tail swishing slowly. He looked back over a well muscled shoulder. See you Marcus, you take care, you hear?

I will. You too. Hopefully we will meet again my friend.

Marcus was alone once more, but his friend had cheered him somewhat. As the dawn hinted at the beautiful day to come, Marcus jumped down from his silent seat and made his way back to the others.

There were things to do before the day washed away the sadness of the night.


IT COMES TO THIS?


BIRD KEPT FIDGETING on Varik’s shoulder.

He could feel the edginess even through his dead flesh. The shifting, the eyes darting from side to side. Bird was becoming lost to him, and he didn’t know what to do about it. An emptiness was there where once there had been companionship — familiarity over the endless years. It made him sad to think that his closest companion was no longer connected to him, they were once like part of the same creature.

Varik’s shoulder was testament to how much love and trust he had in his old friend, what had he done to lose that bond?

He shook away the emotion, recognizing it for what it was: another reason why life was such an abomination. If Bird no longer wished to be his closest companion then that was his prerogative. He was, after all, a blessed creature, not a cursed one. Bird had been closed to him for days — behavior totally out of character. He felt the whispers of longing through The Noise, felt that Bird no longer wanted the intrusion on his mind, resented being kept away from… What was it that had driven a wedge between them? What had he done for Bird to be so closed off to him?

Pale blond hair lifted as Bird took flight, his work done. Varik now knew where Marcus was. It seemed he no longer had as much company as before. Bird reported there were but three companions in human form, a rather cryptic message with no more information forthcoming. Still, he knew the location and would be there soon enough.

Marcus’ presence had gone dark some time ago now, obviously to do with the fact that he had powerful company, enough to hide them totally from The Noise. They kept moving away, hiding from the acolytes that were scouring the land in ever increasing numbers, but to no avail, nothing but hints and whispers were all Varik had to go on most of the time. It was getting more and more frustrating by the day, but finally there was to be a reckoning. Eventuals had dropped out of The Noise a few times now, and the search was becoming more focused on smaller and smaller areas. Now he had the information he wanted. Varik smiled at the thought of dealing with his nemesis personally, it would be him that put an end to the madness once and for all.

Still, he wished that Bird wasn’t so distant.

Damn these emotions, I don’t need him, I don’t need anybody. Soon it will all be over and I can finally have peace myself.

Varik knew he was kidding himself. Even if he did destroy Marcus there was still much work to be done to ensure that the rest of humanity died out once and for all. But Marcus was the main threat to Varik’s desire for humanity’s end. So once he was dealt with he would spend some time formulating a plan that would see his work, The Commorancy, razed to the ground and done with at last.

Varik turned as he saw Bird take the meal left for him. The rabbit was on the ground, freshly killed and plump. But Bird, rather than eat it where he was, grabbed it with the talons of one foot and flew out through the open flaps of the large tent.

Something strange was going on, too many quirks were filtering into his friend’s behavior. He put it out of his mind, he was too tired to think about it any longer, he had to get his priorities right. He settled back into a comfortable chair, deep cushions providing a comfort he seldom took advantage of.

The traveling had been exhausting, too much time focusing in The Noise, trying to stay abreast of the reports sent up from acolytes, many overly eager and giving information that was nothing but dead-ends, wasting Varik's valuable time.

Still, Bird had come through in the end. Now Varik just wanted to rest a while, enjoy the peace while he could. He needed to restore his depleted energy.

He leaned forward, plucking a leg from the roast chicken on the low wooden serving table he was using to rest his feet. He munched absentmindedly, occasionally stroking his shoulder — it felt bare without the tickle of feathers next to his cheek, the occasional pain as Bird nipped gently on his ear lobe. Time away from his home had worn him down, he was actually feeling his age for the first time. It was amazing just how tiring traveling through the country actually was. When he had last done such a thing he didn’t recall the aches and pains, the monotony of it all, the disgust at himself for not actually enjoying it more. After all, it was what he wanted, the country turning green once more, less and less of man’s footprint visible. But it felt different to when he last roamed for any length of time. It just felt, well, kind of pointless.

It took so much focus to deal with his Eventuals, co-ordinating things, talking to the idiots and directing operations. It wasn’t that though which took such a toll on him, it was the discomfort of being away from familiar surroundings. As he forced himself to eat he came to a realization that Marcus had understood much sooner: he too was institutionalized. Hundreds of years of constant familiarity with his environment, one built and adapted by him to suit him perfectly, meant that anything else simply felt wrong.

Where was the control? The ability to order changes made, mistakes instantly rectified? Where was the food he wanted when he wanted it, the company he wished for appearing with appropriate deference to his station above them?

He missed his daily meditations, performed naked and at his leisure. He wanted to climb his tree and stare at his home, knowing he was in charge.

Out here, traveling, having to put up with the constant erection and dismantling of his tent and the lack of proper amenities simply drained him like a leak in a bottle. He needed to finish what he had come here to do and get back to his rightful place within The Sacellum.

Standing, Varik paused for a moment to let pins and needles pass.

His foot felt dead.

He stared at it, brow creasing at such a thing. He had complete control over his body, this kind of sensation had not happened for as far back as he could remember.

“I really am getting old. Time to be done with all of this.”

He made his way over to the bed, a huge wooden thing piled high with pillows and blankets. He hated the indulgence, but appearances were important: he had to be seen to be above the rest. He had even contemplated getting The Ink, just so he didn’t have to keep dying his skin every few days, but in the end he dismissed the idea. Soon enough he would be back home and reveling in the purity of his body, the untarnished beauty of it.

A strange sensation ran through him. Varik craned his neck to stare at his shoulder. He could feel it, feel the muscles under the knots of scar tissue, as if his body was already mourning the loss of his friend.

A tear trickled down a red-stained cheek before Varik stripped off his clothes and got under the covers.

~~~

Sleep would not come, it eluded him just as Marcus had. He chased after the nothingness, the blank space of slumber, but it was no use, he could feel the tremors of the events of the next day echoing back and forth in his mind, teasing him with victory, chasing him with doubts of defeat and twisting his mind with insecurities. It didn’t help that his shoulder kept itching, an unconscious call for his friend to come and comfort him — a call left unanswered.

Varik mumbled to himself as he sat up in bed, deciding there was only one thing for it. Varik went deep. He went as deep into The Noise as was possible, to search out his friend. He knew Bird was blocking him, but it didn’t matter. If he focused hard enough he could break the shielding.

Sweat beaded his brow as he concentrated, ignoring the dull thud that pounded at the inside of his skull, a warning that he was coming close to dehydration as such mental gymnastics took up fluids rapidly. Calories burned at an incredible rate as brain power honed in on a tiny pinprick in the vastness that was billions of creatures, minds large and small that could be accessed by those with the necessary power and knowledge.

Varik actually jumped from his bed as he suddenly gained access to Bird’s mind and vision. He saw his own home from the rooftops, The Sacellum gleaming, taunting him with its distance from his current location. Then Bird glanced down at a beautiful female, almost as large as him, with a streak of white running from beak to brow. She was feeding a scruffy chick, all squawks and desperate need for food. Then Bird startled his family, wings flapping wildly, mind screaming at the intrusion as he took flight.

A message of intent came through The Noise directed strongly at Varik, along with an image of a dead chick lying far below, dashed to the ground, bloody and mangled. Then an image of Bird called far away at Varik’s command, the fault his, the blame placed squarely on his scarred shoulder.

There was more. Not words, for Bird had no language as such that Varik could understand, but the message was clear.

You are my enemy now. You killed my chick, you are to blame. I have a new friend now, not a ‘Master’, a friend. And a vision of Bird sat on the shoulder of the girl, that damn Letje.

Varik was on his knees, the connection, or rather, the intrusion, at an end. There would be no more contact between the two. Bird had let his intentions be clearly known, and Varik felt a part of him drift off into The Void, never to return.

What had he done?

He hadn’t stopped to think of the increasing burden he was being to his friend. Hadn’t taken time to even think about Bird wanting, needing to be somewhere else. But why had he hidden his family? If he had known then things would have been different.

Wouldn’t they?


ALL ALONE


IT WAS A surprisingly warm breeze that greeted klt as he walked down the middle of a stone bridge, so high he dare not look down. His face was a mass of pustules, oozing into his mouth, the taste enough to make him want to rip his own tongue out right there and then. It was certainly dry enough to grip. He had been here for what felt like a lifetime.

He couldn’t get in through any of the damn doors.

He supposed that he had been one of the lucky ones, although it certainly didn’t feel that way at the moment, and hadn’t for weeks now. He wondered how much longer he could carry on in this way. Nobody to talk to, nowhere to go, food becoming a real struggle to find, and the dogs, always the dogs, haunting his dreams and his waking hours with equal ferocity.

At least some of the pain had gone — finally.

For the first few weeks he couldn’t even bear the feel of his clothes on his skin, and had to walk around naked, carefully dressing only when the temperature got so low it put his life in danger. His arms, face, legs and neck had been a mass of cuts, bites, stings, boils, and all manner of extreme allergic reactions that made it impossible to actually know what hurt the most. All klt knew was that it did hurt, and like nothing he had ever come close to experiencing before.

He had assumed that he was going to die, at the time it had certainly felt that way. Along with others he had found himself descending steps on the inside of the defensive walls only to be confronted with a beautiful field full of flowers. He could hear the bees, watched delicate butterflies fluttering in the breeze, and heard countless insects going about whatever business it was that insects involved themselves in.

Then it had all turned on him.

The butterflies ripped his skin, the bees stung him, bringing huge hives bubbling to the surface instantly. Gnats, midges, mosquitoes and who knew what else joined in the attack until he was swallowing the black dots of pain and trying to snort them out of his nostrils. Insects clogged his airways, got into his eyes, up his nose and in his ears.

It was unbearable — then it got really bad.

The plants themselves attacked him, adding wounds to his already damaged body. They stung, they released pollen that gave uncontrollable sneezing fits, and then his airways reacted. Anaphylaxis was the result.

But somehow, as he watched it happen to others, and he heard dogs howling hungrily in the distance, he managed to stumble on, amazed his body didn’t shut down completely. He made it into the vast grounds of The Commorancy, and climbed carefully up walkways and crossed bizarre bridges until he found himself on the very top of a huge stone viaduct, seemingly serving absolutely no purpose that he could figure out. No matter, at least he was safe — for now.

He had awoken the next day in absolute agony. There was no doubt he was being tortured by a madman with access to very sophisticated equipment, something that could flay open every nerve in his body then tease them with something very sharp. So he was surprised to find himself alone when he managed to prize open a sticky eyelid and get onto all fours to look around.

The following weeks had been nothing but a continuation of the nightmare.

It became apparent that he was the only survivor of the attack. There were bodies strewn around the different levels, shot down from their paragliders. They soon disappeared, dragged off by the dogs he watched from a safe distance, ever aware that his fresh meat would only become more desirable once the remains of fellow Eventuals began to turn putrid. There was not a sound in The Noise of any survivors, and it seemed that the Bishops, Cardinals, and even Varik himself had simply given everyone up as dead and had left.

Left him.

Alone.

He caught sight of somebody once, a man walking off down a long cobbled walkway. He shouted after him, then ran as fast as he could, all pretense of staying hidden and fulfilling his mission forgotten long ago. It was no use, by the time he made it down the convoluted walkways and bridges that let him get to what seemed to be the actual ground level, the man was gone. There was a door, but as usual it was locked, impossible to gain access to. He had tried so many doors, so many strange entryways, only to be turned back over and over again. Not once had he managed to get inside any of the buildings, all he could do was walk, and walk and walk and walk.

It was dizzying, and damned annoying. The place was beautiful, but it also made absolutely no sense as far as he could tell. Why would so many buildings, so many bizarre buildings, be needed to house just seven people? Something wasn’t right here, he was sure of it. He had to fight his teachings, his indoctrination, to even begin to try to figure it out. Since the earliest of days, back at the beginning of The Commorancy and the rise of The Eventuals, the one constant was that Marcus’ home was for seven guests at one time, and that only when one left did a Room become available.

Now he suspected it was so far from the truth that he wondered what else he had been taught was actually a lie? Did Varik really believe that? Did his teachers? Marcus had kept his secret well, and there was little doubt in his mind that if Varik really knew the extent of what was surely going on behind the all too secure doors then he would have moved heaven and earth to eliminate what was undoubtedly a much bigger threat to The End than he could have ever imagined.

It didn’t matter now though, how could it? klt was alone and he was hungry and his clothes were hanging off his malnourished frame and there was no escape. If there was a way back out of the sprawling conglomeration of buildings and walkways that made up The Commorancy then he sure as hell couldn’t find it. The only ways out were lethal. Much like the only way that people could get in, unless expressly invited by Marcus, and that wasn’t about to happen, he was sure. No, he was going to die here unless he found a safe exit, and soon. At least if he was able to roam the rest of the island he had a better chance of finding a way off somehow, maybe a boat? Maybe not, but there would surely be food, meat to hunt, something, anything.

A scratch at his nose brought tears to his eyes, once again forgetting quite how delicate his skin was. Blood dripped off the end, the loose skin breaking under the most gentle of touches. He cursed Marcus, cursed Varik too, and not for the first time.

He began to walk, again.

Maybe this time he would find a way to escape. Maybe.

~~~

Approaching the box carefully klt looked around, turning slowly, trying to take everything in, to sense a trap if there was one. It gave little reassurance, but it was better than just walking up to it without at least checking as best he could.

Since he had been marooned he had come across some impressively bizarre objects and he had learned from experience that Marcus had a rather perverse sense of humor. Once he had spent a day staring at a tiny hole at the base of a wall where little mice dressed in formal-wear came out, then scurried off, only to return later with little lumps of cheese. It took him all day to realize they were some kind of projection, and if he hadn’t been tattooed bright red already he was sure he would have looked as embarrassed as he felt.

There were numerous such strange encounters, from invisible walls to doors that receded as he approached, to bridges that simply stopped mid-air, leading nowhere and seemingly pointless.

So he was wary of the box.

It was large. A brown box, just a simple brown thing, about as high as his chest. There were no wires he could see, no disturbances emanating from it that he could sense in The Noise. To all intents and purposes it really was just a big box, made of some kind of hard paper by the looks of it. He could see it moving ever so slightly if the wind picked up.

“Do not open this box,” read klt.

It was written on the top of the box, the black writing done hastily with a paintbrush or so it seemed. The lid was taped shut, the writing written once it had been sealed.

That was it.

Nothing more. No clues, no buzzing, whirring, ticking or any kind of hint at all as to what was inside it.

He walked away.

“Stupid. Stupid, stupid stupid. Who needs to look inside?” No good could come of opening it. Why else would it be there? It was a test.

~~~

On the other hand, maybe it was a test to see if he was courageous enough to risk opening it? Maybe it would be a way out somehow? Maybe there would be a key to a door inside? It could be, couldn’t it?

Damn, this is the third day now I’ve been back here. Stupid box. Walking away yet again he turned to look back at the box, shook his head and turned back towards it.

Well, I’ve got nothing to lose now anyway. I’m gonna die soon if I don’t get something to eat, so it’s now or never. I may as well open it while I have the energy to do it, before I can’t even move.

It had been getting hard to summon any energy at all, and klt knew he was beginning to lose his grip on reality. He kept finding himself coming to in places he couldn’t remember walking to, and his limbs felt heavy whilst his head felt light at the same time. And the hunger, the ache in his belly, it just got worse and worse. Plus he kept fainting, just keeling over, ripping his skin. His head was covered in bumps from the falls.

He had to do something.

Right, let’s see what’s so special about you then shall we? He pulled out his knife and sliced the tape. He grabbed the flaps of the box and opened it.

“Definitely don’t open this one,” read klt. There was another box within the outer box. Same material, same tape, same writing, it was just smaller.

He sliced the tape and opened it.

“Or this one either,” he read on the top of the third box, about half the size of the original. “Oh, c’mon, you have got to be joking.”

He opened it.

“Last chance. Really, this is serious. Under no circumstances open this box. You have been warned,” read klt in a croaky whisper, the words close to his last. His throat hurt so much when he spoke now. He stood up, cricked his back and thought for a moment. What was the worst that could happen? Toxic gas? A biological agent? A bomb? It all seemed ridiculous. Why in His name would anybody go to the trouble of making such a bizarre thing and then putting something inside that could damage the rest of The Commorancy as well? Then again, why would anybody build such a complex development in the first place — normal rules obviously didn’t apply here.

Ah, who cares, let’s see what you’ve got then you stupid bloody boxes. klt tried to lick his lips, but his tongue just rasped across cracked lips. He couldn’t even summon up saliva any longer. He didn’t have long to go, he knew it.

He bent over and grabbed the smaller box.

Nothing, it wouldn’t budge. Just like the others it was weighed down somehow, impossibly heavy. So with an aching back and legs trembling he once again cut through brown tape and pulled the flaps of the box back, revealing its contents.


THAT WAS UNEXPECTED


HE COULDN’T STOP, the laughter bubbled to the surface, using up what little energy he had left. The man now known as klt, once called Enos, sank to his knees and let the madness consume him.

The laughing continued until his chest hurt too much and his throat rasped painfully, then it faded away, leaving madness in its wake.

Ah well, I guess I really should have stopped at box number five, he thought. It’s not like I wasn’t warned about opening them.

Bemused by his own actions Enos shook his head at his own folly, then died.


WHAT FRONT DOOR?


WITH GRUMBLES FROM Arcene about a lack of breakfast, although she soon fell into a funk of silence along with the others, Marcus directed them towards the still relatively open spaces of Hyde Park. He didn’t want to be surrounded by the decay of the city for this day of reckoning. Although the park had spread to join with the other recreational areas, slowly taking over the streets and buildings, it was still nature overlaid on man’s work. Marcus wanted pure soil and trees grown in it to be the sights and sensations on this morning.

Even better would be being back at The Commorancy sitting in a chair that matched his outfit, performing Orientation as he had done countless times over the years. Still, it was no good wishing for things that were in the past, changes were afoot and he had to keep his mind occupied, sharp and totally in the present.

The buildings that surrounded the park had been demolished soon after The Lethargy hit — people did a lot of crazy things when life began to change, and London had undergone some of the biggest transformations. With nature worship rising dramatically, people returning to pagan beliefs and rituals, streets and streets had been dug up, buildings detonated, and the park increased to become a circular green space that extended for miles. Before they too succumbed to The Lethargy those with the will thought that the sacrifice of part of London would appease what seemed to be a scourge on humanity for the desecration of the earth — it made no difference, they all died in the end.

The parkland lifted the spirits of Marcus, and he could see that it was doing the same for the others. Chatter slowly began to build, voices getting louder and louder as if to try to fill the openness after the cloying suffocation of the cramped streets at the center of a once thriving hub of business and money making.

Marcus took Letje to one side and pulled out a leather cord strung around his neck. On the end was a small plain key. Marcus played with it, turning it over and over in his hands, the light glinting off the dull metal.

Letje watched him in silence, he had yet to speak or do anything. Marcus was feeling pressure building, knew that things had to be done now, had to be taken care of.

Marcus pulled the cord over his head, then dangled the key in front of Letje, letting it spin in the gentle breeze.

“I want you to have this Letje, it’s yours now.”

“Okay, what’s it for?”

“The front door, so don’t lose it.” Marcus smiled weakly, then grew serious. “I mean it, absolutely under no circumstances are you to lose this key.” Marcus held his arm out, waiting for Letje to open her hand to receive her gift. He felt bad doing it, felt the weight of years of responsibility shifting onto her shoulders, knowing the battle she would face for her own sanity. But this was what her future held, what was right. Her destiny.

“Wait, what are we talking about here Marcus? Do you mean the front door to The Commorancy? I didn’t think it had one. And why are you giving it to me? It’s your key, your home. You’re in charge there, not me. I haven’t even been in a Room yet.”

“Letje, of course there is a front door. There is always a front door. It’s actually pretty impressive too. The carving above the door is magnificent, done by a very skilled man.” Marcus had a flash of what had happened to that man, part of the memories that were now his, given by the other him before they parted ways. “Look after it, keep it somewhere safe, and please ensure that you never try to gain entry to The Commorancy any other way than through the front door using this key. Don’t touch the door until you have unlocked it, that’s very important.”

“Marcus, Marcus. This is moving too fast, what’s going on? Why are you giving me this now? You need to explain yourself. I’m not ready to be going there and doing, well, what exactly am I supposed to be doing anyway? What’s happening? I’m confused.”

Marcus felt her sadness, felt the understanding coming to her, even though she didn’t want to admit it just yet. Was he doing the right thing? Was this fair to her? Too late now, she was The One, the rightful heir to humanity’s hopefully continuing future.

“You are the new owner of The Commorancy Letje, it’s yours now. I know you haven’t had a Room, are not even fully Awoken yet, but that doesn’t matter. Soon enough you will be. Very soon. It will grow inside of you, making you stronger every day, as it already has since your father let himself be known to you. That was your first Awakening, as far as most people ever get. You are different. You are like me, like some others that have gone beyond what we ever thought possible, to become truly Awoken. You will see the world differently, have knowledge unavailable to others, and you must learn how to channel it correctly, and stop yourself from going mad at the same time. I’m sorry.” Marcus took hold of her arm, prised open her fingers and wrapped the cord around her hand. He put the key in her palm and then closed her fingers over it.

“Don’t lose it.”

Letje opened her hand and stared down at the simple key. She picked up the leather cord and held it up to her face. She looked at Marcus. It broke his heart, that look of innocence, the inquiring mind behind those big brown eyes. “You need a haircut, cut those bangs.” Marcus smiled at her, his depth of sorrow knew no bounds.

Letje swiped a hand across her brow, shifting the hair away from her eyes, smiling at Marcus’ chiding despite the seriousness of the situation, the responsibility just given to her. “How can I do this though? Am I supposed to run things? I wouldn’t know where to begin. Marcus it’s your home, not mine.”

“Not any more. Yes Letje, you are to run The Commorancy, all of it. And don’t worry, you will learn as you go. There is a book, a rather large book, so sorry about that, but it lays out what you are to do, how you are to run it, how to act, what Rooms to use for what purpose. Plus it gives you all you need to know about how it was built, kind of like a diary that part, and how it all works. It’s rather complex, granted, but once you read The Book all will become clear. There are rituals to be followed, ways of doing things that must be continued, don’t let the traditions I have started die, they need to stay in place. The myth and power of The Commorancy must continue. People need hope.”

Marcus felt funny, like he was drowning, pressure building all around him. He was being squashed, cocooned in a watery grave. He knew he was a little stressed, but had definitely done what needed to be done to control his body, keep him calm and slow his heartbeat, limit adrenaline until it was needed. This was something else.

“Ugh, don’t feel well at all.” Marcus collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath, unable to get his body to function as he ordered. It seemed like it was a day for firsts — he always had control over his inner body. Always.

“Marcus, Marcus! What’s happening? What can I do?”

Fasolt and Arcene came running over. They had kept their distance, Arcene being uncharacteristically observant, knowing Letje and Marcus were having a private conversation. “What’s wrong with him? He looks like he’s turning blue.”

“I don’t know, we were talking and he just collapsed. His eyes went all distant and glazed and then he just fell over.”

“Let me take a look,” said Fasolt, kneeling down and lifting a closed lid. Marcus was gasping for breath, unable to get air into his lungs. It was as if he no longer found the air of any use to him, like he wanted something different.

“He’s in the ocean, air’s no good to him. Leave him be, he will either resurface or he won’t. There’s nothing we can do, it’s too deep for even me to bring him back from this. It must be his decision.”

Marcus thrashed on the floor, hands tearing at his throat, chest heaving heavily, a deathly rattle bellowing deep in his constricted chest.

“What are you talking about? He’s right here.” Fasolt was making no sense at all to Letje.

Fasolt stood suddenly, turning at an interruption in The Noise he knew all too well.

“Well, this is a surprise. Hello Father, I didn’t expect to see you again, especially as you were dead. And what’s wrong with him? This looks like it’s going to be a little too easy. How disappointing.” Varik sighed, he was expecting an epic battle to the death, powers pitted against each other, forces unleashed. It was a bit of an anti-climax if he was honest, a bit of a let-down after all his expectations. Varik had dressed suitably. Marcus would have been proud if he could see how well turned out he was.

Varik swung his arm from behind his back, a sword gleaming in the bright crisp sunlight, sparkling with cold beauty as it arced high overhead, an appropriately antique way to send Marcus to The Void, Varik felt.

“Wait, wait just a minute,” whispered Fasolt, all his focus on the sword arm, fighting for control of it, failing to totally halt it from the commands of its owner.

Varik frowned, lowered the sword voluntarily, inquisitiveness getting the better of him. “Okay Father, I was wondering what you were doing here anyway. What happened to allow you to beat your own death and why on earth are you walking around naked? Pray tell your son that much.” Varik put the tip of his sword to Marcus’ throat, he didn’t want to be one of those people that failed to kill his foe at the right moment — nothing would see him miss this opportunity. He pushed down slowly, skin breaking.

This was more like it. He would cut through Marcus’ body slowly, while his traitor of a father and the girls watched. Then they would be next. It was obvious that his father was now somehow connected to them all, remarkably clean too. Varik hated him more than he ever had in his life.

“This is wrong Son, I was wrong. There’s no need to kill. You and him,” Fasolt pointed down at Marcus, the blade edging in deeper, “are more alike than you would care to think. Not all people are evil, there is a place for us here, we belong here.”

“You dare try to preach to me? The man that let his dying wife suffer? That abused his son? That turned me away whenever I needed him, when I needed a father? Nobody deserves to live, least of all you.”

“I know what I did, and for that I will be eternally sorry. It doesn’t even feel like me any longer. I can’t even begin to pay for all the bad I did, your forgiveness would be a blessing, but I know that is too much to ask. But please, understand. People, most people, are good. I know that now. I know that what we have both done has been wrong. All the killing, you wanting to eliminate humanity, it’s not right.”

“Spare me, please. You think too much of yourself old man, that your opinion counts, that it was only you that influenced what I have become. You’re wrong. I have seen it all, seen the misery mankind causes, seen the way they spoil everything, contaminate it. It must end.” Varik put both hands on the hilt of the sword, about to plunge right through Marcus into the grassy ground.

Letje and Arcene both screamed, knowing that Varik would not be swayed, even by his father, that Marcus’ death was all that interested Varik.

“Prepare for The Void Marc—”

Varik flew past Marcus’ head, the sword clattering to the ground. George, until now silent and unobtrusive by simply staying still, crashed into Varik from behind, head down, horns slamming into him and sending him spread-eagled onto the ground before he could deliver the death blow.

Varik laughed. A goat, a stupid goat. Then darkness crossed his face, his powerful will clamping tightly around the strong but still animal mind of George. George was motionless, unable to follow up on his attack. Varik reached for, and got, the sword and in a movement too swift to follow he swung fast and hard, executing George in a split second. His head rolled along the ground, bumping into the still prone body of Marcus.

Marcus gave a bubble of a cough, choking on unseen substances, and Varik, sneering at his father, winking at Letje and Arcene, swung high once more and the sword fell in a lighting fast arc at the throat of Marcus. Another head was about to roll and Varik screamed his pleasure at the emptiness around him.

Finally the abomination would be dead.


EPIC BATTLE


THINGS GOT CONFUSING very quickly.

Letje found it impossible to fathom what on earth was happening, what happened when, to whom, and even where she was. One minute Marcus was coughing on the floor, with Varik’s sword arcing toward his neck, the next he regained his color, a huge spout of water gushing from his mouth, a salty tang dissipating instantly in the breeze as Marcus rolled away. The sword sliced at the crushed grass where his body had been a split second before.

She heard Varik howl, saw Marcus roll and stagger to his feet, then a strange sensation came over her, a tingling that was there, then gone again. But it felt strange, like time was no longer important. She could have been stood there tingling for a split second or a thousand years.

The next thing she knew was that Marcus and Varik were in swapped positions. It was Marcus holding the sword, Varik was on all fours, bent over on the ground wheezing. She went to run to the fight, to be there if needed, but as she moved Varik turned and stared at her. A silver light danced in his eyes, the power of The Noise burning behind eyes sparkling with the delight of battle.

Then the tingling again, this time darker, more malevolent, and she found herself staring at empty space, the two men far away across the open parkland, running, dancing in circles, hands held high, shouts impossible to decipher, lost on the breeze.

Letje grabbed Arcene, seemingly too stunned to do anything but sit on the grass and shake her head. Fasolt came up fast, shouting at her through a fog of incomprehension, the air feeling heavy, buzzing as if with electricity.

“Come on, we must try to help, they can’t go on like this, it’s too much of a disruption.” Fasolt was frowning deeply, his hair gone wild, caught in the eddies of power flowing in the charged air.

“What’s going on?” shouted Letje, words seemingly unable to travel the distance, the air too heavy with the disruptions coming via The Noise from the two men fighting.

“It’s time. They are both messing with time,” Fasolt shouted back, his hair flying wildly at Letje and Arcene, forcing them to distance themselves from him. “They are trying to gain an advantage, each one fighting for dominance, suspending time apart from for themselves so they can move through the static and claim victory. But they are doing too much damage, it’s not natural. They are breaking the flow of history and futures. It’s all wrong, things are getting out of control. We have to stop it.”

Letje felt herself grabbed by Fasolt, so she pulled Arcene along and they ran right at the cause of the danger. Letje put her trust in Fasolt, begrudgingly but not knowing what else to do. She tugged back, grabbed the duffel and then was pulled once more.

Have faith Letje, this is the right thing. You must help, you must try to do something. It’s your future that is at stake here, yours and everyone else’s. Do what you can.

Letje didn’t understand. What can I do? I’m no match for these men.

I’m sure you will come up with something my dear.

He sounded so confident, how could he be so sure? Blind faith of a father unwilling to let go of his little girl? Maybe that’s all it was.

As they got closer Letje was released and Fasolt ran to join the fight but was rebuffed before he could get too close. Deep in The Noise and using up every ounce of energy they could summon, dragging up long neglected arts from deep in their past, the air was like a forcefield around the two men, impenetrable to anybody but them. Then something changed, the fight broke. The air cleared, the shimmer gone.

Marcus and Varik stood staring at each other panting deeply, energies waning. Then Varik smiled, turning to his father. “Remember the bats old man. The lesson you tried to teach me?” Before Fasolt could answer Varik turned to Marcus and held his arms up high.

“And I thought I was going to be disappointed in you Marcus. I thought for a minute there was no fight in you, what with you lying on the ground already half dead. This is more like it.”

Letje watched as the sky turned black seconds later, a piercing screech and a thousand tin drums banging in the sky from all directions. Streaks of hatred ripped through the air, controlled by Varik. Once victim of a spiteful attack by his father, he was compounding the long ago action and unleashing bloody armageddon from all directions.

Marcus was covered from head to toe, disappearing under a chittering onslaught of countless bats. They swarmed and massed in ever greater numbers. Night had come to the open sky in a foul smelling cacophony of the creatures, unable to resist the pull from The Noise. Letje could see Fasolt through the furious beating of wings, his head hung in shame, shouting at Varik to stop. Didn’t he know how wrong this was, how wrong it was all those years ago? Varik merely sneered, all hint of restraint gone. He was consumed with hatred for Marcus, for what he stood for. It was written large right across his face.

Fasolt and Varik were shouting at each other, Fasolt trying in vain to get Varik to stop, to understand that such invasive use of other creatures went against all he said he stood for, but Varik was beyond redemption. Letje had thought him a beautiful man, but no longer. His face was locked in a snarl of hatred that was directing his every action. He lifted his arms to the sky once more, shouting, but the noise was now drowned out by the bats that were descending in ever greater numbers to swallow up Marcus.

They whirled in great eddies. Spinning in unison all around him, a black fractal vortex of leathery wings and tiny pointed teeth tearing at his flesh. The noise was deafening, the whole onslaught terrifying. Arcene clung tighter and tighter to Letje until in the end she had to pick her up. Arcene buried her head against the older girl, her hair tangled, covering her eyes, wet from tears as she whimpered quietly, begging Letje to make it stop.

Then the world exploded into light, a blinding brightness that came with a searing heat that sent shockwaves through the ground and blew Letje, Fasolt and Arcene back before they were consumed by flame.

Letje felt the heat, shielded Arcene and the duffel bag as best she could, hoping they would survive. As they got to their feet the world was a changed place. Spreading out from the core of the event was a crater, ground scorched, earth hissing as it cooled rapidly. Marcus was at the center, black with soot, tiny trickles of blood and bites covering his body.

His face was a mess.

His clothes were in tatters, shirt ripped, outer coat gone. All around him were the bodies of the bats, history repeating itself, but on a grander scale.

He shone. His green eyes were luminescent, dancing with energy that threatened to consume Letje just by looking at them. And he was angry. It pulsed through The Noise, through the air, through everything, threatening to obliterate all in its path. Letje looked away. “Are you okay?” she asked Arcene, brushing her down and smoothing her hair away from her face.

“I think so. What happened? Is it finished?” Arcene looked around suspiciously, grabbing Letje once more as she realized it wasn’t.

“I think this is far from over Arcene, they are too powerful to stop until one of them is dead.”

Letje caught sight of Varik, stripped down to the waist, clothes ripped off before the burnt cloth attacked his body. His scar of a shoulder seemed to writhe with a life of its own, ripples of tissue threatening to jump from his skin. And like Marcus his eyes shone with an intensity that was too intimidating to do more than glance at for a second.

What are these men? They don’t even seem human any longer.

They are old Letje. Old and very powerful. They are masters of The Noise and far from normal humans.

Father? Are you alright?

Yes, I’m fine Letje, but we still need to do something. You need to do something.

I never thought they were quite as powerful as this. Marcus seemed odd, but nice. Not like some…

Magician?

Yes, well, almost. I didn’t know such power was possible.

Well, it is, and more. Time to do something Letje, before it gets worse, for all of us.

Varik screamed at Marcus, stared around him at the bodies of the bats, burned and dead. Marcus was distraught at the carnage, the regret and sadness emanated through The Noise, shockwaves of misery pulsing in the air.

“You have taken on the worst of what your father once was Varik. I thought you were better than this. Is this how you show your respect for the creatures you say should inherit the earth?” Marcus spoke calmly, as if death didn’t surround him.

“My father used the bats to try to teach me a lesson Marcus, one I learned all too well.” Varik glared at his father, then turned his attention back to Marcus. “It taught me to value life, but that sometimes the end justifies the means. A few lives to end yours is a price I am willing to pay, but if I can’t do it with the animals, then it’s time for the end for all of us.”

“I don’t think so Varik, you can’t win. It’s you and me, that’s what you said. I am stronger.”

“Well, maybe I changed my mind.” Varik smiled, his eyes losing focus for a second as he sent a message though The Noise.

A silence descended, more threatening than the onslaught of bats. Letje turned in a circle as more and more of Varik’s Eventuals came walking across the grass, emerging out of the trees, and making their way toward the one man they had been taught was what stood between them and His will.

Now was their time to eradicate the abomination. Their steady progress was terrifying as their eager faces smiled at the chance of being the one to finally send Marcus screaming into The Void.

“I think I need to do something,” said Letje, frowning as the circle of Eventuals got ever closer.


TO THE RESCUE


BIRD FELT IT, felt the disruption, felt the call. He turned and went to offer his assistance. He wasn’t alone.

Marcus calmed himself, tried to dismiss the hate, hard as it was. It was almost time. His path had been chosen some time ago now, he knew what had to be done for the future he had seen to become a reality. He looked around at the devastation at his feet, the death of the innocent creatures, the perversion of a man that had caused him to do such things.

All in the name of what we believe to be just, thought Marcus. And not for the first time he battled silently with who was right and who was wrong. Marcus for wanting to save humanity, Varik for wanting man gone. At least then such mindless acts of violence would be no more. But that was the point, wasn’t it? It wasn’t mindless, it was purposeful, done with full knowledge of the consequences.

Still, it was time, things were moving toward their natural conclusion.

It was deathly silent in the park. All that could be heard were the footsteps of Varik’s Eventuals. At the fore of countless acolytes were pompous looking Bishops and Cardinals, all puffed up with pride at leading lost souls toward acts of violence.

Marcus smiled, he was ready.

He looked over at the charred corpse of his headless companion. They had some good times, even if George was one self-important goat. Marcus stopped his mind wandering back to The Commorancy, he’d had his time there, now it was ready for a new caretaker, new blood was needed. He was old, old and jaded. Probably completely mad — he finally accepted that as the truth.

“Do you still have it Letje?” shouted Marcus across the ravaged earth.

Letje paused for a moment until she understood the question. “I do, yes.” Letje looked into his eyes, saw the resignation there, the purposefulness, a decision made. “No Marcus, no. You can’t.”

“It’s what happens Letje, no point fighting the future. Take care of things for me. I know you will do a good job, and be careful. Oh, and try to get out now and then.”

Letje shouted after him but he turned away, turned toward Varik who was staring at him in confusion. Marcus walked forward, arms by his sides, head held high, confident what he was doing was right.

“Take up your sword Varik, I give you what you want. My head.”

Varik didn’t move. He looked around suspiciously. Seeing his flock approaching, Varik smiled, as if knowing Marcus was giving up because he couldn’t win against the odds. He bent, picked up his sword and walked toward Marcus. The two men didn’t say a word. As they closed on each other the air grew still and the crowd, now thousands strong, formed a circle around the two men. Letje, Arcene and Fasolt were in the circle but off to one side.

Marcus sat on the scorched earth, opened up his rucksack and rummaged around inside. Thousands of pairs of eyes watched mesmerized, wondering what would happen next. There was a flash of white and a hint of scarlet.

“Got to dress for the occasion, that’s very important Letje,” said Marcus, winking at her as he put his arms through the sleeves of the white ceremonial death robe then pulled the red sash tight at the waist. He knelt in front of Varik, back ramrod straight, stared him in the eye then nodded.

Varik swung his sword once again, and this time nothing stopped him. The blade descended and took Marcus’ head off in one clean cut. The head rolled forward, and as it came to a halt Marcus winked knowingly at Letje before closing his eyes for the last time.

“Noooo.” Letje screamed and ran forward, picking up the head and sending a message into The Noise.

As Varik’s smile of triumph turned to one of confusion, and the jeers and cries of The Eventuals were silenced, the sky once again turned dark. A huge pair of wings blotted out the sun for a second, then descended, followed by a smaller but not insubstantial pair.

Bird’s mate landed on Marcus’ corpse and let out a screeee, the only sound that could be heard. But Bird didn’t join her, nor did he go to perch on the dead shoulder of the man he had known as Master for hundreds of years.

Bird alighted on Letje’s shoulder, talons once again digging deep, slicing the flesh. She didn’t even feel it. Bird nibbled her ear gently in greeting, then turned his head to stare at Varik. Letje noted as if in a dream that Fasolt had hold of her father in one hand with Arcene held tightly by his other.

Letje had moved forward unawares, now standing next to the body of Marcus. She looked at the bird on his body, noting how beautiful it was, the white streak almost the same color as Arcene’s hair. Letje communed with Bird silently, was told the story of how he met his mate, along with countless other tales, some happy, one especially sad, all told away from regular time, knowledge simply shared, there in an instant. Letje shared her short life back in return, the friendships, the losses — their bond was made, a connection that was deep and strong.

“Bird? My old friend?” Varik was obviously confused, his joy at the death of Marcus instantly replaced with a deep feeling of unease.

“Bird and his mate have chosen, and they choose me, Letje. They choose life over death Varik. Although yours is to be forfeit. They have chosen. I am the new ruler of The Commorancy. You think you have ended it? It’s only just begun.” Letje walked forward, the huge eagle on her shoulder, the head of Marcus held up high in the air by his long hair. She turned in a circle slowly, showing herself, her true self, to the amassed Eventuals and to Varik.

“Now, Bird, take your revenge,” she whispered, her voice crawling across the crowd, her words clawing at The Noise, freezing the crowd to the spot.

Bird took to the wing, talons dripping beads of blood as he soared. His mate joined him. Varik reached out for Bird, to take control of him, to stop his old friend from doing anything rash — he hit a blank wall. A new power engulfed Bird and he was impenetrable.

“Bird is my friend now, and I protect my friends Varik.” Letje gently placed Marcus’ head beside his body as bird flapped his wings, breaking the air like a thunderclap.

Then he dove.

“I’m sorry my friend, forgive me. I didn’t know about your children.”

Bird heard, but Bird wouldn’t forgive.

With his mate beside him they descended on Varik, who seemed resigned to his fate. He didn’t fight, didn’t call forth deep powers to battle with his old friend. He accepted, did nothing. Then he moved — his last act on earth was to rub his misshapen shoulder as the tears dropped from his cheeks before they streamed with blood.

Varik fell to the floor, descended on by Bird and the mother of future generations of Awoken eagles that would forever be tied to The Commorancy. They ripped and sliced with talons and beaks sharper than cold forged steel until all that was left of Varik’s face was gore stained bone.

With their justice dealt Bird’s mate took once more to the sky, screeching as she flew back to the distant nest. Bird would join her soon, but he had a little time. He knew that for the right timeline to continue he had one more act to perform.

He flew to Letje, tore at her jacket until it fell to the floor in tatters. With just her black vest left intact, her arms and shoulders exposed, Bird landed on her left shoulder, claiming his place, digging in talons so the blood ran freely. He stared out from vastly intelligent eyes at the silent crowd.

Letje never was sure if the crowd of Eventuals knelt because of Bird or because of her. But kneel they did, and as she took Arcene by the hand, took her father from Fasolt and picked up his duffel then walked back toward the city, the chanting of her name followed them until it was lost on the breeze that blew through the streets and the crumbling buildings, lost to her as she said goodbye to Bird, for now.

She knew she would see him soon enough, at The Commorancy.

A new home for her and her friends, and any Whole that could find their way to the last bastion of hope for humanity’s future.


TALES FROM THE DEEP


MARCUS FELT HIS consciousness expand in a way that he had never known possible. What he had imagined and what it was actually like were so far removed from each other he was staggered by what was now open to him.

Marcus had never in his life tried to inhabit a creature so large — he had simply not had the time for such indulgences.

But he had made his decision back in The Room Of Permanent Decisions, and now time seemed of little import.

If only I had known, I would have taken the, haha, plunge years ago.

His brain was now more than double the size it had once been, allowing for his true potential to be accommodated.

What a revelation!

Within seconds of inhabiting his new body he felt his awareness change — as it would have to, but also his capacity for understanding and developing further thanks to The Noise. As he become accustomed to his new skin, and was welcomed by the aging current inhabitant, Marcus expanded and diverged, his life coming back to him in full, every second played out simultaneously until he was truly Whole for the first time since he had Awoken.

All of it, every last detail, was available for instant recall. But Marcus was not interested in dwelling in the past, he wanted to explore new possibilities, to go past what he had once been, to be something new. He communed with his host, knowing before he entered that the deal was welcomed, that he was readily invited to inhabit the creature and share the life it had left, to give solace and company to a loner that had lost touch with its herd and had been alone for years now. It welcomed him, and told of its gratitude for the shared experience of man — even though its ancestors had repeatedly hidden from them as their numbers dwindled from hundreds of thousands down to near extinction.

It opened itself to Marcus, as he did in return. The shared experience as delightful and amazing for one as it was for the other. They told their tales of good and bad, of fights and intrigue and of those that had Awoken, those that were Whole, and those that succumbed to The Lethargy. It wasn’t just people that had bore the brunt of The Lethargy, it swept around the globe seemingly randomly, decimating populations that included man, insects, mammals, plants and countless sub-species without any apparent reason.

But Marcus was told this was far from fact. His host opened up the truth of the matter for him, showing him that there was a definite point to The Lethargy, and it was selective in the extreme.

For some species it was an ongoing fight for survival, for others there was an initial cleansing and then it faded back into The Void as quickly as it had appeared. It was only man that still had to fight for survival, the reset having never accomplished what it had set out to do.

The rest?

The survivors had all Awoken, each and every one of their number that remained alive was Whole and Awoken, completing in just one or two short generations what could have taken countless millennia. It was a shortcut to maturity for a species that had gone horribly wrong for one race only — man.

The Lethargy had failed humanity.

It had failed to produce a race that was truly Awoken to their future potential, merely leaving them on the verge of extinction and unwilling, or unable to take advantage of the culling and become what they should have been after such a catastrophic event.

His host did not think it would end well for Marcus, at least, Marcus that was, and his kind. It had every sympathy for the fact that what should have been a great Awakening and thriving for humanity had gone so thoroughly wrong. Human beings had strayed from a path they knew in their hearts they should have followed.

It must be the price they are paying for the things they have done, for the way they treated their home and those that shared it with them, came the ponderous voice of the aging creature. They lost their way so long ago, they weren’t ready to see what a gift they had been given. What they could have achieved if they had taken advantage of the new-found freedom left to those who remained Whole.

Marcus didn’t think it was that simple, there was something else at play. Not enough people had been given the opportunity to make a change to the course of human history — things fell too close to utter destruction. He didn’t want to argue however, his host was gracious and he didn’t have a better answer for the ponderous thinking animal that was the largest creature currently inhabiting the earth. He forgot that his very being was now open to the creature though, and soon enough was in a long discussion with his new friend that ended up taking years to complete.

There was no hurry.

The blue whale was not the fastest thinker, its body mass put it on a timescale alien to Marcus’ human brain. Life was slow, thoughts took an age to formulate. Silent conversations were ponderous. It took hours even for a few short sentences, rather than seconds or minutes.

It took some getting used to, and to begin with communication was extremely difficult. They worked at different speeds and Marcus had to train himself to slow down his thoughts until he was eventually so much a part of the whale that there was no longer a choice in the matter.

The large brain, and the extreme mass of what he had become, meant that over the days that morphed into months he settled into his new way of being.

The slow way of life was not just second nature, it was his nature now.

The End


Resurrection - The Rise of Letje

(The Commorancy — Book 4)


NEW OCCUPANT


A NEW QUEEN sat upon her throne — she was not happy.

Letje, twenty two and dramatically changed since her first visit to The Commorancy, sat regally in The Room For Punishment and looked down on those before her. Her white ceremonial robes rustled as she shifted in irritation. The prisoners were dressed in plainer matching garb, their shaved heads bowed — their lives held in the slender fingers of the female oligarch.

The young dictator was far from pleased. She chose to show it.

Five years had passed since Letje had inherited The Commorancy, nowhere near enough time to fully understand its complexities. For that she would need many more years — which was fine; she had all the time in the world as far as she could tell.

On a small stand to her right, nestled by a red velvet cushion, sat a tortoise: Constantine Alexander III. Friend, companion, the one constant in her life since the age of six. But this was no longer a simple tortoise, inside the carapace was the life essence of her father Yabis — still known as Constantine to save confusion.

To Letje’s left stood a girl with silver hair, now fifteen years old: Arcene. A wild girl when Letje first encountered her, moving through her teenage years had not tempered either her carefree spirit or her curiosity.

Relaxing on the steps of the dais was a slender man of indeterminate age with dreadlocks so long they trailed around his body and down the steps to the floor below: Fasolt. Father of the now dead leader of The Eventuals: Varik. Once partner in the attack on The Commorancy he had been reborn when thrown into the sea, then done what he could to stop his son treading a path he felt he had steered him on. It was to no avail, and his son died because of it. He was naked apart from a small loincloth and a leather satchel slung over his shoulder — he looked bored.

On Letje's shoulder sat Bird. Already the scar tissue from countless landings and takeoffs had built up to a thickness that meant Letje no longer felt her friend’s comings and goings. Talons as sharp as steel and twice as deadly were now a welcome sight.

Letje’s forehead was still a little too broad, so she kept her hair long to cover it, and her lips may have been a touch too thick, her nose a little too angular. But she in no way tampered with her appearance as was often the case with those lucky enough to be Awoken. Soon after she had entered The Commorancy as the new ruler she had fully Awoken, meaning such body chemistry modifications were simple enough once you knew how. She had, however, begun the process of halting the aging of her body; cells would constantly renew and be as good as the last, keeping her forever a grown woman of twenty two but no older.

The dais was exactly as it had been when Marcus had sat on the throne in the very same Room — simple, yet designed to convey precisely the right amount of fear and awe. Bound to the plain shaker style chairs on the floor were two men, they were about to meet their deaths one way or another. Most took the path offered: seppuku — Commorancy style.

Five years, thought Letje. It feels like a lifetime…


HEAD IN A BOX


“SOMETHING’S NOT RIGHT,” said Letje, stopping dead in her tracks before turning back to where the confrontation took place.

“What is it? We should be going Letje. My son’s Eventuals may be subdued, and I can’t sense a threat, but it’s best to be sure. My son…” Fasolt hung his head. He didn’t know what to feel, but at the moment it was mostly a sense of blame — it had all been down to him. He had warped his child, been cruel, uncaring, dishing out countless acts of random violence to him, and now the result of the actions of the man he once was meant his son was laying in a field in the center of a ravaged city with his face stripped of flesh, his eyeballs eaten by eagles and the very future of humanity almost lost.

All because of him.

“It’s not all your fault Fasolt, he could have changed, made things right. He didn’t want to.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier though. Fasolt’s head hung low, not because of the weight of his hair. “You, you can see my thoughts now? You are truly Awoken?”

“Yes,” said Letje. “I can see so much. It hurts.”

“It will for a while but it gets easier, or, well, you learn to accept it at any rate. Time for mourning later though, what do you sense? What’s wrong?”

“The head. It’s the head.” Letje was frowning deeply, trying to figure out what it was about the head. She was struggling with too much, everything was happening all at once. Not only could she sense the beginnings of true Awakening, but the new responsibilities she had were already weighing heavily, not to mention the events just occurred.

She ran.

“Hold on to Arcene,” she shouted, as she sprinted back toward the scene of battle, arms and legs pumping like well greased pistons. Something was coming back to her, a glimpse of ink that was only now registering on her overwhelmed mind.

They were still there, thousands of Eventuals, milling around, unsure of what to do, who to follow, how to act. Letje slowed, assuming a calm exterior while her emotions roiled inside her. She heard the fluttering of wings and whispered her thanks to Bird as he alighted on her shoulder — he knew her need and was happy to oblige.

A determined young woman with Bird perched on her shoulder, already self-pronounced leader of The Commorancy, was obviously a force to be reckoned with. She marched up to the head of Marcus Wolfe and once more grabbed it by the hair. Sweat trickled down her back, sending shivers through her entire body, as Letje slowed to a causal stroll and swung the head in a gentle arc, as if blessing her congregation with every steady swing. She whistled tunelessly as she walked away.

Bird took to the wing, promising he would catch up with her soon, showing glimpses through The Noise of his family and his reasons for his treachery toward Varik. Letje broke into a gentle lope to distance herself once more from the confused Eventuals and only felt safe once back with Fasolt and Arcene.

“It’s his head,” pointed out Arcene, jabbing at it in case Letje had forgotten.

“I know,” said Letje. “I just picked it up Arcene.”

“Oh,” said Arcene, rather dejected at obviously being little help. “What for?” Arcene brightened at the clever question. Fasolt stared eagerly at Letje, waiting for the answer.

“Let’s get somewhere a little safer and then we can find out, okay?”

~~~

They went back to the house in the city — there was no way they would be able to travel further. Letje was half dead on her feet, too overwhelmed by it all to think past closing a door on the madness and sitting down. The head, she had to look at the head.

“Arcene! Stop poking it, it’s gross.” Letje pulled Arcene’s inquisitive hands away from Marcus’ head.

“It’s only a head, he won’t mind.” Truth was Arcene was trying to overcome her fear the only way she knew how: confronting it head on, literally.

“So,” said Fasolt, “what are we supposed to do now?”

They were sat at the table with Marcus’ head in the center, his face peaceful as if he was happy to be finally in The Void.

“I saw something… in his mouth. I think it was a message, I’m not sure.” Letje was trying to think back to what she had seen as Marcus’ head rolled toward her and winked. A split second before that he had mouthed words meant for her alone, but it wasn’t the words, it was the blue ink on his tongue. She hadn’t even noticed it at the time.

“In his mouth?” Fasolt stared at the closed lips of Marcus, wondering what it could be.

“Yes. We need to open his mouth, look at his tongue.”

Arcene was silent, squirming in her chair as if scrunching up would make her invisible. “Don’t worry,” said Letje, “I’m not going to make you do it.”

“I’ll do it,” said Fasolt.

He leaned forward and pulled the head closer, leaving a visceral trail across the table. Then, as respectfully as possible, prized open the jaw. All three peered inside Marcus’ mouth and sure enough there was some form of a tattoo on his tongue.

What does it say? asked Letje’s father, who had been quiet since Marcus’ death, allowing his daughter to slowly gain her composure and accept her new life without any imposition on his part. He felt he would be little use, occupying the body of a tortoise did have serious drawbacks after all.

I don’t know, I can’t read it, it’s tiny.

Let me look, I may be some use for this.

Letje picked up her father and moved him close to Marcus’ now locked open mouth. Yabis, with a little help from Constantine, the tortoise he occupied, craned his neck forward and pushed his head right into the open void. Yabis had been working hard to be the best possible tortoise that he could, so had been changing the body chemistry of his host as much as possible. His eyesight was one of the first things to be improved as before that it was relatively weak.

“What you doin’?” Arcene stared at Letje like she had gone mad.

“Daddy said he might be able to read it better, so he’s having a look.” Suddenly the complete insanity of the situation struck Letje. If an outsider were to be watching they would think she had seriously lost her mind — she was stuffing the head of a tortoise into the mouth of a severed head!

Okay, you can put me down now, said Yabis through The Noise.

Letje placed Constantine down gently.

Well?

It said ‘Don’t throw away. Give to son.’

“What does he mean by that?” said Fasolt out loud.

“What? What? It’s not fair, what did it say on the tongue?”

“Ssh,” warned Letje, “Give me a minute.”

Are you sure Daddy? Absolutely sure that’s exactly what it said?

I’m sure.

Okay, thanks. Let me tell Arcene before she pops.

“Arcene, it said ‘Don't throw away. Give to son.’ That’s it.”

“Do we have to cut the tongue out then?” Arcene squirmed in her chair. Letje was unsure if because it was gross or because the young girl wanted to actually see it happen.

Letje turned to Fasolt. “I think it means the whole head, do you?”

“Yes, that sounds more likely than to just keep a tongue. And I suppose it means we have to take it to his son. We can do it on the way, right?”

“Right. Now, how do you go about keeping a head from rotting and stinking while we travel all that way? Not to mention that I doubt he will be very pleased to see us now Marcus is dead and we are giving him a present of his head.”

“We can put it in with Constantine,” said Arcene chirpily.

Letje, do not dare put that head in with me.

Don’t worry Daddy, I have an idea.


A PARTING GIFT


“WE, UM, HAVE something for you,” said Letje to Oliver, feeling ridiculous, extending her hands, offering up the large cool box.

Oliver stood quietly, staring. “He’s dead isn’t he? Both of him? I felt it, felt him pass.”

“We only know about the Marcus that we met, and yes, he is dead. But I got the feeling the other one died, if he was really real? It all seemed a little far-fetched, and vague.”

“Yes, well, it doesn’t matter any more. I felt my father die, whether there were one or two of him, what he believed, at least at times, was there were two of him, that’s what counts.”

“Did you meet them both then?” asked Arcene, tact not a word she had ever come across.

“What? No, not at the same time. Although often his behavior meant there were obviously two of him, plus it was impossible to get changed that quickly and reappear otherwise. It doesn’t matter, he’s dead. And I was young, I don’t remember it that well anyway.”

“Hmm,” mumbled Letje, sure there was an undertone of evasiveness.

“The box, the box.” Arcene nudged Letje sharply in the ribs, excited to see what would happen next.

Letje patiently stared at Arcene until she calmed herself. “He… um, that is to say… Okay, let me try again. Here goes. Varik cut his head off before he too died, and I saw something, in his mouth. There was a tattoo, it said to not throw away the head and to give it to you. So here we are.” Letje held out the container once more. This time Oliver took it.

He sighed deeply. “Even from beyond the grave he drags me back into his Commorancy business. But okay, I accept the head.” He turned to go back inside, apparently in no mood for further conversation, or for guests.

“Hey, wait a minute. Don’t you think we’re owed an explanation?” Fasolt wasn’t about to leave without understanding what was happening, it could be important — for all of them.

“Fine, I suppose you better come in. I believe I too am owed an explanation: for how my father died yet you three are alive and well.” It was an accusation, but not one of them felt guilty — they had done their best. Not even failed in the end. Marcus had chosen.

~~~

“Sorry to be so blunt,” said Fasolt, “but why would Marcus want you to have his head?”

Letje and Arcene leaned in close as Oliver began to speak. “Okay, I guess you deserve to know, and thanks for telling me what happened to him. We may have been estranged, but I did love him dearly. His life was simply too bizarre for me, far too crazy. You be careful Letje, be sure this is what you want. Once you take on something like The Commorancy it consumes you. It won’t be easy to change your mind.”

“I know, but I have my friends to help me out. I won’t be alone.”

“Good, that will help a little I suppose. Now, the head…”

~~~

After walking for miles the silence was finally broken by Arcene. “Right, everybody stop. I can’t believe you haven’t said anything yet. You aren’t really believing that guy are you? Nobody would do that to their father’s head would they?”

“That’s why nobody has said anything, little one,” replied Fasolt, who had been steadfastly trying to ignore the words of Marcus’ son concerning instructions he had been left if the head did manage to make it back to him somehow.

“Marcus sure was strange, wasn’t he?” Arcene remembered the day he told them what it was like to be him. She had thought of him almost as a god since then. Now she truly believed he must have been — only a god could be that mad.

“He sure was,” said Letje. “I really hope Oliver doesn’t get it done too quickly, it’s going to be pretty weird having a stuffed head of Marcus in a glass box staring at me every time I go into The Orientation Room.” Letje shuddered at the thought.

“Well, he said it would take a few months, he wants to do a good job. But really, who picks stuffing the heads of animals, or whole animals, and now his dad, as a hobby. Crazy. But then, it did used to be quite popular long ago.”

“Well I’ve never heard of it before. What did he call it? Tacky Dermy?”

“Taxidermy,” corrected Fasolt. “And Letje? You can always put a cloth over him or something, maybe turn him around.”

“Can I? Can I Fasolt? I don’t think he would like that one bit, would he?”

“No, I doubt very much that he would be impressed at all if you did that. But, you know, he’s dead, isn’t he?”

They carried on walking. There was a long way to go before they reached The Commorancy, and there was a final obstacle they had to confront — one that nobody was looking forward to after Letje had described it to Fasolt and Arcene.


JUST CALL ME LETJE


WELL, MARCUS REALLY is gone, for good now, thought Letje, as they spent yet another night in yet another isolated farmhouse. At least this one had functioning furniture and they had a nice roaring fire going, but it was the exception to the norm. Ever since they had left The Commorancy living had been mostly rough, and the threat of constant danger set her nerves on edge.

Too much had happened too soon.

People had come and gone from her life at a pace that felt truly hectic for someone who basically never encountered other human beings up until no longer than a few months previously. And Sy, the man she was going to call husband? Dead. Others too, or else gone, living their lives elsewhere now they had found their place in the world. Umeko with her husband, Stanley with that perfect house and garden with the lake that had been waiting for him to make it complete.

Why couldn’t she have something like that? A place that called to her and would make her truly happy? Would she ever get that? She doubted it. The Commorancy wouldn’t be like that, she knew. Look what it did to Marcus. Or did he do that to himself?

None of it mattered in the end, she would do it, become what she had to be. Meet her destiny head on and become… What? What would she become?

Even thinking about it scared her.

Bird nuzzled her ear gently, giving comfort before he took flight to go to his family. He could communicate with her and she knew that once his chick had fledged then he would move his family to The Commorancy, but for now he would have to stay with them at the source of Varik’s religion of The Eventuals: The Sacellum. Letje understood, family was all important, but she looked forward to Bird living at her own new home, a place that now terrified and excited her in equal measure.

It wasn’t merely the pressure that scared her, and that was huge, nor was it the unknown. It was what was happening to her that was making everything so much harder.

She was special.

This was something she understood now. Marcus and the others had said as much, hinted at potentials that were locked up inside her — well, now they were beginning to show themselves, and it was both unnerving and exhilarating.

She had a mini-Awakening when her father revealed himself to her, but it was the moment that Marcus sacrificed himself to Varik and his head rolled toward her that she truly Awoke, became something more than she imagined possible. Everything opened up to her in ways that made the old her seem like nothing but a wisp of a person. Now the world was peeled back to reveal layer after countless impossible layer.

It was infinite in its complexity and she understood that the transformations going on inside were making her unique in a way similar to how Marcus had been. Something more, something beyond what most others became when they Awoke to their true potential, the gift that was the legacy of The Lethargy, the revelations imparted to a few people on the planet that had the potential to lead humanity beyond its current state and onward into something else. Something different.

Advanced.

Letje wasn’t really sure. It didn’t matter, there was a long way to go yet. Centuries, maybe more. Millennia? It didn’t bear thinking about, such a life was truly terrifying and would surely lead to madness.

She had such a life to look forward to if she chose it, yet there was a choice. There was always a choice.

Growing up, Letje had thought of herself as a rather ordinary girl, albeit lucky enough to be Whole, but she no longer believed this to be the case. When Sy was amazed that she healed so quickly from an injury she thought it was normal, now she wondered what else she thought happened to everyone else when really it didn’t at all? Almost everything now, she knew, as her real Awakening forced her to see the world with fresh insightful eyes.

Innocence was lost. Her childhood was over.

Letje was a woman now.

She had to be, no child could cope with the things she had seen, what she had to do.

Everything was new and strange, she wasn’t sure how to handle it all.

Letje thought back to just a few weeks ago. Was that really all it was? Back when Arcene had asked Marcus what it was like to be him, and he had done his best to answer.

She understood now, the immensity of it enveloped her.

Already Letje felt her Awakening change for ever the way she saw the world. It was like cataracts were removed, allowing her to see clearly for the first time. The world revealed was infinite in its beauty and complexity. Life began to open to her in ways she could never find words to describe. Intricate, convoluted ways that made a mockery of any pre-Lethargy explanation for how the world worked.

She saw the way that everything relied on everything else, could even see the way a blade of grass was as important as a field. Letje witnessed firsthand the truth of what it was to be alive and part of an ecosystem that was impossibly complex yet totally meaningless in its scale at the same time.

There were horrifying glimpses of The Noise and The Void in their entirety, showing quite how irrelevant her life and that of the whole planet was in comparison to the vastness of the whole. It was only the slightest of insights as to what was possible once she developed and truly understood her Awakening, but already she knew more than most who had ever Awoken. Hers was no ordinary extended awareness, for her, as it had been for Marcus and a few others, absolutely anything was possible.

Anything.

She felt the responsibility try to crush her under its weight, for with such infinite potential came the knowledge that this was no common gift, this was what humanity may have someday hoped to aspire to if The Lethargy hadn’t gone so horribly wrong. She understood now that it had been a cleansing of sorts, and those that had survived should have remained Whole, then Awoken. It hadn’t worked out like that at all. The same way it had gone wrong for countless other civilizations over millions of years — only a few ever made it out the other side and became all that they could be.

Now it was her destiny to stem the flow of consciousness that wept into The Void and brought humanity closer to extinction every single day.

Letje felt a welcome puncturing of the skin as Bird settled on her shoulder.

“And I’m only seventeen,” whispered Letje to her new friend.

Bird said nothing, just stared at her through eyes that had watched the pointless games of man for over three hundred years now.


DEATH COMETH


LETJE LOOKED LIKE a bucket of blood had been poured over her head, Arcene wasn’t looking much better, and Fasolt was as red as if he’d returned to the side of The Eventuals and taken The Ink.

The shanty town was deathly quiet, a fog had descended making whispers thick in the air. The dampness began to chill those that forgot to control their temperature via The Noise and poor Arcene began to shiver through the thin material she had worn the past few days as a short spell of unseasonably warm weather returned before winter took hold.

As they rounded the headland and the pitiful collection of makeshift homes came into sight there was no doubt that it was going to be even worse a return visit. Letje had given as much detail to her companions as she possibly could, but nothing could have prepared them, or her, for what they were confronted with. The wails of the maimed and dying met them even before the smell, then for a brief thankful spell the fog dulled the sounds and the sight was hidden from view.

Nothing could stop the stench though — it was a lot worse than Letje remembered. As they got closer the lingering after-effects of cruelty could be felt through The Noise, and Letje understood that The Eventuals had passed through just as she had done — they had wreaked bloody vengeance on those that had done nothing more wrong than once cared.

Those that lived and died in the pitiful place had once upon a time wanted nothing more than to be a part of The Commorancy, lost out in the haze, hidden by the sea mists that carried freezing droplets of fine spray and chilled to the bone those unable to control their temperature or lucky enough to have plenty of protection from the weather. Most that scavenged a life here had succumbed to The Lethargy or lost themselves in a dream-haze of wishing for salvation through acceptance to The Commorancy, their previous lives forgotten. All that remained was a mystical pull from the forces that had been at work for hundreds of years in The Commorancy.

People were drawn to the place, at first often unknowing as to the reason why. Then the lure of being so close took hold, and those that found themselves fighting over sheets of tin or planks of wood got lost in their desperation, finishing their pitiful lives in extreme unsanitary conditions of abject neglect.

That was in the past.

Now things were really bad. At least most had been put out of their misery, but The Eventuals had obviously been unconcerned about ensuring the purge they had instigated had been seen through to its bitter end — the streets were littered with not only the dead but the horribly mutilated and dying too.

As Letje and Fasolt made their way through the tortuous winding alleys and inexplicable switchbacks that were the only way to the top, they took turns either holding Arcene’s hand or carrying her to shield her from the worst of the butchery, but eventually it was no use; Arcene bore witness to the worst that humans could do to others.

Beginning their trailing of Marcus and his group when they first made it to the mainland, Varik had directed his Eventuals to commence their pursuit from where they had disembarked. They had obviously taken great delight in slashing their way through the debilitated people they encountered.

The acolytes were hyped into a frenzy, and although normally Varik would not concern himself with killing those already being eaten away by The Lethargy, he felt it opportune to not only eliminate those that continued the blasphemy of life, but were obviously still in thrall of The Commorancy. It would be good for his church if they were allowed to run rampant, the more manic and geared up for fighting they were then the better chance there was that Marcus and his evacuees would be caught and dealt with.

It hadn’t gone according to plan.

The Eventuals had merely sliced and diced their way down the steep hill, affronted by the stench and the depravities of those they encountered. It was an indignity to have to deal with such lowlifes and they had not taken care to deal with their quarry effectively.

Now it was left to Letje and Fasolt to clear up their mess.

It began right at the bottom of the hill they were about to climb.

~~~

“What are we going to do? Look at them all. Half of them are still alive — just.”

“We must do what is right Letje, we must send them to The Void.” Fasolt found it impossible to believe he was once a part of such inhumane acts, long ago even the instigator. To think his son could behave in such a way almost made him glad he was finally dead — almost.

“I’ve never killed anybody before, I don’t think I can do it.” Letje had seen more than enough bloodshed since first coming into contact with Marcus, but she had never been the one actually dealing out death. Now she was going to have little choice if they were to make it back onto the island — they couldn’t leave the people to die in such ignominy.

“Do it via The Noise. Shut them down and send them to emptiness, it is the right thing to do.” Fasolt turned to a man sitting on the ground in front of them, his arm a festering mess, his mind a confusion of hunger, despair and longing for an Awakening that would never be his.

“I can’t, I don’t know how. Not yet. Will you show me?” Letje would rather be able to do such a thing than to physically end their lives, but her lessons with Marcus had not been directed at such acts of violence.

“It will take some time Letje, and maybe it is not such a fine gift to have anyway.” Fasolt withdrew from the mind of the man on the ground. Feeling empathy for people for the first time meant that it would be no easy task to enter their minds, feel their pain, then send them to The Void. Something he had never even thought about before now touched him deeply. He didn’t think he would be able to cope with so many degraded mental states and do what had to be done. He pulled his knife instead and before the gangrenous man on the ground knew anything more about it his life was over, blood pumping from the fatal wound at his neck.

“Come, we will do this together. Arcene, you must not look, this is no way for a child to experience life.”

“Okay Fasolt, I won’t.” Arcene clung to Letje, showing her age more than ever.

Letje stared down at her, the uncharacteristic silence and agreement to do as she was told a sure sign that Arcene was very scared, yet trying her best not to show her fear either.

They began their walk of death.

Most people were long dead, but many had been injured and left to die slowly. Physically unable to maintain shelters, scavenge effectively for food or scant supplies, meant that the once emaciated were now downright skeletal. To begin with many had been cared for by those only in the early grips of The Lethargy, but as time went on their patients were abandoned so the relatively still able-bodied could try to survive themselves.

Young and old littered the streets like nothing more than trash, gnawing on anything they could get their hands on, or simply waiting to die. The wounded were killed as efficiently as possible, Letje and Fasolt sending them to The Void with a swift stab or slice of their daggers.

Letje felt sick to her stomach, yet at the same time knew that she was doing the right thing. You couldn’t leave people in pain to die of starvation, could you? But what about those merely with The Lethargy? Surely they shouldn’t be left to wallow in their hopeless lives? They would not know themselves soon enough, many mostly lost to nothingness already. But was it her place? Was it the place of anybody to end the lives of those that would die?

Boundaries became blurred, she no longer knew what was right and what was wrong.

Who decided?

Who had the right to take it upon themselves to choose the time of death for somebody else?

It was an impossible situation, so Letje and Fasolt dispatched only those that were wounded or who were obviously totally incapable of caring for themselves and would be dead soon enough from starvation.

~~~

They sat at the entrance to the station, each one of them covered in the blood of human beings killed by Letje and Fasolt. Arcene’s arms were stained dark from where she held tight to hands that shook because of the lives taken. There were smears all over her face where she had wiped away the tears, replaced with something worse. Her silver hair was tinted pink where she had pulled at it, dragging it over her face to block the mercy killings.

Fasolt was death personified, a naked, skinny man with haunted eyes.

Letje simply felt numb, oblivious to the gore of those she had killed, the numbers no longer meaning anything. It was already becoming nothing but a dream — somebody else had acted, not her, not her.

“It is done,” said Fasolt.

“Yes, it is. Finally.” Letje released her tight grip on Arcene’s hand and smeared a bloody line across her forehead as she obsessively brushed her matted hair aside. She began to shake uncontrollably and her temperature began to plummet dramatically.

“Fasolt?”

“Yes Letje?”

“I think something’s wrong, I feel funny.”

Fasolt looked into her eyes, noting the onset of shock and spoke to her via The Noise, showing her how to raise her temperature, to shut down the parts of her mind that would drag her into oblivion if she didn’t. Letje did as instructed, more of herself opening up through her newly Awoken state, until she got control back of herself, her body and mind.

“I hate The Eventuals. I really hate them Fasolt. Look what they have done. What they had us do.”

“I know. And I am sorry, it is my fault, all my fault.” Fasolt knew he could never begin to be forgiven for the acts of his son, a man who had once been a child and treated so badly that his view of the world became so warped that he wanted nothing more than to eradicate people from the planet in their entirety — nothing short of extinction would have made Varik happy. Now he was dead, just like so many others were. So many.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Fasolt to Letje, to those he had mercy-killed, and to his son and to Marcus. Was that right? He wasn’t really sure, he wasn’t sure about much at the moment, apart from that he was probably the guiltiest man left alive on the planet.

The fog had lifted, showing the burned and smashed hovels, the bodies, and the few still alive roaming the putrid streets below. The sun mocked the death by peeking out from behind a cloud for an instant, shining its cool light low on the ocean, shimmering orange before the grayness returned and the air once again grew cool.

“Come, we should go. Show me how you got to the mainland, and maybe we can get clean before we go any further?”

“There were facilities in the tunnel, I’m sure,” said Letje, trying to remember what she had seen in between blacking out — it felt like a lifetime ago when her father first revealed himself as the train came to a halt and the chase began.

You’ve been quiet.

I don’t know what to say my dear. Apart from sorry.

It’s not your fault Daddy, you didn’t do anything wrong.

I know, but still, you are my daughter. You did the right thing though Letje, now you must forget about it.

I don’t know that I ever will Daddy, such death, such hurt.

I know. This is the world we live in Letje. It is beautiful and it is terrible at the same time. Think of the good, forget the bad if you can.

I’ll try.


ABRACADABRA


LETJE, ARCENE AND Fasolt walked up the ridiculously large steps to The Commorancy’s entrance. Her father was being carried carefully by Arcene, who had promised on her life that she would never ever drop him. Bird sat on Letje’s shoulder, the fast healing slices to her skin already building up into a thick criss-cross of scar tissue that would see her shoulder numb to feeling soon enough.

This was it, the return to The Commorancy as the new caretaker, owner, or ruler, Letje wasn’t quite sure. Maybe all three? Maybe more?

Letje put all thought of the journey back to what she supposed she should now refer to as home out of her mind — she needed mental as well as physical distance from the ordeal for a while. So much had happened to her in the few short weeks since Marcus had died and Bird had eliminated Varik that she was still finding it hard to adjust.

Even something as simple as no longer needing to worry about clothing was still alien to her. Like Fasolt, she had corrected her body chemistry to keep herself at the ideal temperature, meaning clothes were now for modesty and pure indulgence rather than anything else. She had done it as Bird was very unhappy at not coming into contact with bare skin, so now she wore a tight black vest, exposing her arms and shoulders so her friend could connect to her more closely.

Her skin had always healed fast if she was injured, but with new-found skills since her true Awakening her body opened up to her in ways she hadn’t imagined. The one thing she didn’t do, however, was anything to stem the injuries caused by Bird. Much like Varik, she had decided that if Bird was to perch on her shoulder and touch her skin, then the scar tissue caused by his huge keratin talons would be a sign of her friendship and commitment. A gesture. One that had already seen her left shoulder become disfigured in only a few weeks. Now it was cut, ripped and healed countless times, the blood no longer flowing as often as his claws repeatedly opened up already scar tissue heavy skin.

Still, she rubbed at her arms as if the wind she felt was actually giving her goose-bumps, a reaction of habit rather than feeling.

The wind had built up as winter took hold of the United Kingdom, and out on the island, surrounded by the sea on all sides, strong eddies whirled, blowing the hair of them all wildly. Letje's, brown and long, apart from the fringe that reached a fraction below her eyebrows, flapped wildly about her face, the same as young Arcene's. Her silver locks twisted and turned and she repeatedly kept spitting out loose strands as they tried to find safety in her small mouth.

But this was nothing compared to the dangerous locks of Fasolt. His yards-long dreadlocks were picked up and snapped about in the air like living weapons, thick coils that could knock you unconscious or leave burns on your skin if you happened to be in their way. He repeatedly tried to contain them, but the strong wind kept pulling them away from him and he was getting some seriously uncomfortable looks from the two girls.

“Can’t you put them in a bag or something?” asked Arcene, hurrying up the steps, shouting back at him as she ducked to avoid being smacked on the head by a coil of hair as thick as her wrist.

“I’m sorry little one, the wind keeps stealing my hair away from me. I will try to be careful.”

Arcene scowled at him, then ran up the last few steps to join Letje outside the imposing entrance of their new home. The Commorancy.

The wind died down to nothing, not even a gentle breeze.

Letje heard Arcene join her, then Fasolt. “It’s like Marcus can even control the weather from beyond the grave,” said Letje, staring about suspiciously.

“Must be some kind of a force-field or something,” noted Fasolt.

“Force-field? Did they even have them back before The Lethargy?” asked Letje.

“Well, no, at least I don’t think so anyway.” Fasolt dragged in his hair as he spoke, wrapping it in huge bundles on top of his head, throwing the rest over his shoulder.

“So how could Marcus have one? I thought that he basically built The Commorancy from technology available back then?”

“But who knows what secrets he uncovered? With nobody to stop him I would imagine there are many things that most people never heard of. Anyway, you’ve been inside, did it seem normal to you?”

Letje couldn’t help but smile. “Haha, no, it was anything but normal. And the stories of what the others told me, well, their Rooms sounded like impossible things, crazy Rooms where all sorts of impossible things happened. And Sy said…” Letje trailed off, the thought of his death still bringing up too many confused emotions for her.

“Can I have a Room, can I? Can I?” shouted out an excited Arcene, jigging about and stepping forward to test if the front door was locked or not.

Letje reached out with lightning reflexes and grabbed Arcene’s arm a split second before she touched the door.

“Ow, waddya doin’? I just wanna see if it’s open or not.” Arcene rubbed her arm and stared grumpily at Letje.

“Sorry Arcene, but you have to be careful. Marcus said under no circumstances to try to get in without using the key, and not to touch the door unless it was unlocked. It could be dangerous — probably is.” Letje paused for a second, thinking. “This goes for everything inside as well. Until we know exactly how things work then don’t go trying to open doors, pull levers or push buttons, okay?”

“Mmf,” came an angry reply.

“What? What was that? I can’t hear you,” said Letje, cupping her ear with her hand.

“I said okay, alright. Jeez.”

“Good, now shall we go inside?”

“Yes, yes. C’mon, open it, open it.”

Letje pulled the cord from around her neck, the key dangling unobtrusively on the end. She stepped forward to the impossibly huge door, above which the words THE COMMORANCY were carved in letters higher than a human being. It was grandness on an epic scale.

Letje, careful not to touch the door itself, slotted the key into the tiny keyhole and turned.

Snick.

They waited.

Thump. Thump thump thump.

Kreeen.

The door opened inward. Letje stared at it suspiciously, the kreeen very much sounding like somebody doing an impression of a door opening on rusty hinges. It wouldn’t surprise me, thought Letje. Thinking back to the way the door to The Orientation Room went whoosh.

They stepped inside.

~~~

“I believe Marcus must have been quite mad,” said Fasolt, as the door slammed shut behind them.

Letje nodded in agreement, wincing slightly as Bird took flight, soaring high up into the cavernous interior. He perched high up on an ornate beam, carved with intricate abstract patterns. Letje wondered where it had all come from.

“Arcene. Arcene! Don’t run off, stay close until we know where we’re going. If you get lost in here you may never find us again. And don’t touch anything.” Arcene skipped about happily, peeking into alcoves, pulling aside thick drapes, jumping up on tip-toe to peer closely at all kinds of bizarre objects set into the walls or on strange pieces of furniture.

None of it was anywhere near as interesting as the vast collection of bizarre and mostly unfathomably dangerous looking contraptions that were placed all around the huge foyer, a Room that Letje no doubt had been titled in Marcus’ usual idiosyncratic way.

Probably something like The Foyer Room For Failed Contraptions, or something like that, mused Letje, looking from one strange thing to another.

Letje supposed she should begin at the beginning, so turned back to the door and followed along the wall to the right, trying to take things in with a clear head, to get her bearings and begin to make sense of what was to be her home for… who knew how long? For ever?

Fasolt followed her gaze and walked up to a small brass plaque screwed neatly to the bare stone wall. “The Foyer Room For Pointless Machines,” read Fasolt, peering at the perfectly neat etched script. “Well, that’s kind of apt I suppose, assuming the machines are pointless, of course.”

Letje smiled at the name, liking it, memories of Marcus and his obsession with clothes and somehow managing to capitalize words as he spoke them flashing through her head, only to be suddenly replaced with an image of herself holding his head high in the air, staring down thousands of Eventuals as Bird and his mate ripped the flesh off of Varik’s face.

“Ugh. Come on, let’s see what’s next. Arcene, do not touch that lever.” Arcene paused, hand about to descend on a tantalizingly inviting pale blue lever with a shiny gold knob on the top. “Not even a little bit,” warned Letje, knowing her young friend only to well.

“Fine,” sulked Arcene, lowering her arm. “I hope you’re not going to be like this all the time. Boring.” She skipped off to poke at the next machine, all cogs and chains with some kind of seat made out of something that looked like an upside down umbrella made of very sharp knives.

“It’s art,” said Fasolt, as they walked past the towering menaces, many so high they almost touched the rafters.

Bird flapped noisily from one perch to the next, calling to them with a loud screeee from further down the vast hall. It echoed on and on, reverberating around The Commorancy. Once home to Marcus Wolfe, oligarch supreme, now dead, its new owners unknowing of exactly how many people currently resided in their Rooms — Awakening to their true potentials or at this very moment wondering if they would ever get out with their lives.

“Where’s the kitchen?” shouted Arcene, running after Bird and then stopping to peer at a three meter high statue of fat-nosed creature that let out a loud ‘Boo’ as she put a hand out to touch the dusty fur.

Letje had the feeling that she was gong to need a lie down, and soon.


BIG INNIT'


“WELL, HOW’S IT going?” Letje smiled down at Arcene, sat on the floor in Room0, otherwise known as The Orientation Room.

Arcene straightened herself, backbones cricking as she looked up from the massive leather-bound book that weighed too much to sit it in her lap. “How’s it going?” she scowled at Letje, then gave The Book such a foul look it would have burst into flames to escape her wrath if it had any sense at all. “It’s going the same way it’s been going since I started reading these damn books three years ago, that’s how it’s going.”

Letje smiled, all too aware of the impossible task of ever coming to a true understanding of The Commorancy. The Book, as it was called, was far from merely a single tome. There were seventeen of them, each one larger than the last, thousands and thousands of wafer-thin pages with every rule, regulation and way of doing things carefully noted down, each job listed, daily chores directed. How things worked, what to do, what not to do, what Rooms were where, what Rooms never did what they were supposed to, how to perform Orientation, how to oil the gears in The Room For The Moving Of Rooms, and even how to deal with those that found themselves tied to a chair with razor-sharp wire in The Room For Punishment.

It was all laid out, everything to do with The Commorancy from how the plants were watered, how the whole thing worked, to what to do when you really couldn’t face doing the necessary research on another potential occupant of one of The Rooms — it mostly involved either going down dark holes and screaming, or hanging high in the air and praying you didn’t fall to your death.

Letje thought back to the first days of her new life. It seemed like lifetimes ago now, not only a few years. How things had changed, how she had changed, and she was still unsure whether or not it had been the best gift a person had ever received or her absolute worst nightmare.

~~~

“Where’s the map?” asked Arcene, peering over Letje’s shoulder at The Book. It had been sat in pride of place in The Orientation Room, on a plain bleached oak desk that apparently could be swapped for any number of other desks, as the whole Room could be changed to suit any whim or fancy that took you. Marcus usually changed it to match his clothes. How it worked Letje had no idea as of yet, but The Book promised to hold all the answers, if the first pages were to be believed.

Letje flicked through the huge book, there were no pictures, no maps. “There isn’t one. Just instructions, rules, guides and what to do and what not to do. Oh, and there are a few more after this one.” Letje pointed to the book-lined wall and sighed.

“That’s going to take you years,” pointed out Arcene gleefully.

“Don’t get too happy about it. Soon enough you’ll have to read them too if you’re going to stay here. I’m not doing all the work on my own.” Letje’s smile widened as Arcene’s faded. Then Arcene’s face lit up again.

“Ha, I can’t read, so there.”

“Well, that’s the first job then, isn’t it?”

“I will teach you,” said Fasolt, “it won’t take long.”

The three people peered down at the imposing stenciled brown leather cover as Letje slammed the book shut with a thud, curiosity mingled with apprehension — as yet they simply didn’t know what to expect. Constantine sat on the desk idly munching a lettuce leaf, pleased that for once his tortoise form meant he wouldn’t have to get involved.

“Well, I guess we should start at the beginning,” said Letje. “Let’s see what Marcus had to say, shall we?” There were nods of agreement and eager faces as Letje opened the book once again and three pairs of inquiring eyes read from the first page.

This is the last page of The Book, although, obviously, if you are reading this then for you it is the first page. There was little point writing an introduction until I knew what this Book would contain, and unfortunately for you it has ended up containing rather a lot. But all of it needs reading, The Commorancy is a complicated beast, and has grown more complex over the years. As I sit here, writing this introduction, I find it almost impossible to fathom quite how it got to be quite as large and significant as it has, but what else is there?

Letje, this is no easy task you undertake, and if you do ever decide that this life is not for you then it is of the utmost importance that you know without any shadow of a doubt that there is a suitable replacement. And if that is the case then be sure to rip out this page and replace it with your own introduction. Yes, I know it is you reading this, there is nobody else who could take on such a responsibility and hope to make my work carry on functioning as successfully as it has. People need hope and they need something to believe in, but more than that they need a place to Awaken to their true selves, and although there is much for you to learn I know that if you are reading this then you will have Awoken yourself. Ever since I first met you I knew that you were the one, somebody extremely special, just as I was. But enough of this chatter, let’s get down to business shall we?

This Book, or collection of books, holds the complete guide to the way The Commorancy must be run. You may find much of it bizarre, convoluted and rather eccentric, and I hold my hand up to rather enjoying the quirky nature of some of the methods, but it is all here for a purpose. There must be rituals, there must be tales and legends, and there must be a deeply embedded mythology for the remnants of humanity to believe in. It goes beyond mere hope, The Commorancy is all there is for many people, the one thing between despair and a chance of salvation.

The Eventuals will have been mostly dealt with, I have no doubt, but it doesn’t mean that there won’t be problems, interferences, maybe even a new leader and a resurgence, but I doubt it, and I’m sure you are more than capable of dealing with any problems that arise, especially now that you find yourself in such good company. Say hello to everyone for me.

Well, I won’t bore you any longer, there is much to learn, much to do, and thank you for doing this Letje, I know how hard it is.

Oh, and this is Marcus writing this, the one that stayed behind, so I guess I don’t really know you as well as the other Marcus, although I feel like I do.

Marcus Wolfe.

“There really were two of him, weren’t there?” asked Arcene, still not quite believing such a thing was possible.

“I guess so. But if it was the other Marcus that wrote this then it means that he knew… Oh, I can’t think about it, it all gets too confusing.”

“So, what shall we do first then?” asked Arcene, hopping about excitedly, itching to explore the countless Rooms she had heard so much about.

“Maybe find a Room each for our bedrooms? That sounds about perfect right now.”

“Oh,” said Arcene, deflated. “I thought that maybe we could share, you know, for the company.”

Letje was going to have to be careful how she acted, she realized, it was all too easy to forget quite how young and innocent Arcene actually was under the brave facade she tried to maintain. “Of course, that’s what I meant,” smiled Letje.


THE DANGEROUS ROOM


“WELL, THIS DOESN’T look like it’s anything I will be using any time soon. How the hell did he even get up there?” Letje stared up the post, it must have been a third of a mile high. Atop it there appeared to be some kind of small clear platform. What on earth he had built such a thing for she had no idea. Marcus also seemed to have a real thing for dramatic lighting. She had already found a rope that disappeared upward into darkness; she assumed it went as high as the platform.

And the rock face, lit with countless directional lights to show up every tiny nook and cranny, that was something she definitely didn’t think she would ever be climbing.

~~~

Things changed.

Letje began to understand.

Initially, as she wandered around The Commorancy, some of the Rooms seemed downright daft, others too strange to even contemplate. She had found Rooms where meticulous records were kept, ledgers so thick it would take years to read. And that was only for lists of Rooms with their names, how they worked, countless minutiae, and on and on it went. She called this Room The Very Dangerous Room, re-naming it close to Marcus’ naming, but not quite. It really was very dangerous.

But that was five years ago, things were very different now, and Letje had become accustomed to The Commorancy. It was like a friend, one you were constantly discovering new things about. She came to love The Very Dangerous Room, and she used it on a very regular basis.


IT'S BIONICAL


“ARCENE, WHAT ON earth are you doing?”

“Dum. Dum. Dum.”

Fssst.

“What? I found it, can I keep it? Look.” Arcene crouched down then jumped into the air.

“Be careful!”

“Ow. Ow, ow, ow. My head.” Arcene lifted an arm and scratched, or at least tried to scratch, her head. The thick gloves with rods and cables wrapping over her hand made such delicate actions rather difficult. “I need more practice I think. But how cool is this anyway? There are loads more, lots of different ones. Wanna go?”

“You need to be careful with what you find, you can’t just go around putting… well, whatever that is, on. What if it was some kind of torture device? Is looks like one. What is it?”

“It’s bionical, that’s what the Room was called anyway.” Arcene frowned in concentration for a moment. “Bionic, that’s it. It was in The Bionics Room. Lots of things, you can put some on. I found this one that was for young girls, must be for it to fit me.”

Letje walked over to Arcene and studied the strange contraption she had attached to her body. She had on some kind of large backpack with thick struts running from it down her legs, attached to a pair of very strange looking shoes. Countless other bits and pieces ran around her thighs, over her knees — everywhere. The upper body section ran around her chest, over her arms to her fingers and right up to her neck. There were various cables and all manner of extremely complicated joints that were obviously there to allow complete flexibility.

Letje couldn’t help herself, “How does it work then?”

“Not sure really, but I don’t actually do anything. The Bionical does it all. I think about moving and it starts whirring and then my legs are moving but without me actually walking. Same with the arms. Brilliant eh? Look, I’m going totally limp, ready?”

Letje reached out in horror, not wanting Arcene to fall flat on her face with so much weight attached to her. She needn’t have worried. There was a strange fssst and the contraption seemed to take on a life of its own. The legs locked straight, the arms bent slightly at the fake elbow, and Arcene’s back went rigid.

“See, told you,” said Arcene, smiling like she had definitely proved a very important point.

“Wow. You be careful though, how does it do it?”

“Dunno, but it’s really cool. It feels funny but I’ve been practicing for an hour and you get used to it. But there are loads of buttons, and I’ve only tried a few. Look, there are all these on the front as well.” Arcene pointed to the breastplate, full of various colored buttons, each with a tiny symbol on it. Letje peered closely at the breastplate, reading the writing running along the top of the matte black material.

“BiCorps Inc. MonkSol Prototype M376.”

“What’s it mean?”

“Who knows? I’m just glad you haven’t pressed any more buttons though. It could do anything. Good job there’s a cover on the buttons.” Letje stared at the clear plastic, noting the tiny keyhole near the bottom that kept it secure. Whatever the machine was, Arcene could get into all kinds of trouble, especially as it was some kind of a prototype.

“Oh that. I found the key but you don’t need it anyway, look.” Arcene moved a pneumatic assisted arm and flipped open the clear lid. “See,” she said proudly, “it’s not locked.”

“Please, be caref—”

Psst, choom. Psst.

“Uh-oh, I don’t think I should have done that.” Arcene stared at Letje, moving her finger from the yellow button she had ‘accidentally’ pressed. Mechanical arms unfolded from the backpack and swiveled around to the front. A tinny voice came from somewhere on the breastplate, a mechanical voice that sounded completely bored.

Monkey Soldier Prototype M376 is now armed and live. Person detected, please state friend or foe.

“What did you do? What did you press?”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I pressed the yellow one, look.”

“Don’t press it again! Oh my god, it’s a soldier, or something to turn monkeys into soldiers anyway. Arcene, get it off, now.” Letje ran to the back to see how to unstrap the thing from Arcene, but she turned before Letje could even manage more than a cursory glance at the contraption.

“What are you doing? I need to get you out.”

“It wasn’t me, the bionical turned on its own. Um, I don’t think it likes you Letje.” Arcene’s eyes widened as her arms raised and the mechanical arms pointed straight at Letje — there were mean looking weapons in the strange grip of the fake arms.

Please state if this is friend or foe, failure to comply will result in termination of the unverified entity.

“What do I do? What do I do? I don’t like it Letje, turn it off, turn it off.” Arcene began to cry as the arms extended further. Letje backed away into the corner.

Arcene followed her.

“Tell it I’m a friend. Say friend. Just keep calm.”

“Right, okay. Friend. Letje is a friend. Is it working?”

“I’m not sure.” Letje stared in horror as a thick pistol rose, a red laser bead pointing squarely between her eyes that she could feel even though she couldn’t see.

Repeat please. Friend or foe?

“Friend. Friend, friend friend.”

Thank you. Standing down.

Letje drew a deep breath and Arcene had the good grace to look embarrassed. “I don’t like this Letje, I want to take it off now. I think bionicals are a bad thing, they’re no fun at all.”

“It’s okay, we’ll get it off. How did you put it on?”

“Well, there was the thing standing there and I walked into a sort of big box where it was standing and walked around the back then stepped forward and it sort of wrapped around. Then I did up this bit here at the waist,” said Arcene, pointing at a thick buckle. “Then I sort of… I’m not sure. I guess I clicked things and strapped things and eventually I found how it fit together. Maybe if I press this one? See, it’s got a little picture of the suit on, maybe it undoes itself.”

Letje could hardly believe it when Arcene pressed a black button this time. It was easy to forget she was a ten year old and not quite up to speed with what was sensible or not. Too late, Letje yelled, “Don’t press another button.”

It was no good, the machine started moving again, but at least this time there were no weapons produced.

Fosh. Fosh, fosh fosh. Fosh fosh fosh fosh.

“Letje, help, it’s moving, it’s getting faster. I don’t know how to stop it.”

The contraption with Arcene trapped inside picked up speed and marched out of the door, getting faster, and faster, and faster still.

“Don’t worry, I’m right behind you. But do not, under any circumstances, press any more buttons.”

Arcene was already far down the hallway, but Letje just about made out a pitiful, “Okay, but please stop it, I don’t want to play anymore.”

~~~

Letje was out of breath as she came to a dead stop banging into the rear of Arcene in her crazed contraption. It was banging repeatedly into the door jamb of The Bionics Room. Arcene was wailing pitifully for the thing to stop, but it was no use, it had a life of its own.

“Okay, I’m here now. Has it done anything else?”

“No, it just keeps banging into the wall and saying ‘unable to connect with docking station’, but I don’t know what that is. Do something!” screamed Arcene.

“Okay, it must want to go back where you got it from or something. That’s probably the button you pressed. You haven’t pressed another one have you?”

“No, I can’t. My arms are pinned, I think it’s slowing down. My legs feel funny Letje, and it’s hurting my chest too, it’s getting tighter. Help me. Please.”

Letje thought for a moment, wondering how best to approach the crazed thing, then it came to her. She barged into its left hand side and it took a step to the right to steady itself. It made a strange high-pitched beep, beep, beeeeep, then marched stiffly but very slowly into the Room. With no time to look around at the madness that surrounded her, Letje ran forward to where it was heading, toward a closed large glass tank built into the far wall. There were others too, lots of them.

“Is this where it came from?”

“Yes, I got it from there.”

“Right, how do you open the door? Quick, before it reaches it.”

“The big orange button on the side, I pressed that.”

Letje pressed the button and the clear door slid aside the same time as the machine reached it. It was now going painfully slow, but managed to get inside. A series of clamps came out of the walls and connected with the backpack as the floor spun and Arcene was now facing forward looking at Letje.

Docking complete. Recharging fuel cells now. Disengaging.

“Phew!”

Snick. Snick, snick, snick.

Arcene fell backwards away from the machine, landing on the floor with a bump just as it was hoisted off the ground. Arcene got up fast and ran out of the tank. She slammed her hand onto the orange button and the clear door closed behind her.

“You little monkey,” sighed Letje. “Are you alright?”

Arcene smiled mischievously, holding out a hand to Letje. “What’s a monkey? What do you think the other things do?”

“I think it’s best we don’t find out. Please stop going into Rooms and getting into so much trouble, it’s too stressful.”

“Well, it’s your fault anyway,” pouted Arcene. “You’re the one that gave me and Fasolt permission so we can see how to open the doors and let our handprints work when we put them in the shiny bits that show up. So there.”

“Yes, well, I think we may just have to change that if you can’t behave, hadn’t we? Don’t you know how dangerous it is to play with things you don’t know about?”

“Spoilsport.” Arcene poked her tongue out at Letje, but it was obvious the young girl had got a real scare. Letje really would have to see about how to change permissions for Arcene so she couldn’t simply open any door she wanted to. This hadn’t been the first time she had got into trouble playing with things she shouldn’t have, and Letje was sure it wouldn’t be the last.

“Come on, let’s go have lunch,” said Letje, ruffling Arcene’s hair.

“Yippee, can I use the Michael Wave? It’s so cool that you get your food hot so quick, it beats waiting for a fire to get going any day.”

“Fine, but promise you won’t put any more raw eggs in there, it took me days to clean that up.”

“Promise,” said Arcene, saluting smartly and skipping off out the door.

I’ll be glad when she’s a bit older. This is exhausting, never mind all the Commorancy work that needs to be done.

Letje took one last look into the Room full of bizarre mechanized humanoid machines then closed the door behind her.


ANOTHER ONE?


“THE APPENDIX BOOK For The Book,” read Letje, not quite believing Marcus had really titled the index such a mouthful. “Marcus really did like to give things their full titles didn’t he?”

Letje, no need to talk out loud, I keep telling you, said Constantine/Yabis.

“I know Daddy, but sometimes I really like to talk out loud to you rather than through The Noise. You know, like we used to?”

I understand, I only wish I could do the same. But never mind, at least we can have a conversation, that’s the main thing, right?

“Absolutely. Now, let’s see if Marcus left an entry for self-doubt. I really don’t think I’m up for running The Commorancy, it’s too huge, too complicated. How am I supposed to deal with all the people? I don’t even know what to do, what to say. I’m seventeen and some of these people are going to be hundreds of years old when they come out, they’ll think I’m only a silly little child.” Letje had been getting more and more overwhelmed and panicked in the few weeks since she had arrived, her initial reading of The Book making it more and more apparent that The Commorancy was even more complex than she had thought.

There was a lot expected of her, and a lot she didn’t understand in the slightest even after reading Marcus’ entries on it. She still had no idea how quantum levitation worked. However much she read about the Meissner effect, and magnetic flux pinning, it simply wouldn’t make any sense. Just because she read how certain Rooms or whole buildings managed to effortlessly move about in ridiculously complex and seemingly random pattens based on the now long-dead technology didn’t make her understand it any easier. She couldn’t fathom where Marcus had learned so much.

Stay calm, you’ll be fine, we will work it out together. Oh, and all that? Just think of it as magnets and special tracks.

“Daddy, no offense or anything, but you are a tortoise you know? You won’t be much help when it comes to moving furniture or making Rooms for guests.” Letje tried not to pout in a teenage sulk, reminding herself she was expected to be an adult now.

No, she was an adult, and a very powerful woman who saw the amassed Eventuals bow on their knees as she held aloft the head of Marcus with blood dripping down her arm and Bird sat… She shook, trying to forget, trying to focus back on the matter at hand. How was she going to run such a complex place?

Point taken my dear, now let’s see what we can find out.

Letje flicked through the pages of The Appendix until she found what she was looking for. There were multiple Books and pages listed for self-doubt, so even looking it up was going to be a chore in itself.

It’s okay, you get the books down and I’ll read them to you.

“Thanks. But this is crazy. Marcus had three hundred years to write this ‘Book’, how can I possibly understand it all enough to make this work?”

You simply start at the beginning and read, you’ll get there in the end.

Letje sighed. She was getting a serious headache even thinking about more reading. She felt like it was almost all she had done since she arrived. “Yeah, and maybe in three hundred years I will get to the end of it,” she muttered, dragging huge leather bound books off the shelves and plonking them down harder than necessary on the well polished desk. “And that’s another thing, how did he find the time to clean? There must be something in one of these books about that. Everything's all shiny, it would take you all your time just to go around with a cloth and wax and keep everything looking nice. There must be a cheat somehow.” Letje flicked her head to move her hair from her eyes and grabbed pen and pad. “Right, I’m going to start a list of things I want to look up. At least that way I can learn what I think I need to as we go on, and gradually read The Book from the beginning as I have the time.”

That’s the spirit. Now, open a Book to the first mention of self-doubt, and let’s see what Marcus had to say about it. He must have felt just as overwhelmed as you do, and lots of times. He didn’t have anyone helping him did he?

“He had himself, but I’m not even thinking about that, it gives me the creeps. I keep expecting him to pop his head around a corner and say he is the original Marcus or something.” Letje shuddered, dreading the day she came across a Room where Marcus had somehow managed to make a copy of himself, thinking she would enter a space and find inanimate clones of Marcus lining a wall, waiting to be activated somehow and resume control of The Commorancy. She balked at the thought, unable to stop thinking about how he could have done such a thing. Or was he simply mad? Was there never another one of him at all? No, there had to be, otherwise how could he have done what he did?

Letje? Letje, you’re daydreaming again, come on, let’s get this done then we can move on once you know you aren’t the only one doubting their abilities.

“Sorry, I was just thinking.”

No time for thinking, let’s get reading.

Letje looked at The Appendix again to check the page number and opened the first Book, finding a chapter in which Marcus talked about his self-doubt concerning running The Commorancy a few short months after he began accepting guests. She propped the Book up on the stand and sat Constantine on his plush red cushion. She had found it the first day and her father said it felt lovely even through his thick tortoise skin.

He began to read. And read, and read, and read.

“That’s enough,” said Letje, slamming the seventh book shut and rubbing the top of her head furiously, tangling her long hair and looking like she had just now got out of bed. “I think my brain is actually going to explode all over the carpet if I hear another word.”

See, said her father, at least we know now that he had his doubts too. I guess he had a lot of them, and wrote a lot of them down. His guide to The Commorancy is more half confessional, part guide and part diary, it really is going to take forever to get through it all. But no matter, now you know, he was uncertain about lots of things, but he did it anyway and grew more confident the more guests he welcomed, the more Rooms he designed for them, and the more people that left having Awoken and gone back out into the world. You can do that, easy.

Letje smiled at her father, grateful for the encouragement. “I can, can’t I? I’m Letje, oligarch of The Commorancy, the only hope for humanity. I can do it.” Letje frowned, she hadn’t convinced herself one bit that she was up to the task, but maybe if she repeated it enough times it would sound true at some point.

~~~

Marcus’ entries had been intriguing to say the least, and when Letje had time to think about what her father had read out to her she found that it did actually help quite a lot.

It was clear from what she had read of The Book so far, and certainly from the chapters containing references to self-doubt, that Marcus had been an incredibly powerful man, impossibly so, but he still had serious concerns about what he was doing. From the way he had used those with The Lethargy against their will, to concerns over using some very cutting edge and dangerous technology, to strange hints at hidden things where whole pages and random paragraphs had been scrawled out to hide what he obviously didn’t want anyone, even her, to know.

As The Commorancy evolved over the years so Marcus got more and more lost in his own fanciful world, and his eccentricities were not lost on him. He sometimes reveled in them, other times seriously doubted his own sanity and his ability to do anything to help others. But he kept on, slowly gaining an understanding of the fact that nobody was perfect and a part of being human was to have flaws and be grown up enough to admit it.

Contained within the chapters Letje’s father read to her via The Noise were hints and glimpses behind the facade of both the man and the myth. Those entries written in the quiet times, when thoughts spiraled out of control, showed quite how fallible he truly was. Yet he had written it all down for others to read, so they too would understand that it was perfectly normal to be unsure of their abilities to run such a complex machine, which The Commorancy was at its heart — so much was automated once you found out how to get things going.

Above all else Letje understood that her fears were not unique, Marcus had them too, but carried on regardless, sure in the knowledge it was all worth it if people could be helped, saved from missing out on what The Lethargy had brought with it for a lucky few: the chance to Awaken.


OTAKU 2.0


ARCENE HAD HEARD of Letje’s adventures before they met up at her home, and was always intrigued by what she had been told about Calvin. His life-story had been related by Marcus to Letje, and from Letje to Arcene. She couldn’t help but be curious. Arcene had grown up to be a girl that never had the ability to read comic books, play computer games or get lost in the magical worlds that can be opened to a child that reads.

When she very first met Letje and was shown comics, or what Letje referred to as graphic novels, she had been eager to not only look at the pictures but to understand the story contained within the pages. Well, at the age of thirteen she was now proud of her ability to read well, even if it had been infuriating to have to be spoken to like a little child and put in hours of practice most days to slowly unravel the mysteries contained within the squiggles.

Combined with her surprising — to her and everyone else — and amazingly quick grasp of anything to do with numbers and data organization, it made her pester Letje even more about Calvin and his obsession with fantasy worlds and computer technology — she wanted to be an Otaku too.

After months of nagging and a search of the archives, Letje finally relented and allowed Arcene to occupy Calvin’s old Room. It was still exactly as he had left it.

Arcene went to be an Otaku for two months.

Commorancy Rules applied.

~~~

“Don’t forget The Rules, okay?” said Letje sternly, already worrying about Arcene’s safety. She was extremely impetuous and following Commorancy Rules for her Room meant there was danger if she broke them.

“I won’t. C’mon, c’mon, I wanna see inside.” Arcene was hopping about from one foot to another as she always did when she got excited.

“Well, I’ve seen it and I don’t know what all the fuss is about. I still don’t know why you would want to mess with such things.”

“Duh, because it’s cool, that’s why. You’re lucky, you got to read and look at comics all the time when you were younger, and you had a computer. You even said yourself that you watched movies when you found them. Well I didn’t do any of that, don’t do any of that, as I never got the chance, but now I can, so I want to. I wanna watch old movies and read weird books and play all kinds of games and do stuff that all kids of my age used to do before The Lethargy, and Calvin was alive right when The Lethargy began so his Room is going to be the best one to experience all that in.”

“Okay, okay, fine. You have told me all that before you know? You wouldn’t be here otherwise. Just don’t leave until your time is up, and no trying to come back out of this door, you know The Rules.”

Arcene sighed deeply. “I know. Now, gimme, gimme. Where’s my key?”

Letje produced a dull looking key from her pocket and handed it over to Arcene. Arcene went to put it into the keyhole immediately, hands shaking with excitement.

“Um, what do we say?”

“Huh? Oh, thank you Letje.”

“You’re welcome. See you in a couple of months. Be good,” warned Letje.

“I will. And thanks. Love you lots.” With that Arcene was gone, the door clanging shut behind her before Letje could say another word.

“Love you too,” said Letje to the closed door, before she wandered off nervously. As she made her way back to The Orientation Room she wondered if it had been the right decision. Arcene was such a manic child that having to stay put in one Room for months was going to either see her change considerably or else she would be a nightmare and would be screaming for release after a couple of days.

Although Arcene didn’t know it, Letje had disabled the usual devices at the entry and exit doors so Arcene could leave whenever she wanted. She wondered if Arcene would try to get out. Hopefully not, as she knew The Rules and knew that if she tried the handles she would be killed — such simple yet deadly deterrents were there for a reason when Marcus implemented them. The tradition had continued, even though life was more precious than ever before.

Or maybe she’ll emerge all grown up and her spontaneity will be cured somewhat. Letje didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing, only time would tell.

~~~

“Oh boy, this is gonna be so great.” Arcene ran over to the nearest shelving unit that stretched off into the distance. There must have been ten thousand movies running along the shelves. More. Arcene ran her hand along the cases, picking one out at random then placing it back when she didn’t like the look of it. She walked along slowly, reading the names on the cases, head angled sideways, a crick in her neck starting already. “Cowboy Bebop,” she read, picking the third collection. Minutes later she was engrossed as she watched Ed and Ein on an adventure that seemed to involve water melons, magic mushrooms, and a man carrying around an empty coffin. Six hours later she emerged from her anime-fest and realized half a day had gone without her even exploring the rest of the Room first.

With mad ideas of living in a spaceship and wondering where she could get an outfit like Faye’s — the anime’s anti-heroine — from, she took a proper look around what was to be her home for the next two months.

The space was vast, impossibly so. Arcene knew many of the secrets of The Commorancy by now but it never ceased to amaze her quite how incredible it all was. And the stuff, so much of it. Collection after collection of just about everything to do with life before The Lethargy ruined it all, yet her Room was as nothing compared to the quantity of things Marcus had amassed. Through his Book Arcene had come to understand that he saw it as a time capsule as much as anything else; a place to securely store major achievements from human history. It was why architectural salvage had been just as important as social, scientific and even the collecting, cataloging and storing of clothes. It all made up a whole that reflected life before The Lethargy put a halt to man’s endeavors. Marcus wanted to be sure that it was all saved for what would hopefully be countless future generations that would be starting again from almost nothing.

Arcene put such thoughts aside and focused on her surroundings — there was a lot to take in.

Not only were there stacks of movies but no end of comics, graphic novels and fantasy books, and that was only the start. The computer games were a revelation. She had played a few since she first arrived at The Commorancy, but the number of games available to her now was truly mind-boggling. From role-playing to straight out shoot-em-ups, she lost herself in countless adventures for weeks on end. She even found Space Invaders, a reminder of the interactive version she had played in that strange Room in the city when Marcus had still been alive.

Days were spent immersed in games, from the most old-fashioned, although still modern to her, to crazy ones where she sat in chairs, strapped herself in and went along for a bonkers interactive ride. They all amazed and astonished her in equal measure.

Arcene had gone through her youngest years in a mire of drudgery and sorrow, there was no technology for her, or any interests at all really away from simply surviving. Such luxuries as idling away time having fun were alien to her. There had always been things to do. Even at The Commorancy it was the same: always busy, always stuff to do or places to go. This was a revelation.

To have the luxury of knowing she didn’t have to be anywhere, do anything, have a routine or make sure so and so chore was done — it was liberating. Arcene felt like she was actually having a childhood for the first time — condensed down into no more than a few short months.

Was this what it used to be like for all kids? No responsibilities? Nobody telling you to do things, or having to do things just to survive? No worrying about keeping warm and dry, hoping you would have something to eat the next day? A proper childhood free of worry, no need to put a brave face on and make sure nobody thought of you as just a little girl? Letje had told her stories, ones she herself had been told, about what it used to be like, but they paled in comparison to what Fasolt had told her of times long ago. He had been there, had lived through the last days of civilization before life changed forever.

It all seemed impossible.

Time spent alone in such a Room, surrounded by what were everyday leisure activities for huge numbers of the global population, made her re-evaluate the truth of his tales. He wasn’t making it all up, was the conclusion she finally came to.

People really did just sit in rooms and play, for no other reason than for the sheer enjoyment of it — nothing more.

How liberating, how cool was this? Lazing around, reading, playing games, watching anime, picking movies and seeing how people used to dress, the funny way they spoke, the bizarre way they did things. It was like a condensed history lesson of everything that had been lost.

Brilliant!

~~~

Arcene was bored out of her mind.

How could people have lived like this? It was all so completely and utterly pointless. Reading was boring, games ended up all being the same, and what was with all those people in the movies, didn’t they have anything better to do? Arcene resented the lives people had in the past. As far as she could tell it was mostly all utterly wasted. Did everyone really actually sit around watching TV and playing games all the time? Didn’t they go mad with boredom? It all blurred into one extended movie or game in the end, the differences so small that she couldn’t believe people had actively sought out such mindless ‘entertainment’ at all.

Stupid.

~~~

Arcene slammed the door shut behind her and stared accusingly at the EXIT sign.

“Stupid Room. Ugh.”

Breathing deeply Arcene saw Letje approaching down the corridor.

“Well, how was it?”

“Boring, really boring. Anything need doing? Have you coped without me?”

“Well, now that you come to mention it I am having a few problems understanding the data from some applications, those stupid charts don’t make any sense at all. Think you could take a look at them?”

“Oh yeah, you betcha. What’s for supper?”


FIRST ORIENTATION


LETJE WAS UNBELIEVABLY nervous, she knew it even though she had rather aggressively altered her chemistry to slow herself down so she wouldn’t be a gibbering wreck when she performed her first ever Orientation.

Time had passed so quickly she couldn’t believe it. Had it already been over a year since she first turned the key in the front door? So much had happened since then, so much to understand, so much to marvel over, so much to mistrust. It still all seemed like some kind of cosmic joke — The Commorancy was impossibly complex and much of it was impossible to decipher.

Yet it all worked, mostly flawlessly. Yet inescapably the things that went wrong added up to a lot of work plus a lot of head scratching. She didn’t know what she would have done if she didn’t have Fasolt, and yes, even Arcene to help. The young girl was a real handful and always getting into mischief, but she was settling down a little and Letje was sure that over time she would be just as much a part of things as she was.

Arcene had actually been very helpful already. Getting the Room prepared for their first new arrival had been very difficult, but by following The Rules and the order in which things were to be done they had successfully made the Room ready for what should be their first guest — as long as he passed Orientation successfully. The work that had gone before should mean it was a fairly straightforward affair, but in The Book Marcus had warned that this was not always the case. Sometimes he refused guests for no other reason than they didn’t feel right somehow, or he merely didn’t like them once he met them in person.

Letje sat behind the desk in The Orientation Room, nervous yet excited at the same time. Picking an outfit had been tough — the extensive clothes collection was limited as most of The Room For Clothes was for Marcus personally. Outfits for guests only took up a tiny but still substantial portion of the whole. She had settled on something that would make an impression, something bold and youthful, yet showing in no uncertain terms that it was her that was now most definitely in charge.

A tight red vest showed off her toned arms, the thick scar tissue on her shoulder warning that she was one tough lady and not to be messed with. Then she had gone rather youthful with a black and white striped skirt and thick brown leather belt. The whole thing was finished off with matching brown biker boots and leggings, and, of course, the Room matched the outfit, or vice-versa. Sat on a soft leather cushion atop the table was her father, or Constantine, well, both really she supposed, they were, after all, inseparable.

Letje leaned back in the comfortable chair, arms folded across her chest, and wondered what the man was thinking as he made his way to what would either be a wonderful future for him, or a bitter disappointment. Not forgetting his possible death if he didn’t follow The Rules that had been laid down over three hundred years ago by a man whose head would stare down at him from a glass box on a shelf set in the wall to the left of the chair he would occupy throughout his Orientation.

Letje drifted. She felt tired. This was just the start of it all really, the true beginning of her life as a dictator and absolute oligarch of the greatest achievement by man since… she didn’t know enough history to know what beat Marcus’ achievements really, and wondered if anything could ever be as complex and as downright bizarre as her new home.

~~~

“You’re a bit big aren’t you?” said a little girl with silver hair that was prodding his arm and flexing her bicep to see how it compared. She kept hopping from one foot to another and it seemed like she found it impossible to stay still. She took a step back when she lifted his sleeve to better see his muscles and caught sight of the dream-inducing markings.

“Um, it depends what you compare me too I suppose,” said Gammadims. “Big compared to you, small compared to a giant.”

“Ooh,” said the excited young girl, pig-tails flying wildly as she danced around him. “Have you seen one? A giant?”

“Well, no. I don’t think there are any.”

“Oh,” came the disappointed reply. She brightened instantly and seemed to remember what she was doing at the strange entrance. “Hello Sir, I will be your escort today for your Orientation. You are Gammadims aren’t you?” she asked suspiciously, bizarrely pulling out a pair of spectacles, placing them on her nose, then peering over the top of them — they didn’t have any glass in them.

“Well, yes I am. And thank you for the very nice welcome. And you are?”

“Oh, damn, I forgot. I was supposed to introduce myself first and then do the welcome. Shall we start again?”

“No, that’s fine, you did very well I think.”

“Really? Cool. C’mon then, waddya waiting for?”

Gammadims watched as the manic little girl went skipping off down the corridor, seemingly inured to the crazy dimensions of the passageway that seemed to widen in a strange mockery of perspective as she beckoned him to follow. She suddenly turned and came running back. “Sorry, forgot. I’m Arcene, it’s French. It means silvery, like my hair,” she added helpfully.

“That’s a very nice name, it suits you.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Come on, Letje’s waiting. It’s Orientation time. You nervous?”

Wow, this is one talkative child. Not really the welcome I was expecting, but I guess things are bound to be different now that Marcus has gone.

Most people still Whole and trying to gain acceptance now knew that The Commorancy was under new ownership, and if anything it had made those that could, seek out a way to get access with renewed vigor — part curiosity and part wishful thinking that The Rules for acceptance would be somewhat more lax now there was a new ruler. They weren’t.

Gammadims had been trying for years to gain entry and get a Room, and his search for a way in had taken him all over the country on one mad chase after another. Finally he had stumbled upon a way to make an application and for the past six months had been going through a strange and often seemingly random selection process that seemed to want to both evaluate his very soul and make him go stark raving mad at the same time. Still, it had been worth it, he hoped, and when the cryptic message arrived telling him what to do next he had been overjoyed that his long search was seemingly finally over.

“What? Sorry, I was miles away,” said Gammadims, coming out of his reverie. The girl, Arcene, was staring at him again. She was one intense child that was for sure.

“I said, your application was quite good, I helped with it. A bit. Soon I’m going to be doing all that kind of stuff, I just need to get better with my writing and my numbers. Which is a real pain. Do you like reading?”

“Eh? Yes, I do, and I like writing too. But I’m not so great with numbers.”

“I am, I’m going to be brilliant at them, you wait and see. When you come out from your Room, which is very cool by the way, I’ve seen it, then I will be all grown up, maybe really old and all crinkly, and I will show you how great I am with my numbers. C’mon, stop dawdling, you shouldn’t keep Letje waiting you know? She might get mad, and you wouldn’t want that, would you?”

Arcene stared at him intently, as if waiting to see if he would say he really did want to make Letje angry, like she had devised her own cunning test to sniff out his true intentions and was quite proud of it. “No little one, I wouldn’t want that at all.”

Arcene scowled at him, then with a flurry of flying pig-tails turned and carried on down the perspective-skewed corridor.


OH DEAR!


ARCENE LEFT HIM at a strange door with a large zero etched on it. She skipped off without saying another word and he wondered what he was supposed to do now. Knocking seemed like the appropriate course of action.

So he knocked.

Whoosh.

Gammadims stared suspiciously at the door as it slid into the wall revealing the interior of Room0. The sound seemed off somehow, like the door didn’t make it, but that didn’t really make any sense.

Inside was a pretty young woman sat behind a black marble table perfectly reflecting the rest of the Room. There was a tortoise and nothing else apart from a chipped mug on the table. He could swear that the tortoise was looking at him suspiciously.

He waited.

Then he waited a bit longer.

Nothing. Was this a test?

“Is this a test?” he finally asked.

“Wassat? Eh?” The woman rubbed her eyes blearily. Letje, that was the new ruler’s name.

“Sorry, should I have not come in?” Gammadims couldn’t help but stare at her shoulder. So the rumors were true, she really was the new companion of Bird.

“Oh, yes. Sorry, I must have nodded off. It’s been a bit of a whirlwind around here lately. Never mind that, I’m sure you don’t want to hear about any of it. Gammadims isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Welcome to The Commorancy, I’m Letje.” Letje got up and walked around the desk and held out a hand. Gammadims shook it politely. His hand enveloped hers easily but he couldn’t help noticing the powerful grip.

“You’re pretty strong,” he noted.

“For a woman?”

“Um, no, just strong.” Damn, this wasn’t going so well.

“Well, I guess I have been working out a lot in The Dangerous Room,” said Letje, flexing a bicep, the scars rippling all the way around and down her triceps.

“That sounds… dangerous.” Damn again, what was wrong with him?

“Well, it is and it isn’t. It’s all about The Flow, staying in the moment, never thinking about the death that awaits you if you fall. There is no falling, only you and the rock, the rope, the moment. Please, do take a seat. I assume that you met Arcene?”

“Thanks. Yes, she’s… energetic.” That was better, good job Gammadims, very diplomatic.

“Haha, or you could say she’s a cheeky little monkey and doesn’t know when to stop talking. Please, sit,” said Letje again.

Gammadims lowered his massive frame into the chair, huge thick forearms resting on the arms, trying to relax himself.

Fa-thud.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry, are you alright? Oh, how terrible. Look at the mess you’re in. Let me help you up.”

“Oh, ah, ooh, it’s alright. Sorry about the chair.” Could things get any worse? Talk about embarrassing.

“No, it’s my fault. I thought the chair looked nice, it matched, but maybe wicker wasn’t such a good idea. You’re um, quite big. Strong.” Letje held out a hand to help him up and he politely took it. Not that she would be able to budge him one bit, what with him weighing almost three hundred pounds and with muscles the size of—

“There you go, no harm done.” Letje dusted off her hands and smiled now he was on his feet again.

“Wow! You really are strong. And I don’t mean for a girl. No man would be able to do that. Sorry about the chair again.” Gammadims stared down at the splintered mess of wood and wicker, knowing he should have known better. Under normal circumstances he would have said he would probably break it, but he had been flustered and didn’t want to be rude. Hadn’t even thought about it if he was honest.

“Haha, yeah, I told you, lots of work in The Dangerous Room.”

“I sure would like to see that Room, it must be impressive.”

“Well, c’mon then. Orientation can wait, and I could do with stretching my legs anyway. See you later Daddy. Let’s go.”

“Um, right, yeah, okay.” Gammadims stared curiously at the tortoise as he followed Letje out of The Orientation Room.

Did she say Daddy?

~~~

“Are you telling me that you go up there?”

“Oh yes, and over there,” said Letje, pointing to a pole way off in the distance, the top lost in darkness.

“You climb the pole?”

“No, it’s too slippery. I walk across a tightrope from the rocks and then swing down off the platform and go back across another rope until I’m in the middle then climb down one that leads to the ground — almost to the ground anyway.”

“Well, no wonder you’re so strong then, that’s some pretty impressive stuff you do there.”

Letje beamed at him, clearly proud of her adventures in The Dangerous Room. “When I first read about this Room I didn’t think it would be quite as described, so when I came in it was a bit of a shock. It really is very dangerous, unless you do it right.”

“The Flow?”

“The Flow,” confirmed Letje.

Gammadims was shown around more of the impossibly huge space, where all manner of strange exercise equipment vied for his attention, all of it way more advanced than he could possibly attempt, his brute strength meaning little when so much of it was a mental game as well as physical.

Soon enough Letje led him back through countless twists and turns to The Orientation Room once again, where, much to his surprise, there was a very robust chair where the broken one had been.

“Bit of an overkill Arcene,” muttered Letje under her breath, which he politely ignored. The chair must have weighed half a ton and could have taken a bear rather than a large man, but still, when he sat he had to admit it made him feel confident. At least he wouldn’t make a fool of himself and fall to the floor.

Letje settled herself in her chair behind the desk and opened then closed a drawer.

Snick.

“It’s yours, your key. Congratulations Gammadims, you passed Orientation.”

“I did? Really? I didn’t think it had started yet.”

“Oh,” Letje waved away the notion, “It’s different for everybody. Well, it will be, you’re my first.”

“Really? Wow, you seemed so confident, like you’d been doing it for ages. Please call me Gamm, all my friends do.”

“I did? That’s great… Gamm. And friends, now that is a rare thing these days. Tell me more.”

Damn, being stupid again Gamm. “Well, sorry, figure of speech I suppose. I meant my wife and her brother really, they’re the only people I knew.”

“Yes, I’m sorry about them. You had some good years though, right?”

“Yes, more than most I guess.”

Letje jumped to her feet. “Right, please, take your key, it’s yours after all. Let me show you to your Room, it’s ready and waiting.”

Gamm could hardly contain his excitement. “Okay, well, thanks, I thought it was going to be some kind of tough interview. I have to say I was a little nervous you know?”

Letje smiled at him. She was a bit unnerving if he was honest.

As they exited the door Gamm eyed it suspiciously again.

“The door that goes whoosh,” pointed out Letje, as it whooshed shut behind them.

“I figured as much.”

~~~

“Now, Rules. There are Rules. You sure you don’t want me to go over them once more? They’re very important.”

Gamm’s head was in the clouds. Here he was, just a short walk from The Orientation Room, now outside his Room. The space, what Letje called The Anteroom Room, contained a mix of furniture, a surprisingly comfortable looking seating area, and seven completely bizarre looking doors. He felt it a good omen that his door was a large battered wooden thing that would allow him to at least enter without having to duck his head.

“No, I think I have them.”

“Don’t think, you either do or you don’t. It’s very important, your life important.”

“Sorry, wrong turn of phrase. No, I know The Rules, I’ll be good.” Damn, what is wrong with you?

“Hmm. Okay then, one moment please.” Letje leaned against the door, her right hand placed above a thick peel of shocking blue paint, her left at an angle a fraction above the tiny keyhole. “Okay, care to unlock the door? Time to meet your Room.”

Click.

“Well, thanks for everything, see you… when will I see you?”

“That depends on you. Could be next week, next year or a few hundred years from now. In you go.”

With a gentle shove Gamm found himself inside. The door clinked closed behind him. He turned and grabbed for the handle before pulling up short a hair’s breadth from the rusty knob. Damn, that was close. What's wrong with me? Most important Rule, don’t ever touch the handle or try to leave by the door you came in. Now, let’s have a look at the place.

As he turned Gamm let out a low whistle.

He must be going mad, this kind of thing wasn’t even possible, surely?


BZZZ


A BUZZER SOUNDED and a neon pink EXIT sign blinked.

Well, time to go I guess.

An Awoken Gamm went out to meet his future.

It started off in a very disappointing way indeed.


ARCENE IN WONDERLAND


ARCENE WAS TWELVE now, growing up fast.

She still roamed The Commorancy most days, although there were times when she stayed in one place for a few days, lost in some crazed wonder or other. Sometimes it was weeks, and she would have to use the simple flip talker to assure Letje or Fasolt that she was alright and not getting into any more trouble.

Or, and it was the bit she hated the most, she would carry on studying The Book, that stupid book that she hated more than anything. But Letje had insisted, explaining fairly that she shouldn’t be the only one that understood at least some of how the convoluted Commorancy worked. So Arcene had learned how to read and wished she never had, as now she also had to read bits of The Book and slowly work her way through it. It would take years, but as Letje had explained, there was no hurry and if Arcene Awoke one day then she would have all the time in the world — literally. If she chose such a life at any rate.

After a few certain ‘incidents’ Letje had taken away Arcene’s privilege of access to all the Rooms, and only after a lot of sulking, a period of extended good behavior, and a promise to be careful were her rights restored some time before her eleventh birthday, a date chosen by Letje so Arcene could feel like a proper girl with a date to celebrate her maturing and growing to be a fine young woman.

Arcene was ecstatic when she was given her freedom once more when she was eleven. The last year had been spent learning to read and write and do math and all other kinds of boring things, so she had been enjoying herself immensely since being allowed to roam again as long as she reported in daily and didn’t do anything stupid.

Arcene smiled to herself. She had done loads of stupid stuff and got into all kinds of mischief, it’s just nobody knew — she hadn’t done anything so dangerous that she had needed anyone else’s help, yet.

But right now? Well, she would do her best, but she was feeling like a little girl again and really wouldn’t mind somebody coming to get her and even telling her off for going places she really shouldn’t have.

She was stuck.

And confused.

Even a little bit scared — just a little.

Had it only been a day? It felt like she had been lost in the madness for a lifetime.

It had started out as such fun too.

~~~

Arcene skipped down the corridor whistling tunelessly, her silver hair in long pigtails bouncing against her shoulders. Her red skirt flapped around her as she made her way, arms out to her sides, spinning her hands as if the air could tell her where to go on such a lovely morning. She had found some matching red plimsolls and a pair of perfectly white knee-high socks, and smiled with pride when Fasolt told her that she was the prettiest thing he had ever seen in his entire life.

Summer was back, and it was glorious.

Warm, she could wear nice dresses, and the air seemed to sparkle with life all over The Commorancy.

And she had her freedom. She rose early, excited to have a day of no chores, no reading, no lessons, no instructions on this or that, just a day to be eleven and be off having adventures.

Safe adventures, Letje had warned. Arcene had promised to be a good girl, knowing that was what Letje wanted to hear. Adults were so predictable.

Arcene stopped in her tracks, trying to discover the source of her distraction.

“Huh, what’s that? Hello? Hello?” Nothing. Arcene spun in a circle just for the fun of it, wanting to make her dress swirl, then carried on her way.

Psst.

Arcene stopped, frowning in concentration.

Nothing. Off she went again.

Psst. Hey, over here, the voice whispered. This time Arcene was sure about it, it was somebody calling her.

She peered at the wall, did it move? Anything was possible in The Commorancy, that was for sure.

Not there, over here silly.

Arcene turned to the source of the noise, sure it had moved. That’s it, over here. Wanna have some fun?

It was some kind of a doll, something in a large glass case set into the wall. Sights like that were common enough — Marcus had amassed no end of often useless stuff, Arcene had learned. She walked over to the doll, it looked like a wooden puppet with fading paint. Stenciled on the glass was something about a House of Fun.

“Are you talking to me?” asked Arcene suspiciously. “Dolls can’t talk you know?” she stated with conviction.

A red arrow suddenly shot down from the top of the box, pushing the doll down and out of the way. Arcene looked down where the arrow was directing her, and saw that the bottom half of the large box was actually a small green door, again with badly peeling paint. There was a tiny brass handle, almost too tempting to ignore.

“Oh no Mr. Box, I’m being good today. I know only too well that going through that door will get me into trouble. Lots.”

Arcene felt proud of herself as she turned to leave, so was shocked to see the little door open and the arm of the wooden puppet that had disappeared shoot out and grab her by the ankle.

“Hey, leggo. Gerrof me you, you stupid doll you. Argh, noooo…” Arcene was pulled forcibly through the small door, and her ankle was released as she was plunged into darkness as the door simultaneously slammed shut behind her, making way too loud a noise for such a small entry, and she hoped, exit.

~~~

Arcene sat huddled in the dark, knees up tight by her chin, waiting for whatever was supposed to happen to happen. The anticipation was killing her.

Was she afraid? Yes, but she couldn’t help but be a little bit excited at the same time. She had been on plenty of adventures since they came to The Commorancy and although many had been dangerous, and not all of them had been fun, they had each and every one of them been better than her last memories of the outside world. Blood and cruelty, that’s what there was on the outside.

She liked it here. Although she often went out into the grounds to enjoy the fresh air and to have even more adventures, she always somehow felt safe away from the mainland where there were people that would be nice to you, but also those that would do you harm as well.

So she waited, scared but excited too.

Then she waited some more.

Then she was simply bored.

She began to tap her foot with impatience.

Then she sighed, she’d had more than enough. “Is this it then? I’m supposed to sit here and—”

Welcome to the House of Fun, came a laughing voice from right in front of her face. Arcene jumped back and felt something hard against her back, she assumed it was just the wall. Hoped it was. She didn’t like this Room. Then something struck her. “Marcus? Is that you?”

Silence.

Arcene waited for something to happen but it remained silent, and dark. It was Marcus’ voice though, he must have recorded it on one of his crazy machines, maybe centuries ago. It still made Arcene’s head hurt to think about such things. Life was so fleeting in her world so far, people that could live such lives still seemed like an impossibility.

The lights came on, hundreds of them, thousands. Bulbs of all colors hanging from cables and receding into the distance along the low ceiling, so low Arcene could almost touch it with her fingertips as she stood.

Then music, nothing like she had ever heard before. High-pitched and slightly manic, mixed in with what sounded like people shouting for business and something about coconuts — whatever they were. The floor began to move, dragging her away from the tiny door and along what was almost a corridor it was so narrow. It stopped and Arcene was confronted with a small vehicle in front of her with a metal bar across the front of it. Nervously, she peered ahead. All was blackness, the Room had curved inward forming a tunnel, and there were tracks that the vehicle would obviously run along.

Arcene looked back and could just about make out the tiny door, a pinpoint of green.

“I’m getting out of here. This Room is bad.” Arcene walked back to where she came from, but found she wasn’t making any progress. Looking down she realized the floor was moving again, stopping her getting anywhere.

She ran, hair flapping wildly. The floor sped up until she eventually couldn’t keep up and fell flat on her face. Her feet bumped into the back of the vehicle again.

What choice did she have?

With a deep frown and a scowl at the blue vinyl seat she got in. “Fine, but you better not do anything horrible. I’m eleven.”

The bar that had been vertical descended and locked her into place, squeezing tight against her chest but not tight enough for it to hurt.

Hold on tight, came the cackling voice of Marcus, a ghost come to play tricks on young girls.

The small vehicle trundled along the tracks, entering the tunnel. It went pitch black.

“Whoa. Ugh, stop, make it stop, make it stop.” Arcene felt sick as her stomach leapt into her mouth. She must be upside down. She went faster and faster, and gripped on tight for fear of falling out. She was almost vertical and going faster by the second. Then everything lit up.

She was outside, and in front of her was crazy spiral after crazy spiral, tracks loping and turning and slanting sidewards, lost behind buildings she had never seen before.

This might actually be fun, thought Arcene, as she raced along the track before hitting the first loop-the-loop and quickly changed her mind as her pigtails hung toward the ground while she sat upside down — screaming to an absent Letje, “Come and make it stop. But not until I’m the right way up,” she added hoarsely, as she continued around the ride.

Up, down, flung left, flung right, and spinning, always spinning. Arcene was green, but smiling. Once you got used to the unexpected then it was rather fun. You had to go with it and not listen to your belly, that was the secret.

She sped along the track, aiming right for a huge black monolith that reflected it’s surroundings. As she hurtled past she came so close that she could run her hand along the perfectly smooth surface before she was whisked away at breakneck speed and found herself dropping hundreds of feet as the ride took her down along the ground and then came to a jarring halt in a large courtyard.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad after a—”

A circular line appeared around the cab and short sections of track as Arcene was turned ninety degrees, then the ground opened up and she was falling through space. I guess I wasn’t on the ground then, she had time to think, before there was a dull thud and she was once again traveling at speed, this time back up the way she had come down.

Another spin and she was facing the way she had come.

“Cool, back home then?”

The ride began again, but in reverse, speed faster than ever, Arcene enjoying it more because she knew it wasn’t trying to kill her, just give her a bit of fun.

Something was wrong, there were loud thunks and clacks as she sped along the tracks, weird noises that made no sense. Looking forward the explanation was obvious — sections of the track were rearranging, sliding into different positions on huge extended struts that kept them secured to the ground.

Hurtling toward the black shiny tower Arcene didn’t just brush close to the surface this time, the tracks went up to the side then dramatically stopped.

Nothing.

Dead space. Emptiness.

The bar lifted, Arcene felt vulnerable and aware of the height now the tracks were no longer there.

A door in the tower opened. Arcene climbed out carefully and stepped gratefully into the bright interior.

It wasn’t at all what she was expecting.

How could it be?

She was only a child.


MATERNAL INSTINCT


“AND THEN AS I stepped into the black tower thing the door closed behind me and just before it did then tracks were there again and took the little vehicle with the bar away, probably back to where I started the ride I guess,” mused Arcene, as she took a breath from recounting her story to Letje.

“That’s no excuse at all, you should have used your flip talker, it’s what it’s for,” said Letje, trying to piece together the tale so far from Arcene’s rambling and hastily told story. Once Arcene was excited it was often hard to keep up with what she was saying. She became manic and her arms would dance wildly as she explained what had happened and why she simply had to go into this Room or that Room, or try to make Letje understand the importance of pressing buttons and pulling levers if you happened to find one. It was what they were for, was an explanation Letje had heard on countless occasions.

There had been a lot of tellings-off, but Arcene seemed inured to any sense of danger to herself at all.

“It wouldn’t work,” protested Arcene, “and anyway, I was going too fast.”

“After the ride stopped I meant, not that you should have been there in the first place.”

“But I told you, the arm grabbed me and pulled me into the Room, I didn’t go in on my own. Promise.”

“Okay,” sighed Letje. “What happened next that meant you were away for a whole two days and not once thought to use your talker to tell me where you were?” Letje had been out of her mind with worry. After a few nerve-wracking days near the start of their occupancy Arcene had been surprisingly good at letting her or Fasolt know if she was going to stay away for long, so this had made them both very worried for Arcene.

“Well, I didn’t know where I was even if I did call, but, well, Letje it was just too sad. I was too sad, and I lost track of the time, honest.” Arcene begin to cry, not dramatic tears of a child making her point, but true tears, slow and steady and carrying a despair no young girl should ever have to bear on such immature shoulders.

Letje leaned forward in her chair, a brown leather 1950’s Barcelona original that matched the thick leather trousers and accent button-down jacket she had picked for the day’s work in The Orientation Room. She had things to do, a guest to get ready to interview over the coming weeks. She still hadn’t got used to it and she didn’t think the guests would either. Not that anyone ever knew what to expect back when it was Marcus who would be performing the Orientation if they passed their assessments.

“Okay, sorry. What happened?”

“Marcus was so sad you know? So very sad. I feel bad for him, even after we did have to carry his head around.”

Both of them stared at the alcove where the preserved head of ex-oligarch Marcus Wolfe watched over them — for eternity.

With a shudder Arcene and Letje turned back to each other.

“Poor Marcus,” said Arcene. “I think he made that ride just to cheer himself up before he went into the Room I was in, you know, so it wouldn’t be so hard. But maybe he forgot all about it, about that Room. It didn’t look like it had been used in…” Arcene stopped to think of a suitably long amount of time, “well, ages anyway. A hundred years at least, I bet.”

Arcene began fidgeting with her pigtails, which, like the rest of her, were filthy. Her socks were splattered with mud, as were her plimsolls and dress, and with one sock up, one riding low, she reminded Letje of the wretched thief she had met in what seemed like a different life.

“Well? What happened! Come on, we need to get you into a bath and clean, and I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?” Letje knew the promise of food more than a wash would speed things along.

“It was full of things, pictures, stuff like that. And there were books, not like The Book, little ones with just stories of what he did each day. It went on for years. I stopped reading them in the end, I was getting too upset. I just wanted to have a day doing young girl things.”

Arcene went on to explain what it was she had read. Letje pointed out that it sounded like they were diaries. Arcene had picked one at random and sat on the comfortable sofa in the Room she found herself, a Room devoid of any cunning. It was a place for remembering events from Marcus’ life that he didn’t, couldn’t, dwell on for long.

Arcene had discovered The Ten Year Room, a Room Marcus had re-appropriated well into his stay, and the roller coaster had been diverted so he could begin his reminisces with one of the happier memories he had of his second and only love, a woman he had spent ten years with out in the world before she finally was lost to Creeping Lethargy and once again he took up his lonely vigil in The Commorancy. They had traveled the world, explained Arcene, going to loads of countries, going somewhere called Disneyland and getting rides working again, and had Letje ever heard of Mickey Mouse? Was it really a giant talking mouse?

Letje hurried Arcene along, saying she would answer such questions later, after she was clean, so Arcene explained best she could what else she had discovered.

There were photos of Marcus and a woman looking happy, smiling at the camera, with backgrounds of all description. Huge metal pyramid towers, mountains that seemed to be lost in clouds, massive stone buildings and lots of just them, looking happy, smiling.

But as she walked around the Room the photos got more depressing. Marcus’ smile seemed forced and the woman was often not looking at the camera. “That was The Lethargy,” supposed Arcene.

And the journals, or diaries, got sadder too. Arcene hadn’t read them all, but had been lost for a day in the Room reading them at random. The last few were of a journey into mountains somewhere foreign Arcene couldn’t remember, and Marcus had written about how lonely he felt now, and that loving somebody was horrible as they were taken away from you but that he wouldn’t change having the chance to love for the second time even if he could.

And then he had left the woman, who no longer recognized him, and who he had been with for ten years, and he had returned home and his last entry was that he was sure he would go quite mad, knowing that he could never allow himself to risk having another love, and that he was better off alone now as loving and losing twice was about as much as he could bear.

“That’s so sad,” said Letje, interested in hearing more about Marcus’ life, maybe understanding him a little better.

“I know, right? And that’s why I didn’t use the talker. I was too sad and I really did lose track of time. And then I walked down some stairs and I was outside and I didn’t know where I was and it took me ages to find out and then it began to rain and I got my dress all dirty and I was hungry and knew you would be mad at me and—”

“Ssh, it’s alright. I’m just glad you are safe. Come on, let’s get you clean and then we can make something nice to eat. Okay?”

“Okay,” sniffled Arcene, wiping her eyes and perking up at the thought of some food. “Poor Marcus.” Arcene walked over to the glass cube containing his head and patted the top of it.

“Come on,” said Letje.

“Coming,” said Arcene, already thinking about what they could have for their supper.


CHARTS AWAY


“WELL, I CAN’T see any reason not to give him a Room,” said Arcene, turning away from the monitors and taking off her glasses, now complete with glass. “If you look at the number of his ancestors on his mother’s side that became Awoken then there is a very good chance that he is going to be very important in the future.” Arcene spun in the chair back to the screen, and called over her shoulder to Letje, “Look, if you compare the data here, to the data here, then there is no doubt that he is a great candidate. Plus look at how well he did with the questionnaires, it’s off the charts.”

“Arcene, you know I can’t make any sense out of any of that, all those lines are just squiggles to me, nothing more. And what’s that?”

“What?”

“That, at the top? What does it say? Wiggle chart? Did you make that up?” accused Letje. “Wiggle chart!”

Arcene sighed. “No Letje, I did not just make that up, a wiggle chart is a very good indicator of just how well suited potential guests are when it comes to charting their psychological profile from questionnaire seventeen. You should know that, it’s in The Book you know.” Arcene pulled her glasses down onto her nose and stared accusingly at Letje. It was now one of her favorite poses.

“Hey, I’ve been busy alright? And that’s what you’re for anyway. It’s your job, not mine.”

“Just as well isn’t it? Otherwise I bet we wouldn’t have had a single guest in five years.”

Letje smiled, and backed out of the Room quietly. “Yes Arcene, sorry Arcene. Thank you Arcene. See you at supper?”

“Hmm?” Arcene was already lost in deep concentration again, tapping her mouse, eyes flicking from one monitor to another, double checking her graphs, charts and Venn diagrams to ensure that she hadn’t missed anything. There had been a few mistakes since guests had been taken, mostly down to Letje, and since she had found her surprising talent for all things mathematical so far she was at a hundred percent success rate, something she was extremely proud of.

“I said see you at supper?”

“Supper? Oh, goodie. Is it ready? I’m starving.”

“No, it’s not ready, it’s half past two and we haven’t long had lunch. Later, see you later?”

“Oh,” said a dejected Arcene. “Yep, see you later.”

Letje closed the door behind her. Some things never change. Where does she put all that food?

~~~

The five years since The Commorancy had been handed over to Letje had seen an incredible number of changes for both her and Arcene. Each had waded through the many volumes that made up The Book, and although there were still gaps in their knowledge, and a number of really rather boring parts to still read, they had both finally got a real grasp on how to make a success of The Commorancy.

Once Arcene had been taught to read and write they were both as surprised as each other to discover that Arcene was actually a bit of a mathematical wonder-child. She simply had an amazing head for figures. Nobody would have thought it, least of all Arcene, but she enjoyed the order out of the chaos. It was at total odds with the rest of her personality — that thrived on bedlam, disorder, and seemingly inexplicable acts that always resulted in danger and disarray of one kind or another. She was, when all was said and done, an anarchic child.

But numbers? She loved them.

Maybe it was because she came so late to such things, or maybe it was the fact that she finally felt secure now she had a home and family. Whatever the reason, Arcene reveled in all things number related.

It had all begun in the Room that Letje had just vacated. Arcene had sidled up to her at the age of twelve or so and asked why she was crying. Letje had shouted at her that there was something wrong with the stupid computer and that it wasn’t doing what it was supposed to. She had spent the whole morning trying to understand the charts and to gather up her data and none of it matched, something screwy was going on somewhere.

After Arcene had finished sulking about being shouted at and Letje had apologized, Arcene had shouted out “Stop,” just as Letje was about to delete a pie-chart she was glaring at suspiciously. Grabbing the mouse off Letje and clicking around the various open windows Arcene had sorted, categorized and collated the data into a cohesive whole before Letje could have even finished reading the results from a single page.

“Ta-dah. There, done,” beamed Arcene, standing up and getting ready to skip off for an afternoon of adventure.

“Wait. What?” Letje clicked around the pages and looked at the results of Arcene’s flurry of work then sat back, amazed. “How did you do that? I’ve been trying to sort it all out the whole morning, it took you, what, thirty seconds?”

Arcene mumbled something about stupid adults and with a sigh only twelve year old girls can perfect turned back to the monitors and began to explain. “Look, you were doing it all wrong. Instead of trying to get the bobble chart to…” Letje couldn’t keep up and from then on Arcene was given more and more responsibility with the technical side of running The Commorancy.

She became administrator, data verifier and collator, ran countless background checks on potential guests, updated things in The Room Of Responsibility, and numerous other tasks that left Letje’s head spinning and in a total mess.

As Arcene grew to reach fifteen she grumbled less and less about being an unpaid slave and grew into her role with an intensity that was scary to watch. You interrupted her at your own risk.

Arcene was proud of her gift and never did a day go by that she didn’t secretly thank Letje, and Marcus, for the life that she now had. When she thought back to the nine — or was it eight? — year old that Letje had first encountered it was hard to believe it had really been her. What if she had gone through her whole life without learning to read, write or understand numbers? It made her shudder to think about such a future.

Now she had a role in life, a home and a family.

Things were perfect. Almost.

~~~

After Letje had closed the door behind her Arcene leaned back in her chair and her back clicked. She needed to spend less time sat down, get more exercise. But that wasn’t her main concern at the moment — the state of the planet, that was what worried her. Well, not the planet, that wasn’t the right word. People, that was what had her worried. Or, more to the point, the lack of them.

If her data was correct, and she certainly believed that it was, then time was running out, and fast.

There weren’t enough people, not by a long way. Unless some kind of miracle happened then according to everything that Arcene had spent the last six months discovering, organizing, double then triple-checking and then checking once again, there was every likelihood that there would be less than a handful of people left alive in the world in three or four generations at most.

Four generations? That’s like the blink of an eye. A generation was less than twenty years now, more like sixteen or seventeen as those that could bear children were doing so at a younger and younger age — to try to bring life into the world before they too succumbed to The Lethargy like nearly everybody had or would.

Arcene had no idea things were quite as desperate as they were, and wasn’t looking forward to having to tell Letje and Fasolt the bad news either.

Well, may as well get it over with, she thought. This evening, at supper, I’ll give them the news. Maybe they can come up with a plan.

Arcene got back to work. It was more important than ever that anybody suitable was allowed entry to The Commorancy. People had to be given a chance, they simply had to.


LOSS OF APPETITE


“…SO UNLESS EITHER of you have a very cunning plan then that’s it — the end. Nobody left; no new guests, no babies, no weird cults like that one where they all lived in tunnels and thought that—”

“Arcene, can we stick to the topic.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry. As I was saying, unless you can think of something then we’re all doomed, it’s over. The. End. Hey, what did you put in the sauce, it tastes… different?” Arcene stuffed a sauce soaked slab of beef into her mouth and stabbed her fork into another one; it rapidly followed its predecessor.

“Arcene, I have known you for five years now and your appetite never ceases to amaze me. Even knowing such bad news you can still eat?” said Fasolt, shaking his head in wonder, dreadlocks threatening to tumble from his head and destroy the carefully laid table.

“Hey, a gal’s gotta eat, right? Letje? You not eating that?”

“What? Eh? No, I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Goody.” Arcene scraped Letje's supper onto her own plate and tucked in with gusto.

For minutes the only sound was the clinking of Arcene’s plate as she devoured her own meal and Letje’s. After a final lick of her knife and a surreptitious licking of her plate, even though she had been told countless times what bad manners it was, she sat back contentedly and patted her belly. Fasolt and Letje were both mutely staring at her, amazed.

“What? Something wrong?”

Letje couldn’t help herself. “You just told us that basically it could be over for us all and then you carry on like normal, stuffing your face and looking like it doesn’t matter.”

“That’s not true. I’ve been working hard all day so I was hungry, doesn’t mean I don’t care. I suppose I assumed you two would come up with a plan or something. Don’t forget, I’m fifteen. Letje, you’re older than me, and Fasolt, well, you’re ancient. No offense.”

“None taken,” said Fasolt, smiling despite the seriousness of the situation.

Letje turned to him, nose all scrunched up. “Not you too? This is serious!”

“I know, I know. What are we going to do?” Fasolt twirled a dreadlock absentmindedly, hoping Letje had an insight he didn’t.

“I wonder what Marcus would have done?” mused Letje.

“You don’t get it, do you?” exploded Arcene. “He must have known, he ran this place. He used the computers, did all the things I’ve been doing. He picked the guests, went through their information and collated all the data. Heck, he has, had, well they’re still running so… never mind, there are cameras all over the country, information on every person that entered The Commorancy. Facts, figures and countless graphs, charts and projections concerning past, present and future population densities so there is absolutely no way Marcus didn’t know exactly what kind of a problem we are facing. Not unless he was as bad as Letje at using computers, which he wasn’t.” Arcene poked her tongue out at Letje, then scoured the table-top searching hopefully.

“Any dessert?”

“No,” mumbled Letje, then poked her own tongue back out at Arcene.

“Right, well if Marcus knew about it then he must have had a plan. Yes? Stands to reason doesn’t it?” Nobody answered. “Well?”

“Maybe he knew and that’s why he, you know…” Arcene made a chopping motion with her hands.

“Arcene!”

“Sorry. Bad taste, I know.”

“Very.”

Arcene brightened. “Hey, I have it, I know how to solve the population problem.”

“You do? How?”

“Letje just has to have lots and lots of babies.”

“Very funny,” said Letje, smiling despite herself.

~~~

The Room For Evening Drinking had become a regular hangout in the evenings for all three of them, along with Constantine, who Letje still found hard to address as anything but Daddy. Even he had little in the way of advice to offer after the revelations of earlier that evening, and had decided to drown his sorrows with a very watered down drink of wine.

“Arcene, can you go over it again? I still don’t quite understand it. Is it really so dire? Is it such an emergency?”

“It is and it isn’t. It’s not like we have to rush out and solve the problem right now, but the fact is that ever since The Lethargy the population has been in decline, and it keeps on getting worse and worse. It’s to be expected for a few generations after such devastation, people in shock, not knowing what to do, all that kind of stuff. But then people should have started to increase in numbers again, except they didn’t.”

“Why? What does the data say?”

“It’s simple. Most people are too scared. Who wants to have a child knowing the chances are very high that you are going to have to watch it die a slow death in a year or two if you are lucky? I know for a fact I wouldn’t dream of having kids unless I knew that I was Awoken and could be sure my child wouldn’t get The Lethargy, especially when they were young. Would you?”

“No, absolutely not. But I understand the point. I already know I can have children and they will be Whole, so all I need is a nice man.”

“There you go then. And that’s the problem too, isn’t it? Judging by the records the country is in a sorry situation. Everyone is all spread out, living on their own or in small groups, and nobody is getting to meet anyone any more.”

“This is true,” said Fasolt. “People are staying put because they can’t travel easily, and if you combine that with so many living alone, or being too scared to talk to people they do see, then it’s no wonder things are getting so bad.”

“So, what’s the answer then?”

“We need to go and see Stanley, Umeko too, see if they can’t help.”

“Why do you think they could help, little one?” asked Fasolt.

“Arcene?”

“Well, it stands to reason doesn’t it? I know I didn’t meet them but you did kind of tell the story rather a lot Letje, about how Marcus kept saying it was the best possible future, the way people, um, died and others were at exactly the right place at the right time. Umeko meeting that man? Her husband? You said Marcus said that was why things happened, so that you would all be on that road the exact time he was, so Umeko could meet him. Same with Stanley wasn’t it? He had to be at that place when he was; all destiny, fate, that kind of thing.” She waved her hand dismissively, as if it was all obvious.

Letje stared at Arcene suspiciously.

“What? It’s a good idea, isn’t it?”

“It is, a brilliant idea. I’m simply wondering where the other Arcene is, the one that gets into trouble and goes off and comes back days later after having discovered dangerous Rooms and let out of control machines loose in the corridors that threaten to explode The Commorancy.”

“I’m all grown up aren’t I?” said Arcene beaming, glowing with satisfaction at her idea. She was also very pleased that she hadn’t told Letje or Fasolt about the rather unfortunate ‘incident’ yesterday where she might, just might have accidentally made half an acre of the lawn outside The Room Just For Having A Name disappear and be replaced with a pit full of three meter long spikes made out of what looked like sharpened pencils. It wasn’t really her fault though, why would you put a big red button in the middle of a Room unless it was there to be pushed? Still, no point telling about it now. Or ever.

“So, who’s going then? I can’t, I have things to do here,” said a rather furtive looking Fasolt.

“What things?” asked Letje suspiciously.

“Oh, you know, things. Important things. And actually, is that the time? I must be off, got to finish some work for the day. See you later.”

“Hey, you don’t even wear a wat—” Fasolt was gone.

“Well, that was weird,” said Arcene, watching Fasolt close the door behind him. “And when is he going to start wearing clothes? I know he covers up his bits, but still, I keep getting glimpses of them every time he sits down or stands up. Ugh.”

“Get over it, I think it’s too late for him to go back to wearing clothes now. But look, I think he just doesn’t want to go back outside yet. After living so long I think he’s worried about losing himself again, like he did before. The Commorancy makes him feel safe, like we do, right?”

“Yeah, I love it.”

“And Fasolt’s hundreds of years old, and was a bad man. He doesn’t want to risk being like that again, so wants to stay here, not go outside where bad things happen and you have to do bad things even though it’s the right thing to do.”

“Ah, you mean ‘deathy’ things, right?”

“Yes, ‘deathy’ things Arcene.”

“Well, guess it’s just down to you then Letje. I’m busy too, I still have lots of background checks to do on the candidate before I know if he’s suitable for Orientation. So, gotta go, thanks for supper, I’ll clear up later.”

“Hey, hang on a minute. You’re not fooling anyone. You and Fasolt are as bad as each other, but at least he’s got a proper excuse. You told me earlier you had basically finished collecting info on him and tha—”

“Sorry. What? Kinda busy, see ya later.” Arcene closed the door behind her, still making lame excuses as she rushed down the corridor.

Guess it’s down to me then, thought Letje, wondering what the quickest way would be to go and visit Umeko, Kirstie and Stanley. Not forgetting the children, the more precious than ever children. Now that she thought about it maybe it would be quite nice to see them again, and to get away for a while, have some time on her own away from the responsibilities that weighed ever heavier on her still young shoulders. Maybe Bird would go with her, keep her company?


"WELL...


…HOW WAS IT? How are they? Are they going to help?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m going to bed, I need to lie down.”

Arcene and Fasolt had rushed to greet Letje at the front door, probably one of the least used doors in the whole of The Commorancy. This wasn’t what they had been expecting at all.

Letje? Letje, what happened? Yabis had decided to stay behind. Now that Arcene was older he trusted her enough to not drop him, and she had done a mostly good job in Letje’s absence.

Later, okay?

Letje rushed past, cursing the size of everything as she sped up, finally just running until she was alone once more.

Alone. Soon everyone would be alone.

~~~

“I’m sorry about earlier, I just couldn’t face talking about it. It was awful, not what I expected at all. I was feeling happy about seeing everyone again, maybe seeing Umeko’s baby, or babies, thinking maybe they could help show people how to Awaken and make sure you had Whole children. And Stanley, he was such a nice man, and he had such plans for his home. He wanted people there, wanted to help set things right.”

“Hang on, you said ‘was’, he ‘was’ such a nice man? You mean ‘is’, right?”

“No, no I don’t.” Letje broke down in tears. It was as if she was crying for everything bad that had ever happened in the world.

Arcene and Fasolt looked at each other, both nodding to Letje for the other to do something to help. Finally it was Constantine/Yabis that spoke. Although Arcene was not actually Awoken, her close proximity to him for so long allowed her to mostly hear what he said via The Noise now. Letje, my dear? Please tell us, it will make you feel better, I promise.

Give me a minute, then I will.

A few minutes later Letje described her journey and what she had encountered.

They were in the huge kitchen, a place they frequented often, usually as it was the only place Arcene would stay put for any length of time apart from The Room For Doing Things With Computers, and it was one of the only normal Rooms in The Commorancy anyway. In fact, it was the one Room Letje had insisted early on not even have a name — no ‘Room For The Kitchen’, nothing like that. Just ‘the kitchen’ — she insisted. The huge open fire crackled with warmth, bringing a glow to Letje’s face that had been dangerously pale when she had staggered in earlier asking for coffee and apologizing for her behavior the afternoon before.

“I was so excited, thinking that surely Umeko and Kirstie would love to be able to help ensure more babies were born and all the work of The Commorancy hadn’t been for nothing. We couldn’t let the legacy of The Eventuals actually win, which is what it would be like if people just became extinct.”

“And what was the hot air balloon like, was it fun?” Arcene had been totally jealous when she realized Letje had been secretly practicing with it and was going to take it to the mainland.

“No, it was totally scary.” Letje managed a weak smile, not wanting to even think about the ridiculously dangerous flying contraption that saw her almost killed on numerous occasions. Whoever invented such a thing was an idiot there was no doubt about it.

Letje moved her seat away from the fire, and greedily finished her second cup of coffee. “Okay, I’m just going to say it. They’re dead. All dead.”

“Who? Umeko’s babies? Her husband?”

“No, all of them. Babies, husbands, wives, Kirstie, Umeko, Stanley. Dead. All dead.”

Fasolt took Letje’s place by the fire, enjoying the feeling even though he didn’t need the heat. “But how? Why? They can’t be, surely. It was Marcus’ plan, what he saw in the future, what the future had to be. How can he have been wrong? Are you sure? How do you know that they are dead?”

Letje took a deep breath, using her Awoken knowledge to calm herself, take back control. She couldn’t believe she had lost it so easily the day before — she should be above such childish behavior by now. But it was part of being human, so she had nothing to apologize for did she? No, she didn’t.

Feeling resolute and calm, she began again. “Okay, let me tell it properly. Something has gone very wrong somewhere, and we need to understand how if we are to figure out what is going on. I don’t think there is anybody left at all. Nobody.”

Arcene stared at Fasolt, mouthing silently if he thought Letje had gone a bit funny, twirling a finger by her head and rolling her eyes in case he didn’t understand her.

“No Arcene, I’m not mad. Everyone’s dead. I couldn’t find anybody; there’s nobody out there. Either we are dead ourselves and in some kind of purgatory, or we are the only ones alive and everyone else has gone. Left or something, I don’t know.”

Fasolt felt a tingle run up his spine, as if what Letje was saying were true. It felt true. His extended lifetime meant he knew to trust such feelings — they were always right. Come to think of it, when was the last time he went deep into The Noise, communed or looked through the eyes of creatures away from The Commorancy? Had anything to do at all with things away from his new home? It had been a long time. Maybe something really had happened? He would find out soon enough, do his own investigation after Letje told her tale. His thoughts were interrupted…

“…I’m sure of it.”

“Sure of what? Sorry, I missed that.”

Letje gulped from a fresh cup of coffee. “I said we are in the wrong future, something’s happened. We are in the wrong timeline. It’s the only explanation. Marcus wouldn’t have been wrong, so the only other explanation is that somehow we have slipped into a different future, not the one we should be in.”

“Well, that’s a bit of a jump to a conclusion isn’t it?” said Fasolt, dread falling like a blanket that wrapped you in a nightmare and wouldn’t let you free, tightening the more you struggled for release.

“It’s the only answer. Marcus always said that when you have eliminated all other possibilities then what you were left with was the truth; no matter how bizarre it may seem.”

“He certainly knew all about the bizarre that’s for sure,” offered up Arcene, certain that there had to be a simple explanation and Letje was just confused by whatever had happened to her on the mainland. Maybe she had a bang to the head or something?

“Okay, start at the beginning please, and don’t leave anything out.” Fasolt leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms over his naked belly, causing Arcene to scowl at him, and Letje began her story once more.


NOT ALL FUTURES ARE CREATED EQUAL


“I’LL SKIP THE journey in that damn hot air balloon, but don’t ever go in one, they’re death traps. But one thing is for sure, you get a good view. And that was the problem.”

“The view? That was the problem?”

“Yes, it was beautiful. But I didn’t see anybody. Not that I expected to see loads of people or anything, but traveling should mean you would see at least a person or two, or fires, smoke coming from chimneys. There was nothing. It was like everyone was gone. Everyone.”

“They can’t all be gone, how could they be?”

“I don’t know, I’m just telling you what I saw, more like what I didn’t see. Anyway, the hot air balloon got too unstable, and way too wobbly, so I landed it, kind of crashed it anyway, and then traveled on foot until I found a bicycle. Then it got really weird.” Letje swiped across her hair, thinking back to how many times Marcus had told her to get her bangs cut. She couldn’t help but smile.

Me too, I think I told you to cut it more than once Letje.

Are you looking into my head Daddy?

Sorry, just wanted to check you are… you know, not bonkers or anything.

Well, listen to the story and then make up your mind. No peeking into my head, warned Letje.

Sorry.

You should be.

“C’mon, get on with it.” Arcene had stood up and was jigging from side to side, keen to hear what happened next.

“Well, it all just felt empty. Like something was missing. Stuff was just not right. I felt alone, properly alone. You know when you just get that feeling? That there is nobody about? I had that, all the time. The country is like it’s empty or something, everyone gone, taken by The Lethargy I suppose. Arcene, you yourself said it was getting bad, that people would mostly be gone in maybe just a few generations from now, well what if you were wrong and it’s even worse than you thought? What if basically everybody is dead or dying?”

“I’m not wrong, the numbers are right,” said Arcene, crossing her arms across her chest.

“Well, okay, but there must be some kind of an explanation then. I am telling you that I didn’t see a single person or feel a single person. There should have been something coming from The Noise, even if only a hint of people — I got nothing.”

Fasolt had been quiet, listening and delving deep into the source of so much Awoken power. Letje wasn’t exaggerating — it was as if somebody had finished work for the day, turned the lights off and closed up shop. It was different, quiet and empty. “Letje is right, there is something going on. In The Noise? It’s like the people have disappeared, gone. But it’s not empty, it’s almost like there is a replacement emptiness for where things should have been, as if the timeline is fighting back. It doesn’t like the emptiness. I didn’t know as I haven’t been going into The Noise in such a way as to notice.”

“Exactly, and neither have I. Why would you? Unless you wanted to talk to somebody privately or sense where they were, or do something nasty then you don’t go searching for people really, do you? We’ve just been in here getting on with things so there hasn’t been any need. But I’m telling you, we are in the wrong timeline, we’re all alone here. There’s nobody out there any more. It’s just us.”

“You guys, can you please stop with all this. People don’t suddenly disappear do they? Something else must be going on. We can’t all suddenly jump timelines and everything be different. If we aren’t in the future that we should be in, at least according to Marcus anyway, then we are all in the one that has happened somehow.” Arcene waved a hand dismissively. “I don’t believe in all that anyway, what happens simply happens, but people don’t vanish so there must be something else going on. Okay, wait here, I’ll prove to you there are still people out there.”

Arcene ran for the door and shouted over her shoulder, “Be back in a mo.”

“Letje, while Arcene is out of the way, are you being serious about this? The timeline? The people?”

“Fasolt, I am. You know better than I do how the smallest actions can change the future. Marcus did too. It’s why he made very specific decisions once The Contamination began, so events unfolded in the right way for the right future to happen. Something’s gone wrong. He didn’t say anything about people dying so soon. It didn’t seem like that was his plan at all. Otherwise why would he have bothered in the first place?”

“Unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Well, what exactly did he see? You don’t know, nobody does. He just steered you in a certain direction, but he didn’t know everything. He never saw me in the futures so it wasn’t like his knowledge was absolute or anything. And anyway, maybe this was a part of what he saw, maybe everything that happened five years ago was leading up to something else, something like this? I must admit that weaving through the countless possible futures and picking the right path is beyond me. Marcus had a very special gift for that, so who knows how far ahead he saw? Maybe whatever is happening now is a result of his death, your occupation of The Commorancy, and don’t forget all that stopping and starting of time he and Varik did when they fought. Neither of them had done that before — stopped things for the rest of us and allowed themselves to move freely between the gaps. Some things should be left alone, and that is definitely one of them. I am not a person to tamper with the likes of time, are you?”

“No, definitely not. Okay, maybe this was supposed to happen, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was? What does that mean, that everyone’s gone? We’re alone now, forever? What would be the point then?”

“You forget yourself Letje Sandoe. You are the ruler of The Commorancy and it is filled with countless people in their Rooms learning how to be the best they can possibly be. Nothing is over, not everyone is dead.”

Arcene burst through the door, slamming it open and denting the wall. “Everyone’s dead. Gone. Letje was right, we’re doomed!”

“Harith is gone, that guy who I was just about to finish processing. He was ideal for a Room, but he’s not there.”

“How do you know this little one?”

“Fasolt, I’m not little any more,” sulked Arcene.

“Please, can we do this another time?” said Letje, wondering if she would ever get to tell her story.

“Sorry.”

“Sorry.”

“Good. Right, Arcene, how do you know he’s gone?”

“Because he didn’t finish his last questionnaire, that’s why. I can see it through our Web, it’s just there, half done since two days ago. There’s no way he would stop like that, this guy has been trying to gain entry since we first got here. Longer. Talk about keen, he wouldn’t dream of stopping like that.”

“Ah, little one, um, Arcene,” said Fasolt hurriedly, wilting under the gaze of the fifteen year old even though he was older than her by three centuries. “Arcene, he may just be feeling a little unwell, couldn’t finish for a few days.”

“No, you don’t get it. This guy has never been ill a day in his life. His family going back generations have all been Whole, some almost Awoken, and he’s pretty obsessed with becoming fully Awoken himself — he finishes everything he gets sent almost immediately. He’s gone I tell you. Letje, let’s have it, tell us what happened. This is getting weird, and I for one don’t like it one bit. Ugh, creepy.”

“See? I told you, I told you both. Something is going on, we’re out of the loop, drifting in space and time all alone and I really think we may be in some form of The Void or something.”

“Let me stop you right there,” said Fasolt. “I am over three hundred years old, have been reborn and given a second chance at a good life, but I was a bad man before, for centuries. I have been deeper into The Noise than you could ever imagine, seen things and done things that would give you nightmares for the rest of your life, controlled ten thousand Lethargic in The Commorancy; controlled them while I was out to sea in the dark bowels of a ship, and I have done much worse. I will tell you this now, we are not in The Void or any form of it. If we were then we would most definitely not be having this conversation. The Void is nothing, what everything is eventually, but it is also everything, and we are not there.”

“Well, thanks for nothing Fasolt. Everything and nothing? Real helpful old man.”

“Enough! Can I please tell you what happened now? You two are not making things any better you know?”

Letje finally got to tell her story.


AND SO IT CAME TO PASS


LETJE TOLD OF her crash landing and subsequent travels through the countryside toward the home of Umeko and her husband. There had been sporadic contact so Letje knew there was now a young child of three and Kirstie’s baby had grown to be a right little handful.

They were happy, all of them. The children played, the home had grown, with Ryce repairing machinery and plowing a few acres — enough to keep the extended family fed now that the crops were in their second season.

They were happy. Blissfully so.

Letje arrived to find nothing. They were gone. The place was as if everyone had suddenly given up, succumbed to The Lethargy and were unable to continue running the home. Nothing was out of place though, so it wasn’t like they had stayed while they all finally succumbed. Letje had seen enough of The Lethargy with her own family to know that if they had been slowly fading away then everything else would have degraded along with them. This was different, like they had left to die someplace else. Away from their happy home.

The freshly farmed fields were full of crops, ripe for the picking. Soon they would go over and be no use for food. That was certainly out of character and it did not bode well at all for the future of her friends. That’s what they were, weren’t they? Even if she had known them only for a brief spell they had been on a rather epic adventure together for the short time they were in each others company.

Now they were gone.

Vanished.

As if they had been in the wrong time and had simply been transplanted to where they should have been all along.

Letje described the eerie emptiness of the countryside surrounding the house — it all felt so quiet. She really did feel like the last person on earth. Reluctantly, she had gone into the house uninvited; something was wrong and she had every intention of finding out just what it was.

Empty.

It was all gone — any sign of life had been eradicated. Nobody lived in the house any longer, there was nothing but the creaking of the floors and the sounds of trees scratching at the house, waiting to reclaim the territory the building sat upon in silence.

“What about their stuff, was it still there?” Arcene was getting creeped out, people couldn’t really disappear could they?

“I don’t know, how can you tell? Everything was neat and tidy so it wasn’t like they had been slowly dying from The Lethargy, but I don’t know if anything was missing or not. Anyway, I kind of got spooked and thought that maybe they had just gone off somewhere, gone to visit somebody, gone for provisions or something. But the more I thought about it the more that didn’t make sense either. Then I found a dog.”

“A doggie? Was it alright?” whispered Arcene. She loved dogs so much and it brought back memories of a horrible time in her life that she really didn’t want to drag up from the past.

“No, no it wasn’t. I um, I…” Letje glanced at Fasolt who shook his head.

“Look, I don’t need to go into details, but it was a sure sign that nobody had been at the place for a good long time, probably months.”

“Thanks for sparing me the details,” said Arcene. “But what the hell is going on?”

Letje shook her head. “I don’t know, it all sounds crazy. I—”

“It’s not true though, is it? That everyone is gone? We have guests don’t we? We have people coming for Orientation? How many have you given a Room too? Lots, yes? And Arcene, you are dealing with all the technical things, so you must be processing countless people at the moment?”

“Well, um, it’s not really like that, no. I had this guy, Harith, but he’s disappeared. Apart from that we haven’t really had many applications for a while. Everything kind of slowed down about a year ago.”

Letje confirmed it. “We both assumed it was sort of a new ownership thing. You know, people were brought up hearing of Marcus and his Rooms, now there’s some young girl running things. We thought people were sort of put off and it would take a while for us to get their trust back, enough for them to want a Room. I assumed people wouldn’t really believe that they could get the same thing they did when Marcus was alive.”

“Well, how many have there been in the last year then?” said Fasolt.

Letje turned to Arcene.

Arcene mumbled something that nobody heard.

“What? Speak up.”

“Three. There have been three applications, alright. Happy now? And only Harith was anywhere near suitable, the others were total write-offs from the start, so I didn’t pursue them at all.”

Letje was shocked. “I didn’t realize it had been quite that quiet.”

“Well, it has,” said Arcene sulkily. “Nobody wants to come here any more.”

Fasolt sat up in his chair. “Or, something really has happened out there and they aren’t able to try for some reason. That would make more sense. The Commorancy is all there is for most people, they won’t all suddenly stop coming because Letje is in charge. If anything it would make people more curious. I know it would if I were Whole and wanted something more out of life.”

Arcene thought about it for a while. “Hmm, you might be right. We had loads of applications the first four years, right Letje? I know I didn’t take over for a couple of years, doing the technical stuff, but you managed didn’t you? You did lots of Orientations? People wanted in, right?”

“Gosh, I’m trying to think, but yes. I didn’t do anything for a few months, not until I’d read enough of The Book, but then it all got pretty hectic. I was juggling so much work, but we had regular applications, and I did loads of Orientations. But you have to understand something, the numbers were never huge. And that wasn’t just down to us being new. I looked over Marcus’ records, you did too right Arcene?”

“Yep, I was a bit shocked I have to tell you.”

“Go on,” said Fasolt.

“Look, Marcus ran The Commorancy for what, three hundred years or so? We all assumed it was limited to the seven Rooms until he told us different. We know now there are thousands, thousands and thousands, almost ten thousand by my reckoning. Sounds about right Arcene?”

“Sort of, although he didn’t ever use them all, and some are better than others. It was never at full occupancy even though the way Marcus spoke he thought it was. But you know about that better than me Letje, you knew him longer.”

Letje thought back to what he had told her of The Rooms. Hindsight made it clear that Marcus was far from living only in his present. “It’s hard to tell exactly, a lot of the records are rather jumbled. I still don’t understand the whole two of him thing, whether it was true or not, but it was obvious he was living two lives either way, real or only in his head. The occupancy rate wasn’t what he believed it to be, it couldn’t possibly have been anyway, not even if there were two of him. I worked out how many there really were, and it took months, but we had to know where people were and when they were ready to come out. What a nightmare that was.”

“Yeah, and then I went over your numbers and you were totally wrong,” said Arcene smugly.

“Okay, no need to be rude.”

Arcene smirked but touched Letje’s shoulder affectionately. Letje continued. “Anyway, the total number was about two thousand, give or take a few, I can’t remember exactly as some people were leaving as we were arriving. But the thing is that this place has been going for so long, and some guests stayed so long and some are still here after centuries, that the numbers kind of all add up slowly without there actually being that many coming in any one generation, let alone year or month or week. If you think about it, even with two thousand people currently here, it only works out at seven people a year over three hundred years. Now I know that isn’t how it works, but it means that there isn’t a constant barrage of people every day, even every week.”

Arcene interrupted. “Yeah, and don’t forget that lots of people came near the beginning. Stands to reason doesn’t it? For the first few generations, even for a hundred years after The Lethargy, there were a lot more people than there are now, a lot more. So there were a lot more applicants. And some are still here. It’s crazy. What are they doing in their Rooms? But anyway, there are a few thousand now. We have, Letje has, done a number of Orientations, but it’s the build-up over time that gives the numbers. Everyone apart from us assumed, still does, if there is anyone, that there are seven Rooms. It’s top secret how long people really end up staying, otherwise nobody would ever apply as they would be dead before they got their turn.”

Letje continued the point. “Anyway, as I was saying, it was surprising how few applications there actually were every month until we looked, Arcene looked, closely at the figures and realized that what Marcus had said wasn’t true. He was lost so much to the past and the future, and his double life, that his count was just plain wrong, by thousands. He was remembering people that had left I think, not those still here.”

Fasolt’s head was spinning. “So what you ladies are telling me is that nobody is really applying any more? Correct? But they were before, but not as often as I may have thought? Correct?”

Letje and Arcene both agreed.

Fasolt was ramrod straight in his chair now, hair draping over the table, creeping dangerously close to the fire. “Letje, I think you better finish off your story please. If even the somewhat sporadic applications have died down over the past year then I’m afraid things might be even worse than I first suspected. Carry on.” Fasolt closed his eyes to better listen to everything Letje had left to say.

Letje picked up the story once again, trying to focus whilst taking in what Arcene had said about the total lack of applicants and the fact that Harith, their only recent applicant, had seemingly disappeared from the face of the planet. What on earth was going on?

~~~

Letje had traveled on foot, drawing a total blank at the place she had watched Umeko get married five years ago. Now you would never believe that anyone had lived there for some time, let alone that there were children, husbands and friends too. She thought of the poor dog that was half starved and she had put out of its misery. It was too far gone to bring back to health, that was more than obvious once she connected with it through The Noise.

She left that out of the story for Arcene’s sake, knowing how raw the memory of what had been done to dogs was when she had been held against her will before she had exacted her terrible revenge on her kidnappers. She had reluctantly gone back for the balloon, and once again took to the skies, following their old trail to the home they had found that was deeply connected to Stanley.

She landed close by and tethered the terrible contraption, vowing never to set foot in one again if she managed to make it back to The Commorancy after, she prayed more than anything, she got to see Stanley and maybe the company he had assured them all would find their way to his new home soon enough.

“But nothing, it was empty, same as everywhere else. Just nothing. I wandered down to the large lake first. I had this silly idea in my head that I would walk down through the grass and there would be Stanley, sat on a rock, fishing rod in one hand, a drink of something strong in the other, a fire lit behind him ready to cook what he caught. You know, the way he loved to spend a day?”

“Never met him, I have no idea,” said Fasolt.

“Me neither. I only know what you told about him,” said Arcene.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, I forgot. Well, that was what he loved to do, more than anything. But he wasn’t there, I knew deep down he wouldn’t be. But still, it surprised me at the same time. I wanted him there so bad, wanted there to be people. I wandered back up to the house, hoping that I would find him hard at work inside maybe, doing decorating, maybe even chatting with people, or tending the garden, something like that. I was kind of in a panic by this point, getting a bit manic.

“The front door was open, which I took as a good sign. You know, that somebody was home and would be out at any second on some chore or something. I shouted, nobody came. So I went in. Ugh, I need more coffee, any left?”

“I’ll make some more. Fasolt?”

“That would be lovely little one.” Fasolt got a scowl for his choice of words and snickered into his hair so Arcene couldn’t see. She was funny when she got annoyed with the names he called her.

When the coffee was made and Letje had taken a few sips she continued with what little there was left of her story. Not really wanting to ever finish it though, as then it would mean she would have to try to figure out what was going on and if it truly meant the end of everything. She felt like she could be going mad, and understood, probably for the first time, the weight of responsibility Marcus had taken upon himself for all those years. How could he have the weight of humanity’s survival on his shoulders for three hundred years and not go absolutely insane?

She had her answer didn’t she? His head was in a box in The Orientation Room; that was what she had to look forward to if she was lucky.

“Hey feather head, wakey wakey.” Arcene nudged Letje, then tapped her on the head with her middle finger until Letje managed to rouse from her meandering thoughts.

“Oh, gosh, sorry. I was thinking about Marcus. No wonder he was… um, a little bit eccentric. All this responsibility is a lot to take in you know? I really wish he’d built a Room For Morning Drinking.”

“Which is exactly why he didn’t,” chimed in Arcene and Fasolt at the same time. It had become a running joke over the years. Countless times either Letje or Fasolt had opined the fact there were no Rooms For Drinking In the Day. Something Marcus himself had commented on in quite a number of volumes of The Book.

“Haha, got me. Well, Stanley’s home was empty. You have to understand that when we found it, as Marcus knew we would, the place was alive with energy. It practically screamed out welcome to Stanley. He was the missing piece of its near perfection. What did they call it? Good Vibrations, that was it. All of that was gone. It just felt like a run-down house with a flooded lake and a garden that had gone out of control. The energy had gone, dissipated into The Void like Stanley himself.”

“Dissy what? I wish you two would stop using stupid big words,” moaned Arcene, hating to be reminded that she still had some schooling left to complete. “Anyway, you don’t know that Stanley is dead, he might have just gone on a trip.”

“No, he wasn’t there and he wouldn’t leave. It’s hard to explain but it was Stanley’s home, he belonged there. He was gone though. Poof. Vanished like he had never been a person at all. The house was just empty. You could see that some work had begun, the same in the gardens, but not much, not more than he could probably have done in a year or so if he had been alone there for that time. He’s dead.”

Letje gulped the remains of her coffee, now almost cold. She grimaced — she hated cold coffee — then excused herself. She really needed to shower and try to clear her head a little.

“Well, little silver haired lady, I think we need to come up with a plan, don’t you?”

Arcene scowled at Fasolt, although secretly she enjoyed the jibes. It was family after all, her family. “Okay old man, let’s hear your plan then.”

“Oh,” said a deflated Fasolt. “I was hoping that you had one.”


WHAT A SHOWER


LETJE’S HEAD WAS a mess. The last few days had been one long nightmare that she saw no end to now that she was home. If it wasn’t fearing for her own life, having to fly that really, really stupid machine — she wished she’d had the nerve to take the helicopter — then it had been the sense of downright wrongness when she thought about the total lack of people.

Could it really be that they were somehow out of sync with their own present? Or that they were stuck in some kind of a loop, everything on hold and in stasis because of the extreme forces that both Marcus and Varik had brought into play all those years ago battling each other in a London park? None of it seemed like a valid or even logical explanation, but she simply couldn’t think of a reasonable answer to the disappearance of people so totally.

If she wasn’t fairly sure of her own sanity then she would find it rather easy to believe that they had just simply never existed in the first place — just a glimpse of a life that never really came to fruition. It was like a re-emergence of the feelings she had when she was younger — that she was the only person alive on the planet and as soon as she turned her back from people then they ceased to exist. They were there just so she didn’t feel as alone as she really was.

Such feelings pressed in hard and it was tough to shake them. Her new life was so bizarre, The Commorancy was so bizarre, that it was quite easy to believe almost anything.

Take where she was right now for example. If she tried to explain it to someone who knew nothing of The Commorancy then they would assume she was totally off her rocker, wouldn’t they? The Commorancy did strange things to you and there was no doubt — just look at the crazy way Rooms were customized for their guests — it was mind boggling in its complexity.

Marcus may have been vastly intelligent but he had definitely got carried away in his construction. His Rules, and The Rituals that she had carried on in his stead, had obviously got more and more bizarre the more ensconced he was in his position as oligarch of just about all there was between the extinction of the British population and it’s survival, however tenuous that may have been — and obviously still was.

Well, whatever else was going on, she was having the absolute best shower. Ever.

Letje knew she was going to need more than just the shower in the en-suite that she reluctantly shared way too often with Arcene. It had been five years since they first moved in and although Arcene had moved into her own room a few years ago Letje still often awoke to find the younger girl snuggled up with her. She may have been a brave little girl, but so much had been taken away from her as a child that she reveled in finally having a family, no matter how dysfunctional.

So Letje had walked out across the huge expanse of lawn in one small corner of The Commorancy and entered The Room For Big Showers, and what a Room it was.

Twenty meters a side, and twenty meters high, it was a perfect glass cube that was nigh on invisible from the outside. If you squinted and turned your head ‘just so’ then you could maybe get a glimpse of there being something there, but it was hard to tell. It blended in so perfectly, was maybe see-through, maybe reflecting perfectly its surroundings, or had some chameleon-like coating, that to all intents and purposes it was invisible.

Which was just as well as if anyone could have seen inside then they would have been confronted with countless views of a very naked twenty two year old Letje. She could view herself from every possible angle and it was definitely not a Room for those with any kind of body issues.

Arcene had used it once and ran out screaming as she had never seen her bum before and was appalled to discover that she had a dimple on each cheek and she swore blind that she had a bit of cellulite too, and that wasn’t fair as she was only twelve and who cared anyway and was there a cream for it and what was the point in seeing your own bum anyway and Letje better not make fun of her bum or she would not be happy.

Letje smiled at the memory and wondered if Arcene had seen her bum again in the three years since that incident.

She examined herself closely in the countless angled reflections, finally clear of the dust and dirt of her trip away from The Commorancy. She felt so much better now she was clean — as if she had washed away some of the madness along with the detritus of travel.

She was rather satisfied with her figure, now that of a fully grown woman. She had a swimmers build, broad athletic shoulders and a firm but still curvy chest. Strong thighs swept up to full hips and a taut waist, and she prided herself on never having adjusted her body chemistry specifically to keep herself in trim, although with her fully Awoken state it would have been as easy as turning on the shower she now stood under.

The only imperfection was the mass of scar tissue that had now formed a solid lump right across her left shoulder. It crept up toward her neck, along her scapula and criss-crossed it’s way ever so slightly down her chest. Letje saw it as a thing of beauty, just as Varik had once done. It was a mark of friendship, of sacrifice for being the friend of a creature that found her company welcome.

Letje put her hand to the mess of knots, feeling each lump and bump, tracing the lines of the gashes that recorded the history of her friendship with the giant eagle in blood. Letje always healed rapidly so most of the scars were pale, only the freshest, from only a day ago, were still livid pink and even they were already fading. The number of cuts and puncture wounds now numbered in the thousands, most built on top of the other, making even her fast-healing body struggle to cope. With scar tissue repeatedly opened as Bird landed or took flight they were now hard, tough like his talons, better than any leather shoulder sheath and less bothersome.

Feeling in the shoulder was now almost non-existent. Bird’s repeated puncturing of the skin and the old healed scars meant most nerves were now long dead. Just like Varik, Letje made no attempt to heal them through physical manipulation of her own body — it was a mark of pride and trust in a creature that was the most powerful bird on the planet. It could kill her in a second if it so wished, and Bird and his white-striped mate had done just that to his old ex-friend when Varik had interfered with his life — resulting in the death of one of their chicks.

Letje finished soaping the shoulder; it was important to keep it spotlessly clean. She rinsed off the rest of her body and couldn’t help but wonder again at the miracle that was the Room she found herself in quite often these days.

The Room For Big Showers was indulgently luxurious just to get clean, yet it was one of the emptiest Rooms she had encountered. She always took her own towel inside, and the only other things were her small number of cleaning products that were stored in an oblong pillar that was made out of the same impossibly invisible material. She had to leave the door ajar on it or she spent most of her time trying to find it.

There were no temperature adjustments, no dials or knobs to change water pressure or even a shower head. You stepped in, leaving your clothes by the door on the hooks — again, invisible unless you knew where they were — and then when you were ready you simply clapped once and the shower began. More like it rained really, always at the perfect temperature. Thousands of tiny holes in the twenty meter high ceiling sent down perfectly temperature controlled droplets directly onto your body. It didn’t matter where you were, the Room sensed the temperature of a human being and only sent the water directly at the person so there was no wastage, yet there was a decadent luxury in being able to wander around a twenty meter Room and continue with your shower.

Letje still found it strange to be able to look out and see the perfect grass and the bizarre architecture, knowing that nobody could see inside, not that there ever really were any peeping toms anyway.

Lost in thought Letje spent close to an hour soaping herself then rinsing repeatedly. The trip had been so soul-crushingly depressing that it was the only way to wash away some of the feelings that had been boiling up inside her since she first got the eerie feeling that the rest of the world had somehow gotten up and disappeared into The Void.

There had to be an answer, there just had to be.

Clap, clap.

The dryers blew warm air across her body and Letje smiled as her hair blew wildly while the strong jets did their job. When they stopped she padded across the perfectly dry and impossibly always clean floor and got dressed.

Time to figure this out. Where had everybody gone?


STRANGE ENCOUNTERS


FASOLT HAD SPENT a considerable amount of time exploring The Commorancy, and the more he saw the more he realized just how much most people underestimated Marcus — him too. The impossibly complex systems in place to keep such a home running, let alone the construction and the planning that must have gone into it in the first place, were nothing less than superhuman.

It wasn’t just that the buildings were impressive, or the technology — all of that had been on the cutting edge when he and Marcus were young men, it was the way it was all organized together, to make the place seem so magical. Marcus must have had the ability to search out much of the information used in the technological parts of The Commorancy via The Noise. There was no way one man could have known so much; he must have simply been able to discover where to go looking for the knowledge.

It also became more than apparent that Marcus had pilfered on a grand scale. From whole buildings to advanced computer systems, cutting edge design elements and a lot of very advanced, and dangerous weaponry made up only a small part of the whole. Sourcing, moving, implementing and designing such a home would have been the life’s work of countless individuals back before The Lethargy, so how Marcus had managed to construct it by using only controlled Lethargic was beyond him.

Day after day then year after year, Fasolt wandered the corridors, Rooms, and outdoor spaces of The Commorancy and each day he found something that surprised him. It may have been the way electrical equipment and atom-thin circuitry weaved their way through almost the entire series of structures or the downright seemingly impossible Rooms where things appeared to work as if by magic. It all confounded Fasolt until he simply assumed that the world he had left behind must have been a lot more progressive than he had thought.

That, or Marcus had become incredibly intelligent and had designed a lot of the systems himself, but Fasolt just couldn’t see how one man’s knowledge could have been so extensive.

Exploring The Commorancy was a revelation really, and the fact that it had taken years and he hadn’t even finished meant that Marcus really had been a true genius. Nowhere had he been able to find out how long the building had taken, but hints of additions and changes to work did lead him to believe that it was constructed mostly in the first decade after The Lethargy, then continuing sporadically for a few more decades. Marcus’ son had certainly said that his father was always busy with building or some form of Commorancy construction right up to when he had left. Fasolt assumed a lot of that work involved getting the more advanced technology as well as the defenses running properly.

Some of it was never finished, especially the biological weapons that were so deadly to those that would try to attack The Commorancy from on the ground. Fasolt had learned an incredible amount by studying the work contained in a few very carefully entered buildings — what Marcus had done to certain insect and plant species would have earned him both praise and maybe a lifelong prison sentence back in pre-Lethargy days.

Now Fasolt too had a lot of the knowledge that Marcus once had, and there was no doubt that Letje, even Arcene, had taken the time to understand a lot of what had been accumulated. It was simply that none of them had chosen to share all their findings with the others. Which was probably a good thing really, days were busy enough without continually talking about Commorancy issues and the past of Marcus Wolfe, ex-oligarch, now dead and in a box.

That was the one thing that really did perplex Fasolt the most, keeping him from his slumber on countless nights. Why had Marcus done it all? It seemed over the top in every way and there was little rhyme or reason to a lot of what had been done as far as he could tell. Yet he knew there was an overall logic to it, a hidden flow that connected the countless parts to the whole. He understood it was part repository for mankind’s achievements, as well as a place to store seed, even eggs and semen of countless animals that may or may not be extinct now but could be at some point in time. A lot had been taken from vaults throughout the country, and other countries, brought to The Commorancy so there was somebody to look over it, ensure it stayed viable for thousands of years. How this had been achieved he had no idea.

No, what bothered him the most was the talk of two of him.

If this were so then where was the other one?

Hiding in The Commorancy? Watching them all? He certainly hoped not.

Fasolt still had flashbacks to the man he had once been, the terrible Contamination he himself had unleashed on what was now his home, and he couldn’t believe how cold and uncaring a person he had been. He had sat in the bowels of a ship out on the sea and controlled the minds of ten thousand Lethargic. He shuddered at the thought. So many deaths were on his head, and he was a large part of why Marcus eventually did what he had done. Yet he had been forgiven so readily, even Letje and Arcene forgave him, understanding he was not that man any longer.

He wished he had been able to stop his own son from dealing the death blow, but it was not to be — another death that was his fault and his alone.

Yet on he went, day after day, year after year. Learning new things, enjoying being alive, reveling in finally having friends. He couldn’t help smiling at that. A man of his age and his only friends in the world were Arcene and Letje. Although come to think of it Letje was one of the most powerful people alive, so maybe he wasn’t doing so bad.

Fasolt stayed away from doing anything extravagant, but the truth was that he was incredibly powerful — with hundreds of years of learning how to master The Noise to his name he was a force to be reckoned with if anybody dared try to interfere with his life or that of his friends. To all intents and purposes it was Fasolt that was now the most powerful man alive and he wondered if somehow it hadn’t been a part of Marcus’ machinations all along to have him be the new guardian for Letje. He often had a nagging suspicion he had been manipulated in some way, saved when he hit the sea as if it was a part of Marcus’ plan all along.

Had he been part of a long term game-plan without even knowing it?

He suspected this had been exactly what had happened, but how far back Marcus’ manipulations reached he had no idea. Could it have been years?

Anything was possible.

~~~

One day Fasolt was sat on a lichen covered rock overlooking the sea that surrounded his new home, just enjoying the warm sun, the clear blue day and the fresh salt-tinged air. He was lost in a dream-haze of purely being. He wasn’t thinking or not thinking, wasn’t doing or not doing, he was just in The Now. Not happy or sad, not thinking ahead or to the past, totally in the present, letting it envelop him in its continual Now.

His hair hung over the sides of the rock, trailing to the ground as if wishing to commune with the scrub. He was mostly naked as always, and as clean as a freshly bathed baby. He was as pure as one too, empty, just being, almost at one with The Void, just removed enough so that he could come back to himself in an instant rather than be lost forever.

Look after them Fasolt.

Then it was gone.

It was but a single sentence but as Fasolt focused and opened his eyes after listening to it he realized that the early afternoon had turned to dusk — he had been listening for the better part of an afternoon.

The slow and ponderous voice from the deep was almost too alien for communication to filter through effectively, but there was no doubt that it was Marcus, or what had once been Marcus that had spoken to him from the watery depths.

Fasolt smiled, and answered. I will, don’t you worry. Happy dreaming.

Fasolt walked back to The Commorancy, now more sure than ever that Marcus really was a powerful man.


GRAB A CHAIR


“ANYTHING?” ASKED LETJE, pulling up a chair and sitting next to Arcene.

“Nope, nothing. It’s getting seriously creepy now, like everyone has just vanished. Whoosh.”

Letje leaned forward and peered at the screens, there were too many to count so she didn’t even bother, but these were their eyes to the outside world.

Neither of them had paid much attention to The Room For Seeing What Was Happening 2, it was there just to keep tabs on those that agreed to stay in touch after they left The Commorancy or for any of those applying for a Room, if surveillance equipment could be easily arranged. There were also strategically placed cameras all over the country in the old cities to keep watch over the comings and goings of the scattered remnants of civilization, not that they often had anything to report.

Now all there appeared to be was an absence of human activity. It was as if the United Kingdom had simply been wiped clean of people, a fresh slate for the plants and animals.

“You don’t think Varik, well, The Eventuals anyway, have finally got rid of everyone do you? What if it’s just us now?” Arcene looked to Letje for answers, knowing that she didn’t have any.

“It can’t be. Surely we would have heard something, this is different, like people were never even here. This is seriously beginning to spook me out.”

“Have you found anything yet?” asked Fasolt, as he walked into the Room and peered over their shoulders at the screens.

Arcene spoke without turning. “Nope, everyone’s been eaten by ghosts.”

“This is not good, not good at all,” mused Fasolt, leaning closer, hair dropping over Arcene.

“Hey, watch it mister,” warned Arcene. She turned to look at him. “What have you been doing?” she asked suspiciously. “You look like you’ve seen something cool.”

Fasolt was smiling, he thought only inwardly, but apparently not. “Oh, nothing, let’s just say I’ve been having a nice day staring out to sea.”

“Hmm,” said Arcene, turning back to the screens, flipping switches, rotating cameras via a small cream colored ball sunk half into the desk in front of her.

“Look, we need to do something. Where is everyone? How are we going to find out what’s going on?” Letje wished she had spent more time searching for clues when she had gone to find Umeko, Kirstie and Stanley, but the shock of them having vanished sent her scurrying back home as fast as she could, convincing herself they must have died somehow, somewhere.

“We are going to have to go and look for them, that’s the only way to find out what’s happening. People can’t just disappear, they can’t vanish.” Fasolt was getting increasingly nervous, things were happening that he had no knowledge of, no hint of in The Noise, and that wasn’t right, not for a man like him.

“What about The Eventuals?” asked Letje, “You think it could be them?”

“After all this time? I don’t think so. Varik’s church collapsed in on itself right after he died,” said Fasolt, unable to stop a lump in his throat. “We haven’t heard a thing from them in years; they were ruined without their leader. They just went their own ways mostly, apart from a few zealots, and, well, you know what happened to them.”

“Yeah,” said Arcene, “You got all deathy on them and sent them to The Void, didn’t you?”

“Don’t say it like I’m a monster, we agreed, it was for the best. They would have killed people, innocent people.”

“I know, just sayin’ is all. Anyway, look, here’s The Sacellum, not much going on there, is there? Well, nothing at all actually. Not sure when I last checked, but there used to be a few Inked hanging around not knowing what to do, now there’s nothing.”

Arcene was right, since the death of Varik the church had fallen dramatically, with only the most die-hard clinging to their beliefs in the face of obvious defeat. Some had remained at The Sacellum, or made their way there hoping for sanctuary, but it was a desolate place. Without Varik running the religion it fell away to nothing quickly. He didn’t become a martyr, a legend that his followers looked up to. No, with so many witnessing his defeat and death, and the way Letje Awoke and became the new favorite of Bird, his powers vanished with his life. All that was left was sullen regret or disappointment in a man they had believed to be all-powerful. Proved wrong, the faith was in ruins.

After five years there were few left that followed the religion — most apathetically returned to depressing lives unsure what to do with themselves and waiting for The End to come, or brooding over their defeat, never summoning up the necessary strength to rebuild the church and make it the force it once was.

Arcene made some adjustments to the myriad knobs and buttons, sliders and roller-balls in front of her until a bank of screens flickered then showed views of The Sacellum from numerous vantage points. Most were quite distant, but a few discreet spy cameras had been placed fairly close to Varik’s old lair and center of his church.

“It’s empty, unless everyone is holed up inside and hiding.” Letje watched, hoping to find signs of life, even if it would be Eventuals. Nobody entered, nobody left, there was no movement but the rippling of the grass and the swaying of branches. All was silent.

Fasolt pushed upright, gathering his hair in. “There should be at least a few people wandering around there, even now. It was a powerful religion, some still cling to it, such forces don’t disappear entirely in only five years. There should be people. We need to go there, it’s somewhere to start, where the largest grouping of people would have been apart from The Commorancy.”

“Let’s not be hasty, look at the place,” said Arcene, “it’s creepy.”

“It’s meant to be,” said Letje. “Power through architecture, making people feel inferior to a higher power, that’s the point of it.”

“Well, I don’t like it.”

“Me either,” said Fasolt, still amazed after all these years. Amazed his son had built such a place, been the leader of a religion that he manufactured and convinced so many desperate people was the true path for humanity — extinction, utter extinction of a whole race.


ONE STEP BACKWARD


LETJE WAS USED to the silence of The Commorancy but being in The Sacellum made her appreciate quite how much background noise there actually was, apart from when she was in the anechoic hole, of course.

As they wandered the halls of Varik’s old home, what he had named The Sacellum once the daunting church was built and opened for his flock, the silence was so intense Letje wanted to scream just to break the wall of absolute quiet.

At least Bird was with her, but he seemed to distrust the empty spaces as much as Letje, Fasolt and Arcene did. Her father, strapped over her shoulder in his duffel, was also unusually silent. It appeared everybody was feeling the pull into The Void that seemed to permeate everything that once was home to the creator of the fastest growing religion humanity had ever seen.

All that was left was dust.

And silence.

Varik's home was certainly impressive, but nothing on the scale of The Commorancy, and Fasolt, having spent centuries holed up underground within its walls, knew its secrets. Not that he needed to implement much of what he knew as most of the building was open — only select Rooms were securely locked, and he opened them easily, having watched through The Noise as much of his son’s home was built or re-purposed for his own dark needs.

They wandered from room to room, greeted only by the gentle swirling of dust or the obvious result of ransacking from those brave enough to venture inside what they once thought of as a holy space. Most of The Sacellum was untouched by looters though, Varik’s legacy ensuring that even though he had finally lost his god-like status The Eventuals were still too superstitious to commit such blasphemy.

There was a lot to explore. The morning had seem them only just touching the three hundred and sixty five rooms that comprised The Sacellum. Fasolt kept quiet about his own personal cave where he had been incarcerated for more years than he cared to remember.

Letje turned full-circle as fast footsteps clattered away into the darkness — it was obviously Arcene. When she tried to be all sneaky she made more noise than George would have wearing wooden shoes.

“Arcene! Where do you think you’re going? You come back here. Arcene!”

“Just going to have a look at The Inside Out Room, it sounds cool.” Her voice trailed off as she rounded a corner and made full speed for the Room Fasolt had described. She wanted to see the tree and she wanted to see The Sacellum from the rooftops, plus where Bird used to live. Bird seemed to pick up on this and took flight after her, his huge wings almost touching the walls of the expansive corridor.

Letje and Fasolt looked at each other and shrugged, like they had a choice other than to follow.

~~~

“You should know better than to run off by now, it could be dangerous here,” scolded Letje. “Oh, wow.” Letje stared up into the branches of the huge silver tree, its slender trunk reaching impossibly high, the curved walls of Varik’s exercise room making it seem even taller than it was — no mean feat for such a huge, obviously Noise-manipulated specimen.

“Where is she Fasolt? Can you see her?” Letje stared into the branches, searched in the dark alcoves running up the steep space, but it was hard to see anything in the gloomy interior. Bird flapped noisily up high, a loud screeee giving Arcene away.

“Up here, you should see it, it’s really cool. C’mon.” Arcene peeked out from behind a thick branch, seemingly oblivious to the height.

Letje stared at her half hidden face, suddenly understanding something. “You’ve been in The Dangerous Room, haven’t you? I thought you said you’d wait until you were older.” It was no place for a child.

“You use it,” came the defensive reply. “Don’t see why I can’t. I’ve got The Flow too now, and anyway, I only used it a little bit.”

That girl, she’s going to get us all killed one of these days.

Fasolt shrugged. He was used to Arcene’s antics and wasn’t surprised in the least.

“You coming?” Letje asked Fasolt.

“I think I’ll wait here. I know you want to go up anyway.” He smiled as Letje eagerly began to climb the ancient tree.

“Oh wow, nice view.”

Letje settled onto the branch with Bird and Arcene, a tiny image implanted in her mind from Bird showing her where he had once lived, where there were still bad memories of when he lost his chick. Bird had been busy since, Letje didn’t even want to think of the state of the roofs dotted around The Commorancy with the ever-expanding number of eagles that were all related to Bird.

“It’s no Commorancy but The Sacellum is pretty impressive, right?”

“It is,” agreed Letje, staring out at the convoluted rooftops.

While Arcene continued to chatter away aimlessly Letje felt a connection to the tree itself growing. It wasn’t doing so well. Varik had spent a lot of time with it, exercising and playing in its branches on a regular basis, giving it an impossible amount of energy via The Noise, allowing it to grow into something it otherwise could never have achieved. Now it was floundering, already its once silver bark, almost the color of Arcene’s hair, was getting dark patches and its leaves were mottled with the beginnings of disease. It couldn’t maintain its forced growth-rate without help, and it would surely die in a few years.

Letje reached out, watched almost as if a passenger to her own abilities, as life-enhancing energy passed through her from The Noise into the tree. She was sure she could hear it sighing gratefully as it sparkled with life once more. Letje focused in on control of her power and sent it though the whole tree, from the tiniest of roots to the highest of branches, imbibing it with a slow release that would allow the ancient tree to flourish for years to come without more intervention.

It opened to her, showing her its gratitude, the knowledge it had, the way it had grown as Varik spent more and more time within its branches. It was an unusual thing — to watch the development of Varik along with the flourishing of the tree, but the sense of finally coming this close to what it felt like to live a long life and watch events unfold around you was certainly more than worth it.

With a slowing, then a cessation of power flowing into the tree, she said her goodbyes and came back to her reality.

“Oi. You aren’t listening to me, are you?”

“Sorry. What did you say?”

“I said let’s go into the church, that’s where anyone will be if they’re still alive, right?”

“There’s nobody here, I can feel it. But yes, let’s go take a look.”

Arcene began her descent, a crazed half-controlled fall comprised of swinging carelessly from branches and seemingly without any concept of the fact that some people were afraid of heights. “Be careful,” shouted Letje, aghast at the way Arcene made her way down.

Arcene landed on the ground and smiled up into the branches. “What? C’mon lazybones, you’re so slow.”

~~~

“Does it feel strange Fasolt?” asked Letje. “Being here, now Varik’s gone?”

Fasolt took his time answering, searching within himself for the right words to convey how he really felt. “This is something I have struggled with Letje. Not being here, but how to feel about the fact that my son is dead. There was a time when I don’t think I would have given it a second thought — I was a bad man. But now?” Fasolt scratched his head through his thick hair, wondering if it was something Letje was really interested in.

“I am Fasolt, I want to know, and you haven’t really talked about it much.”

“I don’t suppose I have, no. Well, there’s the connection you see? Now I am what I feel is a real human being I think about these things, and the truth is that he was my son, and I guess that I really did love him. I just didn’t know it for such a long time. Do you stop loving someone because they do bad things? Especially if what they did is partly because of the way you treated them? It makes it hard. After all, bad people shouldn’t just be allowed to carry on without them being stopped, but should you stop loving them? Can you? It’s not as easy as that, although I have certainly tried.

“Some of it is guilt, but the family bond is not to be ignored. Parents love their children, often no matter what they do, or have done. I don’t know where you draw the line as to forgiveness, and I’m not even sure I forgive Varik, just as I don’t know that I am truly forgiven by you for what I have done. But there is acceptance, and maybe that is something, at least. Life is so complicated, and it’s easy to see why some people just want it over with, but I can’t forgive him truly for how he acted, what he did, what he wanted to do. It’s best that he is dead, but I wish things could have been different. I guess that’s the best I can do really.” Fasolt looked into Letje’s eyes, for the first time truly trying to understand how she felt about him; something he guessed he just hadn’t really wanted to know all these years, afraid of what he would see. After all, her and Arcene were his whole life now — his family.

“I forgive you Fasolt, I really do. You’re family, and as you say, family can still love, and yes, forgive, even if bad things have been done. You aren’t who you were. We’re a team.”

“I love you too Fasolt,” came Arcene’s voice from behind a pillar as she peeked her head out.

“Hey! I thought you were off exploring? It’s rude to eavesdrop you know?”

“I didn’t want to interrupt,” said Arcene, pouting at the unjust accusation.

Fasolt smiled, amazed at the undeserved affection and the chance to have a new life that the two young ones offered up so freely. “Thank you, I don’t deserve it, but thank you. Come, let’s finish our search and leave this place, leave it to its ghosts and its terrible memories.”

~~~

They wandered the vaulted spaces of The Sacellum, the architecture overpowering them with its carefully designed spaces. Everything was constructed to make you feel insignificant, that who you were was nothing but a pointless stain on the planet. It was hard not to be sucked down into surrender and a fog of imposition — that you had no right to be alive when there were things so much more important.

The whole space was made to make acceptance of Varik’s religion easier. Indoctrination went smoothly under such a pressure of belittling.

A weight hung over them as they wandered the main church, peeked behind doors and walked the corridors. It was as if their thoughts grew heavy and confused, unable to think clearly under the vaulted spaces. How easy it would be to allow it all to overwhelm you, to accept that if a building was more important than your own life then what right did you have to do anything but further the end that should have come with The Lethargy?

“Let’s get out of here, I feel like I’m drowning in misery here.” Fasolt hated it, hated it more than he had hated anything in his life. What had his son done? Such a terrible place, sucking the life out of people that could have been anything, done anything, if given hope rather than been taught all there was left was a depressing end to a race that did nothing but despoil their surroundings.

Arcene and Letje walked beside him in silence, and it wasn’t until they were outside breathing the fresh air again that anybody had the inclination to speak.

“Let’s never come back here again,” said Arcene. “What a horrid place this is.”

“Agreed,” said Fasolt, a tear falling for his son and the things he had done to the minds of others.

“I’ll come back, maybe in five years, to help the tree. But I’m never, ever, going in that abomination of a church again. Ugh.” Letje thought about the poor creatures that had been indoctrinated in The Sacellum, wondering what chance they had when even without people it made you want to just give up, lie down and offer yourself to The Void.


THE WAY OF THE BLADE


“HOLD ON, HOLD on. HOLD ON!”

Wuppa wuppa wuppa wuppa wu—

“Letje, you are not supposed to turn off the helicopter until we have actually landed,” offered up Fasolt helpfully.

“Oh, really? Thank you ever so much for those words of wisdom Fasolt. Maybe next time you’d like to fly the stupid thing?” Fasolt wilted under Letje’s glare, zipping his mouth shut, trying not to laugh as Arcene smirked from her cramped position behind him.

Letje was sweating slightly, her internal control shot to pieces under the stress of flying the helicopter. She had forgone her ability to stop such an obvious stress reaction to focus on flying what she was now convinced was the design of the devil. “And I thought the hot air balloon was bad,” she muttered under her breath, flicking switches, still rather amazed she had managed to land the contraption upright, even if it had been a rather bumpy landing.

~~~

“Well, that was a waste of time,” said Arcene, piling food onto her plate.

“I wouldn’t say that but it sure is good to be home, eh Fasolt?”

“Yes, this is home isn’t it? Now more than ever I am grateful for that, and for you two young ladies too.”

“Hey Fasolt, we’re a family, you’re like my mum and dad. Sort of,” said Arcene hurriedly, as she got dirty looks from Letje and Fasolt. “C’mon, you know what I mean. You’re the grown-ups, and I’m, well, getting there. Yum, any more of this?”

“No, that’s the last of it Arcene, and we wouldn’t have minded eating some too,” scolded Letje.

“See, just like real parents,” smirked Arcene, stuffing the last of the beef into her mouth before it was too late.

“Um, hello?” came a voice from the kitchen door.

Fasolt had to stop himself from attempting to shut the person down instantly, but he was across the black flagstone floor in a flash, knife pulled from his satchel and at the man’s throat faster than was possible for those merely Whole.

“Whoa, whoa, take it easy. Nobody came, I waited, so I walked and ended up here. And, um, can you take that away from my throat? You’re liable to do yourself an injury.” Gammadims spoke with confidence, like he knew he could turn the tables on Fasolt if he had to.

“Letje?” asked Fasolt.

“It’s Gammadims, Fasolt. My first Orientation. Let him go please. Sorry Gamm, you surprised us is all.”

“Hey Gamm, how you doin’?” said Arcene, jumping up and running over to the big man.

“Um, oh. It’s Arcene? Gosh, you’ve grown. Er, I’m fine, just a little confused. Nobody was there to meet me. How long’s it been?”

“Yes Arcene, how long has it been? Didn’t a certain somebody who was in charge of monitoring guests and telling me when they were due out say that Gamm may well be in his Room for fifty years?”

“Fifty years? I need a sit down, it didn’t feel that long.” Gamm ignored Fasolt and took a seat at the table. “I’m starving.” He eyed the remains of the meal greedily.

“Help yourself,” said Arcene. “Man after my own heart.”

“Arcene? Stop avoiding the question?”

“Oh, um, er, yeah right. I um, maybe got it a little wrong.” Arcene squirmed uncomfortably, looking around for a way to escape. “Hey, so, how about that helicopter ride? Letje was rubbish wasn’t she.”

Silence.

Gamm cleared his throat to break the uncomfortable situation.

The silence continued.

“Alright, alright, I’m sorry okay. I may have got my numbers a little wrong, it was a long time ago you know? I wasn’t as good at reading all the data back then. It won’t happen again, promise.”

Letje gave Arcene the evil eye then turned to Gamm. “I’m so sorry about this, it’s been a little over four years Gamm, which is quite a short stay for a lot of people. But if you got to the end of your Room then it was time for you to come out. Heck, the fact that you got out means it must have been time. Otherwise you’d be a dead heap on the floor and still inside. Sorry about this, I would have come to greet you personally.” Arcene got an extra hard stare for making Letje feel like a bad host.

“Honestly, that’s okay. I can’t thank you enough, for the Room, for allowing me to stay. For Awakening. How did you know? How to do the Room I mean, what I wanted, well, what I needed anyway? It was incredible.”

“Haha, all part of the service. There’s a lot to it actually, but they’re Commorancy secrets I’m afraid. Oh, help yourself to something to eat, if Arcene left anything that is. Arcene, where are your manners? Get Gamm something to eat please.”

“Don’t see why I have to be the one to do it, I’m not a slave you kn—” Arcene was cut short by yet another look from Letje. “Fine, no need to get all starey.”

“You must have gained some pretty impressive skills Gamm, to have made it from your Room to here. Most people would be very dead by now if they’d tried.” Arcene put a plate in front of him: fresh bread, homemade cheese and pickles that Arcene was proud of making, and every one else ate under sufferance so as not to hurt her feelings.

“Yes, I saw some very dangerous things as I made my way here, it was… Ugh, excuse me.” Gamm descended into a prolonged coughing fit as he tried to deal with the vinegar heavy pickle he had just swallowed. Letje pushed a glass of water his way which he finally managed to drink. “That’s a… a very interesting pickle.”

“It’s good isn’t it? I made it myself. I’m going to make some more soon.” Arcene brimmed with pride at her obviously excellent culinary skills.

“Oh, goodie,” said Letje.

“Can’t wait,” said a grumpy Fasolt, who came and sat at the table now it was obvious Gamm was not an intruder or threat to his happy home.

“You went in a helicopter?” asked Gamm, once he stopped exhaling vinegar vapors. “Didn’t know such things still existed.”

“Oh yes, well, we have one anyway. It was awful though, Letje can’t land to save her life. And it was all pointless anyway, everyone’s gone, really gone.”

“Arcene!” Letje couldn’t believe her, but it was too late now.

“What do you mean, gone?” asked Gamm, his euphoria after the stay in his Room replaced by a terrible sense that the good times were over.

“Oops, sorry.”

“I think I better get you something stronger to drink, it’s vino o’clock anyway, let’s go to The Evening Drinking Room.”

“Letje, it’s not five o’clock yet.”

“Well, it is somewhere. New Rule.”

~~~

Letje felt the warmth of her second drink and it was needed. The day had been long, depressing, and also a little bit deflating as her first guest had not been given the full Commorancy treatment. There were standards to maintain, strict ones, and now they just looked like a bunch of amateurs.

After explaining the situation to Gamm, the four of them and Constantine had settled into a pensive silence, each lost in their own thoughts of how best to approach the situation.

“I don’t know what I can do to help, but first I need to go home. To check on things, see if anything has happened, maybe report back to you? If that’s alright?”

“Of course, of course it is, just be careful. What of, I’m not sure, but something has obviously gone very wrong somehow. We just don’t know what.”

“You’re all Awoken though, aren’t you? And you didn’t find anything to follow up on?”

“I’m not, not yet,” said Arcene, who had been pestering Letje for years now to show her how to. Letje had told her she should wait, enjoy her youth before she concerned herself with such things and that she was lucky anyway as hardly anyone was even Whole.

Fasolt explained. “I am very old Gamm, I see into the minds of men, can control them as easily as I brush my teeth. I see pasts, presents and countless futures, just like Letje now can, and there is nothing. Not a tiny hint in The Noise, not a wisp of the people that are now gone, there is only emptiness. No people, none that I can find anyway. There are the guests of The Commorancy, that is all.”

“That’s impossible. People don’t just die and disappear like that, over what, a few years at most?”

“Less, there were people not long ago at all. But we hadn’t been keeping track of all the Whole, so it could have been going on for a number of years. Applications certainly slowed down for Rooms that’s for sure.”

“So it’s a mystery? We need a detective.”

“I know what that is, Sherlock Holmes right?”

“Yes Arcene, Sherlock Holmes,” said Fasolt, impressed as he knew Letje or Gamm had no idea who it was.

“Sherlock who?” asked Letje.

“A character in a book Letje, he was a great detective, and he did drugs too, did you know that?” Arcene smirked at her oneupmanship.

“No, I didn’t. But don’t you go getting any funny ideas.”

Gamm left the next day, promising to get in touch once he got home and saw for himself what was happening. Letje had the distinct impression he was relieved to escape the madness. She couldn’t really blame him.


WHERE'D IT GO?


“HEY, HAVE YOU been moving my stuff again Arcene?” Letje was sure she had put down her scarf right on the desk, but she couldn’t find it anywhere.

“What? I don’t move your stuff. Why would I do that?”

“Because you are a terrible child and very naughty, that’s why,” said Letje, only half joking.

Arcene pouted and swore that she hadn’t moved Letje’s things on her desk. She had enough to be doing without playing childish games. Arcene poked her tongue out at Letje and said, “I was just coming to see if you fancied a game of table tennis, I’m getting quite good at it now. Be nice to have a break from work,” she hinted.

“Yeah, sorry. That does sound good.” Letje got up from her chair, back making creaking noises it ought not to for one still so young. A break from work was just what she needed. She followed Arcene out of the Room saying, “It’s weird, stuff keeps moving, or I keep losing things, not sure. You definitely aren’t up to anything are you? You can tell me, I won’t be cross.”

Arcene stopped and turned, arms folded across her chest. “Letje, in case you haven’t noticed I am a lot more grown up now, I don’t do such silly things any more.”

“Okay, sorry. Come on, let’s play. I’m gonna beat you though.”

“Wanna bet?”

As they left the Room there was a shifting of shadows and a glint of a knowing eye as a thief moved as silently as it could across the floor then crept out after them. Watching them make their way around the corner it headed off in the direction of its home, deep in the depths of a part of The Commorancy its current owners didn’t even know existed.

It took with it the scarf from the desk; it would come in useful.


DREAMS TURN TO ASH


LETJE LAY ON a mountain of bones and ash, naked, covered in the dust of human beings dead and cremated. Some had gone to The Void hundreds of years ago, others were much more recent additions to The Room For Ashes — those that still dared to try to enter The Commorancy with hatred in the heart and death their goal.

Letje slept, exhausted, uncaring that she was lying on the most uncomfortable bed, sleeping the sleep of the dead. Penetrating her dreams, warping her clarity in The Noise, the ghosts of those she lay upon reached out impossibly from The Void, many already reborn into the past, the future, countless variations on the timeline currently running for Letje as she slept.

She was the gray woman.

She was death.

She was the most powerful person alive, and was but twenty two years old with centuries if not millennia ahead of her — if she didn’t go mad in the process of being the gatekeeper between life or extinction for the now minuscule number of creatures left alive that could call themselves people.

Letje’s mind, already completely re-wired since her Awakening five years ago, ran fast now. Millions of new neural pathways had been created, linking in ways only those like her could ever know. Nobody had told of the occasional crash from living such a life, although Marcus, and Fasolt, not to mention his son, should have been warning enough of what happens to those that Awaken — none of them were what you could call normal people. Far from it.

It meant that Letje needed downtime, and there was nothing to do to stop it. It explained why Marcus would suddenly just go from being full of energy to excusing himself and falling asleep, snoring loudly a few seconds later. She was getting hints of what was to come if she lived an extended life. The more she used Awoken abilities then the more her body reacted, taking defensive measures she was mostly unable to stop; reconfiguring to accommodate new skills, new knowledge, the overload of information that permeated everything and gave up its secrets to her often whether she wanted them or not. This was the curse and the reward for being at the vanguard of human evolution — it came with its own price that had to be paid, often in tears, sometimes in blood.

So Letje slept, dreaming the dreams of The Awoken.

They were endlessly disturbing. Reality was fleeing, she was already finding parts of her life lost in a maze of pasts, presents, countless futures, glimpses into what could be, making it hard to live in The Now, sometimes knowing what came next before it happened. Who wanted to live like that? It was boring; life should be a surprise. She was finding out that control was needed as her Awoken state didn’t mean everything came easily, there were struggles to cope with what it was she saw, what she knew, and the energy burned meant that she needed to rest sometimes very suddenly.

She was the dreaming woman.

She was lost.

Letje dreamed of people, countless people, happy people. But not really happy, not deep down in their core where emotions welled up and reflected external stimuli. Letje dreamed of happy people that were made to be happy. There was a presence, not malignant, not necessarily evil, just wrong.

Wrong, wrong, wrong.

There was madness permeating the air, infecting everything, destroying realities and warping futures until they could be anything at all, not necessarily what they ought to be. Consequences of actions no longer linear, one thing no longer led to another, flowed as it should.

Letje awoke with a start, her side hurting until she shifted and moved the femur, the head of which was jabbing into her side as if looking for comfort from the only warm body in the Room.

Sliding down the clattering pile Letje felt refreshed, her Awoken body recalibrated to take into account ever changing functions both mental and physical. She wondered how long such a metamorphosis could last, and if she could stand to live like this for much longer. Could it take hundreds of years of such changes before she reached her ultimate potential? If so, she knew she would be mad long before then. How did Marcus cope?

She needed to spend some time with The Book, this was no way to live, not being in control. What was the point of being Awoken if it affected you in such ways?

And the people, the dream?

There was more to it than her subconscious filtering data and allowing her to continue her warped life — somebody was out there, skewing reality, making the future impossible to know. Infinite timelines were being let loose and there was no saying what would happen.

Everything was possible, even the end of all things.

~~~

“Madness,” read Letje, scowling at the thick tome in front of her, weightier than many others but dedicated not to running The Commorancy or detailing The States Of Awakening, but focusing solely on Marcus’ inner battle with demons that would drag him kicking and screaming into otherworldly insanity and never let him surface again.

Letje stayed isolated for a week while she read it from cover to cover, refusing to be interrupted, taking food and drink gratefully when it was brought to her, but staying put, reading until her eyes grew heavy and slumber gave her a welcome respite from her ever more depressing — yet illuminating — studies of how Marcus coped with the true effects of becoming more powerful than any other person had ever been, until now.

“Well, how was it?” asked Fasolt, as Letje walked into the kitchen looking like she needed to sleep for a hundred years.

“Not sure. Fasolt, how do you deal with it? The changes?”

“From being Awoken?”

“Yes. What do you do to stop just sort of switching off to let your body get used to it? How do you deal with the things you can do and see? How did you stop the madness?”

Fasolt sighed, he knew Letje wasn’t going to like the answer. “Letje, I was a bad man, bad before I Awoke, very bad once I did. I spent I don’t know how many years never washing, never leaving a cave deep beneath The Sacellum, constant depravity going on above me. I spent most of my time in The Noise, exploring it, manipulating the minds of others: animal and human. I played in the chaos and let it consume me. I killed and hurt and humiliated and teased just for fun. Then I died, and came back reborn. And now here I am. Do I look like the right person to ask about madness? Actually look at me. Properly.”

Letje looked at the man sat in front of her. A big boned but very thin man with huge hands and a face lined with effects of age. A naked man apart from a small loincloth and an ever-present battered leather satchel. A man with thick coils of dreadlocks that wandered away on the floor under the table and dangled over the back of his chair. Pure madness.

“I never thought of you as mad.”

“Well, who’s to say? I don’t feel mad. I feel like I was mad, back when I was the old me, but then, at the time it all felt perfectly normal. I feel normal now, but when I take a step back? Think about what normal used to mean? Back before The Lethargy? It certainly wasn’t a man walking around naked in the presence of two young women. It wasn’t living in this crazy place and it wasn’t entering the minds of people and controlling them, seeing the screams of the grass and the cheers of the grasshopper, the sensation of a caterpillar ripping itself to pieces to live as a butterfly for a day and dream of being as free as the wind.

“So, the answer? Either let the true Awakening do as it will with your body and mind, or take the offer while you still have it and become just a young woman, Whole, nothing more nothing less, and live a normal life. Grow old like everyone else and take your place in The Void when your time comes, rather than be the outlier that defies time and warps it for your own end. I believe those are the only choices really.”

“Well, that makes me feel a whole lot better!” Letje poured a cup of coffee and sat down heavily. “Wish I’d spoken to you first. You summed up what took me a week to read in a few minutes.” Letje rubbed at her red eyes, the dark skin underneath feeling thin and as if it would melt from her face.

“Haha, I know you too well Letje Sandoe, you would have still read Marcus’ book anyway.”

“True, I guess you’re right. Well, suppose I’ll just go with it then, see what happens, try to hold onto who I am, what I am.”

“A wise move if you don’t mind me saying so. Who knows what the future will hold? The main thing is to be aware and act accordingly. This part won’t last, you are probably close to being all that you will be. Then you settle into your own new self and it will get easier. But don’t forget the joy, the gift you have and the fact you should be grateful for being allowed to see the world we live in with such clarity. It is a blessing indeed.”

Fasolt turned when there was no reply.

Letje was fast asleep in her chair, the coffee not even touching her tiredness. Fasolt grabbed a blanket from by the fire and draped it gently over her, then put another log on to keep the kitchen warm and went to think about the things that were coming to him in his dreams — things that hinted at a future he was no longer getting the slightest glimpse of. Something was messing with reality and he knew that life was about to get interesting. He was pleased Letje was so interested in the effects of her new life, it might just be enough to stop a descent into madness. He hoped so at least, and if she did halt it then she would be the first. How do you keep a personality when you live so long, know so much, and forget so much of your life, your actions and your feelings, even the people you knew, when the human brain can only hold onto so much?

Well, we all make our choices. Just have to get on with life, that’s the most important thing.

Fasolt closed the door quietly behind him, leaving Letje to her, for once, dreamless slumber.


DAMN GAMM


GAMMADIMS WAS A solitary man, not by choice, but because of the total lack of other people still alive. He was a large man, almost a giant compared to the average person. His six feet five inch frame in no way looked disproportionate though; if anything he could have done with being a bit taller for the weight he currently held. Gamm had spent his adult life involved in strenuous physical activity to simply relieve the boredom of a very mundane existence.

There was just nothing to do.

He got bored of reading book after book, got fed up with having to deal with ever less efficient solar panels, so cut right back on using the TV to watch movies or shows about a long dead way of life. No matter how futuristic the concepts of the things he watched, they all seemed so dated and pointless — they really didn’t have a clue back then what the future could be like for humanity.

Gamm had gone right back to basics a long time ago as he simply got annoyed with trying to cling to a past that wasn’t even a part of his memory. Once he turned to more practical matters, using his strength and his mental abilities, he actually found that he lived a more technologically based life than he had before.

In his early twenties he relocated to an old collection of buildings on the side of a fast flowing river. An old water mill that gave him a project that took him five years to finish. He completely rebuilt the wheel, learned how to use it to generate more electricity than he could ever find a use for, and after getting so annoyed with constantly whacking his head on the low beams in the warren of rooms in the dark interior he stripped bare the main house and attached storage barns, opening up the spaces right up to the rafters, knocking down walls, connecting the buildings to each other, and installing new heavy joists and running tension cables from wall to wall to keep the structure intact now its layout was so drastically changed. The end result was a light and spacious building full of quirky features and different levels that was sparse, clean, and gave him the freedom of movement he needed for his large size.

Then he got bored again.

He didn’t really like being inside all the time anyway, and although he occupied himself using the woodworking tools that could now be run easily thanks to his endless supply of energy, he soon gave up the hobby as it was nothing but a distraction from a mundane life he knew he had to do something with.

Every day he dedicated an hour to hard training with whatever big and bulky objects he could get his hands on, and over the years he grew in strength and size, and so did his appetite.

Gamm became an expert hunter and expanded his vegetable plots until all around his renovated home were fields of various crops so at least his meals were plentiful and varied. He took up husbandry, wondering why he had spent years honing hunting skills when all he had to do was capture a few animals and let nature take its course. Soon he had more pigs than he needed, chickens were always underfoot, and the adjacent fields not given over to crops were full of livestock that he cared for daily and thanked for the protein they provided so easily.

It was a good existence, plentiful, energizing now he had settled into a way of life that suited his personality. He was so goddamn lonely he thought he would shatter he felt so brittle and empty inside.

Out of necessity Gamm put himself in danger on a regular basis as he really felt that he had no choice in the matter. He was a solitary man by fate’s whim, not out of choice, and he craved human contact so much sometimes that it became soul-crushing to stay alone for another day. It meant that every time it got too much to bear he would travel away from his safe little pocket of tranquility and venture not just into small villages and towns but to large cities — once thriving metropolises that held the most reminders of a civilization now mostly forgotten by all but the most ardent reader of what was now ancient history.

Days, sometimes weeks, were spent rummaging through libraries, scouring the bookshelves of once middle-class homes for items of interest, and generally wandering aimlessly, entering buildings just to see if he could be surprised by what he found. Much of it became mundane, but now and then he would make discoveries that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. The detritus of a once so called civilized society was terrifying in its wickedness. The things he saw locked behind doors in what were once thought of as average suburban homes were startling. People used to get involved in all kinds of acts of depravity whilst obviously living seemingly outwardly normal lives.

Not that things were any better now though. Gamm had lived through the latter days of The Eventuals, then the total cessation of the Inked devils in the short time he was still at large in the world before he finally got his Room. It was like they disappeared off the face of the planet once Letje had taken over from Marcus — news he got quickly as he left his computer connected to the fractured Web just in case anything new did ever turn up. Run from within The Commorancy, it was a tiny fragment of what had been an amazing source of information, now limited in scope but at least he got the news that Varik was dead, Marcus too, but that The Commorancy was accepting guests once more. He had jumped at the chance.

Loneliness and the inability to find people, company, a woman to share his life with, meant that he would do whatever he could to Awaken so he could use such abilities to seek out voices in The Noise and hopefully find a lifelong companion.

It was just a shame that the first news he got after he left his Room was that everyone was gone. Not exactly what he wanted to hear — quite the opposite.

Gamm thought about it all when he returned to his home after leaving The Commorancy, his time in his Room, his life before that and the few encounters he had with people after he found himself alone when his mother died as he was just entering puberty.

Exhausted from his trip back home, yet keen to check on the small family unit he had known for years now, Gamm sat and drank a warm cup of tea and his thoughts drifted back to the time he met the strange people just a few miles away from his home — it may as well have been another world entirely.

~~~

Gamm came from a lineage where most family members had been like him: large and strong. The three hundred years since The Lethargy had resulted in quite a few extreme body-types as the gene pool shrank. Descendants of the same family lines often had children carrying many of the same genetic markers as their parents and their parents’ parents. As populations shrank, so inevitably those that remained become closer and closer related by blood, it was unavoidable.

Deformities were fairly common as it got extreme, but most children died in childbirth from The Lethargy whether they were from close family lines or as diverse as possible. Even so there were extremes, and one of the strangest, yet in no way disturbing once you got used to it, was when he met an extended family that lived just a few miles from him yet he had been totally unaware of for most of his time at his now comfortable home.

Halfway through his extensive renovations he had taken some time away from the work to clear his head and do a bit of exploring. He often roamed the countryside just for the sheer joy of it, stopping in at small villages or random isolated houses just out of curiosity.

This excursion was somewhat different.

He came across a convent, a large Gothic piece of architecture all stern stone and imposing scale. As he walked up to the entrance — the construction date of 1890 carved into the lintel above the door — he wasn’t expecting to find much of anything inside; after all, what would a bunch of nuns have anyway? After all this time it was sure to have been taken whatever it was.

He was wrong.

He should have known before he stepped foot inside, but so pre-occupied was he with the building itself that he failed to note the well kept condition of the immediate surroundings. There were no plants gone rogue, no trees growing where they shouldn’t, no mounds of rotting leaves from centuries of drifts against the house; just gravel and a neat exterior. He just didn’t think about it as he had no thought of finding it inhabited.

As he stepped up to the door to check if it was locked he was shocked to see it open, the loud creaking hinges of the ancient metal groaning under the weight. A child’s head poked around the door from out of the gloom, obviously as surprised as he was. He noted a small gardener’s basket in the tiny hands of the child before the door was slammed shut suddenly when she caught sight of him. Strange that such a child would be wearing a nun’s habit though, he had always thought it was for adults only from what he had read of the ancient religion. But centuries of faiths being warped, and even the sudden change in beliefs right after The Lethargy, meant that it wasn’t really a surprise. You only had to look at The Eventuals to know that anything was possible when it came to religious practices.

Then something registered in Gamm’s brain — it wasn’t a child, it was an old woman. Since when do kids have wrinkles on their hands and faces? Yep, definitely an old woman, just a very small one.

Gamm walked down the steps, wondering what to do next. He didn’t want to intrude where he wasn’t welcome, so maybe he should just leave and come back another day? Or maybe he should go and knock politely and say that he was just passing and didn’t know anyone was living there?

Or maybe he should just go and—

The next thing he knew he was flat on the ground with about a million tiny hands running all over his body and the only thing he could think of was that this is what it must feel like to be attacked by the monkeys he had watched in some old program about the animals that used to be so abundant all over the world.

Except these monkeys were chattering away to each other and had trussed him up like a pig ready for the spit before he had the foresight to maybe kick and punch his way clear. Could you do that to nuns, even if they were tying you up and none of them seemed to be over four foot if he was being generous with his estimate? Probably, you idiot, came the reply from his own mind. They may be little, they may be nuns, whatever that means any more, but it doesn’t mean they are little friendly nuns, now does it?

Too late. Even as he was thinking about the idiocy of his own actions he was being rolled over onto a kind of large mat and dragged over the gravel by some grim looking wizened old ladies, all with gray habits on and hands smaller than a child’s.

It would have been funny if it wasn’t so uncomfortable — he didn’t like to use the word terrifying as that would mean he was scared, which, of course, he was.

The last thing he remembered was bumping down steps, then he blacked out as his head slammed into the bottom step that led to a path around the side of the convent where there were even more tiny people: men and women.

They had pointed teeth and wrinkled faces and all he could think of as he blacked out was that they looked like tiny demons his mother had warned him about when he was a little child, to stop him from straying too far from home.

Guess you were right mum.


NUNS ARE ALWAYS NICE


THEY WERE LOVELY people.

Small, scary looking, certainly inbred to a dangerous degree, but once you got to know them The Sisters of The Lethargy were actually good company, unless you were one of their men, then it was a different story entirely.

There was a very strict matriarchal pecking order that was ruled with a hand of iron by the smallest person he had ever seen, even by The Sisters’ diminutive stature. She was all of three feet tall when wearing her shoes, yet had the bearing of the most beautiful and statuesque woman there had ever been. The ancient woman stood as straight as an arrow and twice as deadly. A wild frizz of gray-white hair peeked out from beneath her habit, almost as washed out as her hair but perfectly starched and without a crease.

Gamm was something of a freak for The Sisters, they hadn’t seen the likes of him — ever. This was a closed community and had been for a long time; he came to learn there had been no outsiders for generations. The Sisters went nowhere, had no interest in the rest of the world, just performed their daily duties, worshiped what turned out to be Mother Lethargy, and prayed that their small island of Wholeness would stay that way. So far it had worked out well and they were certainly uninterested in what was going on beyond their convent.

Gamm spent a number of days with them, being released once he had convinced them he wasn’t there to do them any harm. In the end it wasn’t his words that gained him his freedom, it was a nod of the head from Mother Superior after she had watched his mind through The Noise and was certain he was a kind and honest man. Mother Superior was the only one who was Awoken, but each and every Sister was Whole, and as far as he could tell it had always been that way, right back to the beginning when those that remained untouched by The Lethargy took it upon themselves to keep their order alive by inviting the caretaker of the property into their sanctuary — a man who had what he was told was called progeria, a rare genetic condition that was passed on to the first of what would become the new order.

The condition mutated across the generations as some children died from it or from The Lethargy until all the remaining occupants carried at least a remnant of the condition. But it wasn’t the progeria as such that caused The Sisters to look so strange, it was the mutated cells combined with the severely limited gene pool that caused all of them to be diminutive in stature, have large bulbous heads which made them look like babies, and wrinkles that made them look a lot older than Gamm found out many were.

Gamm didn’t ask, and didn’t want to know, just how limited the gene pool was, but he suspected that the way children were treated, never having a mother as such, more a communal upbringing, that the Sisters themselves didn’t know, or care about who bred with who. If they were old enough and interested enough to try to reproduce then it seemed that this sat absolutely fine with their version of a religion that had morphed from a form of Christianity into something completely different entirely.

Gamm kept quiet about the way the convent was run as it was obvious that there was nothing he could say to make them approach their way of life differently, and although the tiny men were obviously seen very much as second class citizens there was no doubt that they were happy with their lot — knowing no different after who knew how many generations being locked away from the outside world.

Apart from the occasional stealthy cleaning of the immediate area outside the convent the inhabitants stayed strictly behind closed doors, be that inside the building or in a huge compound to the side and rear that nobody would know was there unless they were very dedicated to gaining access. Gamm didn’t want to think about what may have happened to anybody The Sisters didn’t like if they had ever managed to scale the huge walls — original walls that surrounded the rear of the property combining a great courtyard with cloisters, walkways and gardens where they grew everything they needed and kept livestock to feed their small hidden community.

It was a strange few days for sure, and much as he craved human contact he couldn’t bring himself to think of these strange folk as people in the traditional sense. They had strayed too far from the path of what was acceptable, locking themselves away, hiding from the world and keeping their lives secret. Whatever it was that kept the majority of them Whole, living long but normal standard lives apart from Mother Superior, he had no idea, he just knew they were like an alien race to him in the end. When he left he knew that he wouldn’t be returning any time soon.

Yet that was the reason why he was sat in his living room drinking tea wasn’t it? He could have stayed closer to The Commorancy, have remained and helped, or done any manner of things now he was Awoken. Specifically, try to find a companion with his new powers of entering The Noise, but here he was. He needed to know if what they had told him at The Commorancy was true.

Gamm drifted off to sleep; he would check in the morning, first thing. It had been a long day, come to think of it it had been a long few years, four or more, and an evening sat in his favorite chair, with a nice cup of tea, dozing by the fire felt like heaven on earth to him right now.

~~~

He awoke with a start, the last embers of the fire dying away slowly as dawn came creeping across the water and lit up the window to his living room. The tea was as cold as the room. He must have got up in the night and grabbed a blanket as he was still warm, but his breath told him that some wood on the fire would be a good thing.

Once the fire was roaring again, and some more fresh hot tea was drunk, Gamm set about getting ready for his trip.

Then he suddenly realized — couldn’t he just find The Sisters through The Noise? He had that skill now, it was why he had got a Room in the first place, wasn’t it?

Nothing. Emptiness, silence, not a hint of human presence. Weird, he had found the kitchen in The Commorancy because of his new skills, seeing people via The Noise just like he was staring through walls and watching them.

He tried again, maybe it was his lack of practice? Maybe he was just tired. Had he showered since he got home? A sniff told him the answer to that question so he decided that some much needed morning ablutions would probably get him ready for the day and maybe let him find The Sisters in The Noise. If not then he would at least be clean to go and see if he could find them.

As he stripped off in his, for him, luxurious bathroom, Gamm caught his reflection in the mirror. It never ceased to shock him when he saw his naked skin — wondering yet again why he had allowed The Sisters to mark his body in the way they had. It was just the acceptance he guessed, even if he did have his reservations about the strange people when they had shown him how they themselves were marked, a sign of their devotion to the energies that controlled everyone’s lives. He took them up on their offer and two painful days later it was over. He would never be the same again.

Running his fingers over the strange tattoos Gamm asked himself not for the first time if he truly liked his markings or not. He guessed that deep down he did, they were certainly beautiful.

All over Gamm's densely muscled upper body, across his chest, abdomen, shoulders and crawling down his back were beautiful lines, sweeping in majestic circles around his muscles, spirals, wavy lines, some bold and thick, others impossibly delicate like wisps of smoke. All were the same impossibly bright blue — a homage to the sky and to the oceans. Sometimes it felt like the wind itself was blowing over his skin, caressing gently the graded wisps that swept over his body. It was multi-layered and impossibly complex, a fractal tattoo that was never ending in its detail yet bold and simple on first inspection. It always amazed Gamm that the surface of his skin wasn’t raised where the ink had been forced underneath, it looked so three dimensional that it was impossible not to think of it as a physical thing.

The Sisters were adamant that it be done, although of course he could have denied them if he wished, but they insisted it was important. It tied him to them, and to their beliefs. They told him he would be more of a person for accepting the markings — closer to the natural ways of the world, linked to the cycles of life and death, and although they didn’t go as far as to talk about magic there was definitely an underlying current of a belief that the marks held a power of sorts. Gamm just liked the look of them, and although he had his doubts once his body was permanently stained blue, he accepted them as a part of him now, marveling at the vivid color and the impossible patterns.

Dressed, and feeling better for the shower, Gamm sipped yet another cup of tea and tried once more to connect to the presence of The Sisters — they really were gone.

Time to do a little investigating.


NO HABITS HERE


THE FRONT DOOR was locked and Gamm knew nobody was at home even before he walked up the lichen covered steps. There were drifts of leaves, the plants hugging the walls were in need of pruning, and the climbing decorative ivy was beginning to creep over the windows. The Sisters, or more to the point Mother Superior, would never have allowed the mess. The subservient men would have been ordered to cut back the growth as soon as it began to get out of control.

Nevertheless, he walked around the side of the building, then peeked through into the rear after a rather energetic climb over a wall. The grass was long, the weeds were rampant, and the vegetables had long ago bolted then rotted. They were gone, and a good while ago by the seems of it.

But where? And how? People didn’t just disappear, especially without leaving any kind of a trace behind them. There were no bodies, no signs of a struggle, no broken windows or smashed down doors. No sign of marauders stealing or some kind of mass suicide — not that The Sisters would ever do such a thing. Gamm couldn’t consolidate the people he had known with them suddenly taking off voluntarily either. There were people who upped and left their homes as life got too hard in one place, but The Sisters had stayed put for hundreds of years in their strange little pocket of isolation. They wouldn’t leave.

They knew next to nothing of the outside world and showed no interest in much away from their tiny community, so there was only one conclusion he could come to: they had been taken.

Gamm prided himself on being quite a proficient tracker so spent the remainder of the morning, and then well into the afternoon after stopping for lunch, searching for clues as to what on earth could have happened.

It felt like a lost cause. What trace would remain of whatever had happened after months let alone maybe years? Still, he persisted, believing that something, some hint of what had happened, would reveal itself. Gamm found nothing before lunch and decided that he would widen the search for the afternoon. He tried to think logically about how the Sisters could have been taken and decided that the only way out would have been by the overgrown roads that led to the convent.

Tucked away in the countryside, access was by small lanes that were impossible to use, or had been. As Gamm followed the only real way out of the convent unless you went cross country as he did, something finally began to reveal itself to him. One of the lanes was open, cut back to allow vehicles to pass, something he hadn’t ever seen before. It would take quite some time to clear the overgrown hedgerows and fallen trees from the road, meaning somebody would have been driving tractors or much heavier equipment to get the job done. It was more than a clue, it was a sure sign that they had been taken as the nuns would never have done such a thing — it would be like advertising their presence.

It was a literal dead-end though. The intervening period since the work had been carried out had seen the hacked back greenery sprout with renewed vigor. Soon enough the way was blocked once more for vehicles, but he managed to scrape past and there were hints of the path somebody had taken. Then the road met a main junction where chewed up asphalt made the perfect home for mosses and the meetings of trees large and small; the trail went cold. The kidnappers, for that is now what Gamm felt had happened, could have gone in a number of directions and whichever way he turned there was no sign of anything large, or small having gone any further.

He picked a direction and walked. Maybe he would get lucky and he would spot something further down the road.

~~~

Days had passed and Gamm was exhausted. He had tried every direction he could think of and nothing he tried gave up any more clues. The trail had gone cold and had been for a long time. The vigor of the plants ensured that everything looked the same as it had for decades. There was no way to know where The Sisters had gone or even if they really had gone by land. Could they have been taken by air once they had traveled a short distance? It was a possibility he supposed but what kind of vehicle? He hadn’t heard of people traveling in the skies apart from in books, and had never experienced anything apart from the small helicopter Letje had told him about at The Commorancy.

Were there large versions, ones that could take away whole small communities? Surely not, and where would they land such a thing anyway?

Then it clicked, that’s why the lane was cut back, to allow movement on foot of the people but then maybe they had taken to the skies, using the road as a place to take-off and land? If so then he had been looking for clues in the wrong way — he’d been looking for signs of vehicles or people on foot, not something that could fly. He just had to have a think about what to actually look for, as obviously he couldn’t track where something went if it left the ground.

Another day passed and this time he gave it up as a lost cause. There were no signs of vehicles, ground or otherwise; he was all out of ideas. If they had been taken along the roads then he couldn’t find any sign of them. Gamm decided to get off the open space of the road and go into the safety of the woods. If there were people out to kidnap the unsuspecting then hiding should have been his first priority all along but he hadn’t really given it a second thought, not believing he could be considered worth the taking. But then why were The Sisters? Why was anybody or everybody if what he had been told at The Commorancy was true?

Gamm picked up speed and marched up the steep bank that flanked the road and immediately felt at peace as the silence of the forest enveloped him and the light turned to a gentle dusk, the cooler air a welcome change from the warm day and the constant buzzing of insects. It was amazing just how much heat the ancient crumbling tarmac still gave off, even after so many years.

A mossy rock looked very inviting so Gamm sat and took a drink of water. A glint of white poking out from beneath the loam caught his eye and he kicked it absentmindedly. The bone didn’t budge so was larger than he had assumed. He stood and scuffed away the rotting leaves, loose moss and soil, realizing that there was a large patch of mushrooms shyly poking out from beneath the surface, tiny white-capped things that were easy to miss.

This was a clue, he was sure of it. He got onto his hands and knees, scooping the soft ground away from the skeleton. It was a horse. A horse!

That explained a lot. There was no hi-tech kidnapping, The Sisters had been taken by horse and traveled across country for the sake of secrecy just as he now was. No wonder he couldn’t find any sign of their passing, such a trail would have gone cold after the first winter.

At least it was a clue though, a sign that maybe, just maybe they really had been taken. The only questions remaining were was it against their will, and where were they now?


VIRTUAL CONVERSATIONS


“I JUST SPOKE to Gamm, he thinks he’s onto something. It was a bit garbled to be honest, I think his keyboard must be on the blink as letters were missing. Either that or his hands are too big to use it properly.”

“He never had any problems with his questionnaires,” offered up Arcene, being smug for some reason.

“Um, okay, sure. Anyway, he thinks he has found something; a clue. The people he went to check on? The Sisters, he called them, well they’re gone too. He couldn’t find any sign of them but some of the roads were cleared for a bit and then he thinks they headed across country, and he found the remains of a horse.”

“That could mean anything or nothing,” said Fasolt, twisting and turning a cube of various colors in his hands, frowning at it, eyes dark as coal, before twisting it again.

“It could mean nothing, but at least it’s a start. Maybe people are being taken by horse… somewhere. And what if—”

“Damn!”

Thwack.

Fasolt got up from his chair and stared down at the colored cube. He pointed at it accusingly. “That is the stupidest thing that has ever been invented. Ugh, it’s taken me weeks and now I find there is obviously a defect with it.”

Arcene came running over. “What is it? A game?”

Fasolt stared at the offending object again and said, “It’s a Rubik’s cube. I found it and apparently all you have to do is turn the sides until you get all of them to have just one color only. But it’s broken. I am a powerful man, Awoken for centuries, able to communicate in The Noise like no other, and I have been wasting my time on this child’s toy only to discover it is broken and—”

“Like this?” asked Arcene, holding up the cube, each side full of a single color.

“What? How? That’s impossible,” spluttered Fasolt, color actually rising on his cheeks. “I’ve been trying to do that for countless hours. Days.”

“Um, excuse me, if you two have quite finished?” Letje stared at them, hands on hips, her best evil stare seemingly having lost its potency.

“Oh, sorry Letje,” replied a joyous Arcene, holding the cube high, her prize gleaming with perfectly aligned little brightly colored squares.

“Sorry,” said Fasolt, staring first at the cube then at Arcene. “A clue you say? Horses? It could be how everyone has disappeared, could be. But why? Where? And how anyway? Surely there aren’t people just going around the country grabbing everyone? Plus I haven’t felt a thing in The Noise, have you?”

“No, nothing,” admitted Letje. “But it doesn’t mean it isn’t happening does it? I mean, something's going on, all these people can’t just vanish into thin air. And let’s not forget that we have felt something, that things aren’t quite right are they? Not as they are supposed to be, the timeline’s out of sync somehow.”

“You’re right, it’s like the future has hit a bump and is moving in a slightly wrong direction, but it happens more than you would think. It’s why you can never truly tell what the future will hold; the tiniest thing can alter the course of things dramatically.”

“That’s just silly,” said Arcene. “Are you telling me that even a tiny ant changing direction could alter the whole history of everything. Daft.”

“Well that’s where you are wrong Arcene, so very wrong. Let me tell you a story.”

“I’m not a child any more,” pouted Arcene.

“But this is a good one, promise.”

“Okay, but it better be.” Arcene sat cross-legged on the ground, waiting for Fasolt to begin.

“Letje?”

“Fine,” sighed Letje. “But we do have things to do you know? We need to make a plan, I need to reply to Gamm too.”

The story of the ant went something like this…


THE STORY OF THE ANT


“YOU KNOW I was a bad man once? No need to answer, I was, and you know it. Well, once, hundreds of years ago, I changed the course of the future. Or if you look at it another way then the ant did.”

Fasolt sat and thought for a moment, his eyes sparkling with the beginning of tears he wiped away and refused to let flow. He told his story.

It was only three or four decades after Varik had built his church and before Fasolt had lost himself totally to the world, becoming a foul hermit entirely. He was sat outside of The Sacellum, eating a chicken leg, the grease dripping down his face, wiping away the mess on his sleeve every now and then. As usual he was only half present, the other half of him dancing in The Noise.

He chewed absentmindedly on the chicken, pieces falling to the floor. It just so happened that of the infinite spots a particular morsel of chicken could have landed, it landed directly in the path of a single tiny ant — a female belonging to the worker caste that was out hunting for food for its colony. Investigating the unexpected bounty the ant took hold of it and began to carry it back to the nest, leaving a pheromone trail behind so others could follow its path.

Soon enough hundreds of other worker ants had made their way to the spot where there were now many more tiny gobbets of chicken flesh, each ant picking up a piece and heading off back to the nest. Some of them followed the trail right up to Fasolt’s mouth, so lost was he in his games in The Noise that he was sat as still as a rock with the chicken leg clenched between his teeth. As his beard began to tickle, and the chicken fell to the floor, he brushed frantically at the tiny menaces, which bit him in return, trying to defend themselves.

Fasolt grew angry. The angrier he got the more he was attacked. He pinched an ant between his fingers; unbeknown to him it was the original ant, the cause of the whole battle of man vs insect. As his pressure increased so the ant bit him, the final bite that sent Fasolt into a rage. He dropped the tiny insect and before they drove him mad he jumped into the stream that he had been sitting close to. The ants on his body drowned. Fasolt was soaked. And angry.

“That’s not much of a story,” said Arcene. “And anyway, how did you know it was the same ant?”

“I knew,” said Fasolt cryptically. “Now, listen to the rest of the story please.”

As Fasolt emerged from the water he saw a dog grab his chicken leg and run off with it. He didn’t want it now anyway, so just resumed his position on the rock, even though he was cold from the water. The dog ran off and its adventure was almost as exciting as the story about the ant, assured Fasolt, but it would have to wait for another day.

Letje and Arcene looked at each other dubiously, but remained silent.

Fasolt told that while all of this was happening more ants had shown up and were dodging water droplets as they took what tiny pieces of chicken they could and returned to their nest. Angry and feeling meaner than usual, Fasolt followed the line in the dirt and easily found the nest. He could see all the tiny tunnels entering the ground, hear the hollowness beneath his feet where the soil had been excavated. He was about to stomp on it all when a tiny pinprick of fractal glory caught his interest in The Noise and he was lost once more to his otherworldly pursuits, wandering off, all thought of ants or his wet clothes forgotten.

Two weeks later, a young acolyte was walking where Fasolt had been and caught his foot in a collapsed section of the nest that the ants had abandoned as they couldn’t maintain it with fewer workers since Fasolt drowned them. He broke his ankle as he twisted it in the hole and as a result had to be laid up for months. While he recuperated he grew fat, eating to console himself, to ease the pain. But he also caught the eye of Varik who spoke with him one day in the infirmary, Varik realizing that this was an intelligent and highly motivated man.

As the years went by the man grew both in rank and girth, until he was granted the honor of being referred to as Bishop, as all others of such rank were known.

This particular Bishop happened to be out in the woods years later at Varik’s request, chasing down a foe. He came up with a cunning plan to distract his enemy while at the same time putting into motion orders that would see him rise even higher in position when he succeeded. He didn’t succeed, and Fasolt killed a number of his men, Bishop’s enemy killing others. But a terrible price was paid with the blood of the innocent that day, and it was all because of the chance dropping of a tiny piece of food that happened to fall directly in the path of a single female worker ant.

“What was the future meant to have been then?” asked Arcene. “You know, if the ant hadn’t found the food and the hole hadn’t collapsed, and the man hadn’t got fat then killed people?”

“It would have been different, little one. How different nobody knows, but without the ant, or me, one of us at least, then things would not have been the same. Everything traces back to some such seemingly inconsequential event, so never believe that you are not to blame for your actions, or that the tiniest thing you do cannot have the most far reaching of consequences.

“Infinite futures are played out in this way. Every event happening in ways just slightly removed from the reality we now find ourselves in. And at the moment Letje is right, our timeline is not quite our own, it’s off somehow. Maybe only by the actions of a single ant or by the marching of every ant in existence, it doesn’t matter, the smallest thing can lead to the biggest of changes in the future.”

“That was an apology, wasn’t it?” said Letje, tears running down her face, hugging Constantine tight to her chest.

Fasolt nodded silently, staring deep into Letje’s eyes, never looking away. “I never did say sorry, not properly.”

“It’s okay, it wasn’t your fault. Things happen, we can’t be held responsible for everything we do. Or maybe that’s not right, we may be responsible, but we’re not always to blame.”

“What’s going on?” Arcene looked from one to the other, neither saying a word. She thought about the story, then she understood. “Sy, right? That was all about how Sy died, because you got angry with an ant?”

“Yes, yes it was Arcene. All because I got angry with an ant.”

I miss him Daddy.

I know you do my dear, I know you do.


JOBS YOU HATE


LETJE HATED THIS part of being the most powerful woman in the United Kingdom. What self respecting oligarch had to butcher her own meat? It made a mockery of such power and influence, which was exactly why she insisted on doing it on a regular basis. She even cleaned out the impossibly luxurious Rooms the animals had the great fortune to spend their lives in. It was all part of being a well-rounded despot, she insisted, when Fasolt tried to offer to take over the roles. Even Arcene offered to be in charge of the butchery but Letje shivered at a vision of Arcene wielding sharp knives and hacking away like a demented murderess at the unfortunate carcass she would surely desecrate.

So quite often Letje butchered the meat herself.

It was in The Book — Marcus was quite insistent on it, and after a few months of grumpily learning the skills she understood the importance of such seemingly grim but necessary work. In her previous life she had gutted animals, but it was always reluctantly and without any kind of skill or consideration. Large animals she had never really butchered, unless she was fortunate enough to get a deer or boar on occasion, which was very seldom, and until her father passed he had been the one to do such work.

Marcus had dedicated a whole chapter to the art of dissection of each animal she was likely to come across. Rather disturbingly the only exception, the only thing missing from this chapter, was human anatomy — which was given an entire two chapters of its own, along with a lot of warnings about the risk to your sanity of cutting up human flesh, also the rewards if you approached it as a spiritual exercise. Letje had decided she could do without such a path to enlightenment.

Back to work.

Letje honed the edge of her blade on the sharpening steel and became as one with the knife. Her pastel green leather apron, of course with matching gloves, leggings and galoshes — she had really begun to understand the importance of a fine wardrobe, part of Marcus’ legacy — was at odds with the spattered blood, but it set the right atmosphere she felt. She made her incision, no energy wasted, the cut perfect, slicing through the joint in just the right place so there was little resistance. She put the slab to one side and resumed her work, each movement perfect, each cut impeccable.

It was all about respect, and honesty.

To eat meat was to understand the process, to pay your dues and to be thankful. What right did those that would turn away from such parts of the process have to eat the final product? Marcus had been insistent on this, even writing that for a period of twenty or so years he had become a vegetarian as he felt unable to perform the butchery. Letje understood the importance of the work, it was a ritual, all about understanding the cycles of life and death and she now performed such a task with the care and attention the carcass before her deserved.

She sharpened the knife again, performing a few final cuts before putting the blade aside and grabbing a huge cleaver, the wooden handle worn as smooth as glass after centuries of use. Letje adjusted the carcass slightly, centering it on the huge block, then flexed a bicep and chopped through the thick cartilage in exactly the right place. A few more well placed moves and her work was done.

Shaking her head to move her hair from her eyes, her gloved hands too gore-stained to use, Letje took a step back to check on her work — perfect. She busied herself packaging the various cuts, going as far as labeling them before they were taken to one of the many freezers or The Freezer Room, depending on when she thought the food would be eaten. Bones, head, parts she wasn’t keen on eating and knew Fasolt and Arcene weren’t either, were bagged up ready for some of the animals that she knew would appreciate them. That was another task that needed attention, or tasks really: the breeding programs and guard animals that Marcus had invested centuries in perfecting. Maybe there could be another George at some point? Then again maybe not.

With armfuls of well wrapped meat Letje stacked packs in the huge freezers then carried a large rack of ribs into the freezing cold Room. Marcus’ taste in meat had been something of a revelation, and it was surprising what they had found as they explored the Rooms that stored all manner of foodstuffs, perishables and long term stocks of anything from grains to a Room dedicated to tiny little birds that she had to admit were absolutely delicious brazed slowly, then served with carrots and fennel.

What a place, she thought once again, never ceasing to marvel, even after five years, at the incredible complexity of the systems that kept so many people well fed and everything running like clockwork. It was still mind-blowing and she guessed it always would be.

Work complete, Letje stripped off her stylish utility clothes and decided that after a shower she really needed to wear some thinking clothes. A plan was needed and she had to spend some time really thinking about how best to approach the disappearance of everybody else. There was no way she was going to allow the UK to just carry on without people — it was why she did what she did after all.

What’s happened to them all? People don’t just disappear, they fade away because of The Lethargy, not vanish entirely.

~~~

Letje stopped, messing with her hair as she suddenly realized she had been walking aimlessly. For how long she had no idea. She had been lost deep in thought about the problems facing them all and hadn’t taken any notice of where she was going. She did it quite a lot, if nothing else it was a great way to get to know The Commorancy; there was still plenty to explore even now.

She looked around the Room. It was mostly empty, rather coarse in comparison to a lot of other Rooms. It consisted of rock and an open pool, shallow as it crept over part of the floor, incredible depths hinted at as the water darkened in the middle. A spring she supposed, where part of the many underwater streams made it to the surface.

Strange thing to have a Room for, but then, there were things more surprising then a Room with a spring in it in her home, much more surprising. She peered curiously into the shallow water. Crayfish, British crayfish, but there was something more going on here. Marcus had said something about crayfish hadn’t he? Something about being nice to them if you met them? She remembered feeling worried at the time, as she had once gorged herself on their sweet flesh as she roamed the country before being accepted as a guest by Marcus.

Letje squatted down, peering into the clear shallow water. She entered The Noise, let it consume her, went in deep and recoiled at what she found. She fell back, her hands splaying behind her. She crouched again, peering into the tiny black orbs of the crayfish staring intently at her, eyes that were part of a vast intelligence too alien to truly understand.

Reaching out from the small creature before her a complex sentience expanded, a huge hivemind spreading out beyond the walls of The Commorancy, through streams and rivers and small pools until it was all over the UK and beyond.

It was what was once a man, now impossible to communicate with, so different was he to anything that had come before.

Letje felt the deep, ponderous intelligence, felt its tiny unimportant single entity components spread far and wide, each one dispensable, but together making up a whole so much more than its individual parts. The intellect was vast and deep, yet impossibly alien.

It was knowable. For her.

Doing the impossible, Letje focused as deeply as she ever had, deeper than she had known possible, her truly Awoken self revealing just how different she was from the girl she had once been. It surprised even her, hinting at impossible energies that could be released, the potential to know things no other person had ever known, let alone understood. Letje spoke to the creature, no longer could it be called a crayfish, or a family, this was a new life-form albeit one housed in tens of thousands of crayfish, once an endangered species throughout the British Isles.

It spoke to her through The Noise, too alien to truly commune with, but there was a sense of palpable relief. The creature, once a man, a guest, had thought it would never be able to tell of its life, the things it had seen, the knowledge it now had. It spoke to her in words that were not words, pictures that were not pictures, as much feelings without emotion as it was anything else. It gave knowledge — took some in return. It wasn’t truly a conversation at all, it was company for the ex-man, it was an expansion of awareness for Letje, a hint of what was possible for those that truly wished to explore the boundaries of what the human mind could accomplish if it was daring and brave enough.

Letje crouched for hours until even her bodily control told her it was time to move and she risked overloading her brain with too much exotic knowledge. There were limits after all.

Farewells were said, thanks given from both parties, then the single human brain and the complex system that made up the alien being went back to what they now knew as their own realities, both the better for a richer grasp of understanding the incredibly diverse ecosystem they found themselves playing a tiny part in.

Letje closed the door behind her, wondering about what was safe to eat and what may just contain a mind that was more intelligent yet too far removed from what it had once been to ever be considered human again.

Better take lobster off the menu, just in case. Letje took a moment outside of the door to remember what she had been doing before the strange encounter. Darkness had fallen and the evening lights lit the way down a corridor unfamiliar to her. She really should make a concerted effort to memorize the maps she had finally uncovered in The Book, but it would take some of the fun and surprise out of her new home.

Maybe another time.


HUNGER


ORIENTATED, FINALLY, LETJE decided that a quick change of clothes and a shower would have to do — she was so hungry she felt like her legs were going to give out under her soon. Going so deeply into The Noise meant her brain consumed calories at an alarming rate; she needed to refuel soon, and a lot. She began to salivate at thoughts of all the food she craved like a mother-to-be with an unlimited larder.

Clean and with clothes not at all suitable for thinking — as had been her intention earlier in the day — Letje made it to the kitchen on wobbly legs and began grabbing food and eating before she even managed to lay it out on the table.

It was late so she was alone. Arcene was probably asleep long ago, and Fasolt, well, he was a mystery — she wondered if he truly slept more than an hour or two a day now. Constantine was tucked away in his corner of the kitchen by the fire, a nest he had been spending more and more time in of late. Her father had been quiet for some time and she wondered if it was because the tortoise part of him wanted nothing more than to hibernate. It wasn’t the right time of year but her father had forcibly stayed awake through the last few winters to help out with such a monumental task, more for guidance and company for his daughter, but Letje knew there was only so long he could continue for before he had to face the reality of the body he found himself in. It seemed like that time was now.

Hiccup.

Hiccup, hiccup.

Letje drank a glass of water and sat down, then expanded her diaphragm to stop the interruption to her eating. She took it slower, enjoying the food rather than gulping it down.

She carried on eating until she felt her body restored, then cleared away the remains of her meal.

Goodnight Daddy, sleep well.

Yabis was lost in dreams of a very tortoise based nature. He dreamed he had succumbed to The Lethargy once more and was slowly fading away from himself, replaced by the mind of a patient tortoise that still had plenty of living to do, just not as a man that should have been dead long ago.

Letje closed the kitchen door behind her, turning out the light as she did so.


WHO YOU TALKING TO?


ARCENE WAS CHATTERING away into the big chrome microphone on the desk.

Letje stopped as she passed the open door to the… what was the name of this Room? She had no idea. Come to think of it she hadn’t seen it before, how come it was here now? She shook her head — she was getting used to things, but it was still a lot to get to grips with. Arcene seemed to accept it a lot easier than she did, and was getting used to the layout a lot quicker as well. Not that it was a strict layout, which was the problem — this Room definitely wasn’t here before behind this door, it had been something else she was sure.

Letje peeked her head around the door and studied the Room.

It made her head hurt just looking. The Room was cramped, the walls lined with metal shelving, piles of junk in the corners, cables and strange pieces of equipment in various states of assembly, or disassembly, scattered all over a heavy wooden workbench, a thick magnifying glass attached to a thick base distorting the dissected innards of a piece of equipment clamped to the bench. Arcene was on the other side of the Room where the mess was minimal, seemingly where finished or repaired equipment was given some kind of deserved attention once it was complete. Above the desk was a single shelf with a handful of neatly arranged and very shiny pieces of equipment, some familiar, most totally unrecognizable to Letje.

She recognized what Arcene was talking into though, it was a microphone of sorts, all bulbous chrome and a thick black cable winding away from it under the desk.

“And then there was this crazy ride, Fasolt calls it a roller coaster, and it took me outside and high into the air and around in loops and I thought I was going to fall off at any second. Over.”

There was a pause while Arcene listened, then she replied. “What? Oh, no, it was great fun, I wasn’t scared at all. Well, maybe a little, not much. Then I went into this Room. The roller coaster just stopped right up high, the tracks ran out and I was in a Room with all kinds of things that Marcus had put there about his past and I found out that he—”

“Arcene! What are you doing? Who are you talking to?”

Arcene lifted a hand to her mouth and jumped out of her chair, looking guilty like she had never looked before.

“Letje, what are you doing here? How did you get here? I didn’t know you knew where this Room was.”

“I didn’t, it’s moved. It isn’t usually here.”

“Damn, I knew the quantum track needed looking at. I wonder if I can fix it. Hey, fancy something to eat, I’m starving?” Arcene stretched and yawned, rubbing her belly and walking away from her seat.

“Oh no you don’t. I’m not that easy to distract. What is going on here? Who were you talking to Arcene? What have you been up to?”

“Leave me alone, just leave me alone.” Arcene ran out of the Room, brushing past Letje, swatting her hand away as she tried to grab her.

“Arcene!” It was no use, she was gone.

Spiders crawled up her spine, tickling nerves and whispering of the horrors that were to come.

Just you wait, they whispered. We’ll get you, we’ll get you all. Each and every one of you.


THE SILENT TREATMENT


“HELLO, IS ANYBODY there?”

“Who’s this?” The voice at the other end sounded curious but not really that interested.

He already knows who it is, thought Letje. He knows my name.

“You know who it is. But I don’t know who you are.”

“Ah, well, I guess I do know. Letje isn’t it? Arcene’s such a nice girl, so friendly. So talkative.”

“What’s she been telling you? Who are you?”

“Sorry, have to go.”

Click.


LÈSE-MAJESTÉ


“YOU’RE A TRAITOR. It’s treason, sedition against your home, your family, your ruler.”

“You’re not my ruler, you’re not The Queen, and you’re not my mum.” Arcene broke down sobbing again, her face red from tears, her hair wild, the pigtails half unfurled, snot running down her nose, her cuff soaked where she wiped at her face ineffectively.

“Lèse-majesté,” muttered Fasolt, thinking the French more apt, reflecting Arcene’s lineage.

“What?” snapped Letje.

“Nothing.” Fasolt may have been the most powerful man alive but he knew better than to cross an angry twenty two year old woman, let alone one with Letje’s abilities. He shuddered slightly, shifting in his chair. He was beginning to feel sorry for Arcene; Letje really did have the scariest of stares.

They were in The Room For Traitors and it wasn’t going well. Arcene had trailed along reluctantly, not liking the sound of the Room one little bit. She tried to act defensive when confronted with her clandestine activities but had given nothing up in terms of who she was talking to or how long it had been going on.

Letje wanted the truth, and she would get it.

“Do you know where you are Arcene?” said Letje in a clipped tone.

“The Commorancy,” sniffed Arcene.

“That’s right. Who runs it?”

“We do, you, me, and Fasolt. Constantine helps too I guess, though not lately.”

“Who really runs it?”

“What? I just said didn’t I? Jeez.”

“I said, WHO REALLY RUNS IT?”

“You do,” admitted Arcene. “I know you do, alright? And I know you give me jobs to make me feel better, to be nice.”

“I do, but not just to be nice or to help teach you, but because I love you and I want you to grow up to be intelligent and to make your own choices in life. To have options.”

“I know, I love you too.”

“So, so… WHY THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN GOING—” Letje felt an arm on her shoulder. She turned to Fasolt. “What?” she snapped.

“She’s a child Letje, so are you to some degree. Control yourself, be kind. Patient. Arcene is fifteen, she knows she has done wrong and will tell us what we need to know. Isn’t that right Arcene?”

“S’pose.”

“YOU ‘S’POSE’?”

“Letje!”

“Okay, fine, sorry. I need a break, I’ll be back in a minute.”

Letje got up and left by the door behind her, hidden in the shadow of a carved devil that hung heavy over the lintel and suitably intimidated anybody that had the nerve to look up from the floor when in The Room For Traitors.

Clunk.

The echo from the door closing died as fast as some people had in the Room.

Silence.

Heavy, depressing, bone aching silence.

It lasted for lifetimes, gnawing away at the air, chewing it into lumps that filtered into your heart and weighed your body down until it begged to sink to the floor and dissipate through the ancient flagstones.

“I’m sorry, alright?” managed Arcene, feeling so alone she thought she would die from it.

“I know,” said Fasolt, letting the thick absence of noise return. “It’s not always enough though.”

Arcene sobbed.

Her knees hurt from kneeling, her hands hung limp by her sides. She was exhausted, scared, ashamed.

~~~

It was an hour later when Letje returned, all part of the plan she had decided on with Fasolt. Letje hadn’t felt so awful in her life. She knew Arcene was only a child, even if she was fifteen. But this was important, and they had to be in no doubt that Arcene would tell them everything they asked — their lives may be at stake, everyone else’s certainly were.

They had discussed it after Letje told Fasolt what she had found, both coming to the only obvious conclusion: this man was responsible for whatever was going on. The Fluctuation.

Letje had known it the second she heard the man’s voice. Here was the cause of all the problems. And Arcene had been talking to him, probably given away secrets that had helped him do what had been done. Who knew what information he had? So Fasolt and her had agreed to play good Awoken, bad Awoken, just to ensure that Arcene gave up all she knew. It was a terrible thing to do but there was a part of Letje that also felt Arcene deserved severe punishment, she really had been immensely stupid to have done such a thing and hidden it from her.

Really, really stupid.

The Room For Traitors was a rather intimidating Room, Letje had to admit it. There was something about it that made everything feel heavy, like the air, the walls, the floor, were all trying to suck you down into confession, like a big box that could help absolve you if only you gave up your secrets and told of the bad things you had done.

Absolution.

Power through architecture once more, as depressing as a church was humbling.

Of course, Letje had already absolved Arcene — mostly. Arcene just didn’t know it yet, and wouldn’t for some time.

Letje sat down in the thick wooden chair, high up on a judges’ dais, Fasolt at her side.

Arcene was down on the floor, ignoring the chairs behind the desks and kneeling. There was a small wooden fence between her and her Judges: a courtroom, Commorancy style.

“Let’s start at the beginning. Arcene Robideaux, please be seated.”

Arcene looked up in confusion, the formality strange to her. Nevertheless she took her seat and placed her clenched hands on the desk, knuckles red like she was trying to wring more tears from her palms.

“How long have you been talking to that man?”

“Dunno, it’s been a while.”

“Arcene, you need to answer me, you know how serious this is, right?”

“I don’t see why I have to sit here like a criminal. It’s not fair and—”

“ARCENE!”

“Fine, I’ve been talking to him for years alright? Since maybe after the first year we got here. So four years maybe, about that.”

“What! All this time, you never thought to tell anyone? Why not?”

“Because it was my thing, for me. Something private. And I just, well, I felt clever for working it out, for finding someone to talk to.”

“How did you find him? How did you know what to do?”

“Well… um, I didn’t find him exactly, I found the Room. And I was playing about with stuff, you know, just looking really,” said Arcene hurriedly, “and all of a sudden there was this voice coming from some equipment, so I went over and pressed a button and we got chatting.”

“You got chatting,” said Letje, rolling her eyes at Fasolt. “They got chatting.”

“I heard.”

“I was eleven okay. I found some cool stuff and just wanted to have some fun. We talked to each other; he sounded nice.”

“What’s his name?”

“He said it was Devan.”

“Did you believe him?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Arcene was getting defensive again, which Letje thought understandable, but it wasn’t the time or the place.

“Just answer the question Arcene, we need to understand what is going on, and now.”

It was as if a neural pathway suddenly connected the dots in her brain and Arcene put her hand to her mouth, pale eyes as scared as a rabbit caught in the lights at night. “He’s the one, isn’t he? The one taking all the people, making everything funny.”

“What do you think? Who else could it be? You’ve been telling him things, private things; Commorancy business. It’s secret, you know that.”

“I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry. I just thought I had another friend, a private one, something for me, someone to talk to when you were being mean or Fasolt was off doing… dunno, whatever he does. What do you do?”

They ignored her question, trying to understand quite how deep Arcene’s unknown treachery went.

Slowly, the whole story unfolded; it was no wonder Arcene had kept her friendship secret.

It was nothing less than the grooming of a child for despicable purposes as far as Letje could tell. Arcene had been used, her naivete the key to unlocking secrets of The Commorancy and who knew what else? Well, it was obvious to Letje now, this man, this infiltrator, this ‘Devan’, had gained access to things he should never have been able to, and once inside he had used the knowledge to find and somehow take nearly everyone who lived away from The Commorancy.

He had stolen souls and blemished a young child’s — who was just too damn friendly for her own good.

Letje should have seen the signs, should have known something was happening, but how? As Arcene told her story Letje softened more and more. She remembered when she first met Arcene, how impetuous a child she had been, unable to really grasp the danger of strangers, that talking and trusting those you didn’t know could have dire consequences. She had assumed her experiences in the world — especially when kidnapped — had taught her the value of caution, but a year under the protection of Letje and Fasolt had allowed Arcene to let her guard down and revert to the trusting and innocent, maybe rather unthinking and instant-to-act child she used to be.

At what cost though?

“Now, what exactly did you talk about? You need to tell us everything, and I do mean everything Arcene. How did this friendship develop? What did you get out of it?”

Arcene told her story. Letje got mad, Fasolt got angry, Arcene got absolution.

~~~

There was no doubt about it, the man had taken advantage of Arcene’s innocence and abused it. She may have been capable of surviving from a young age out in the world all alone, but the one thing she lacked was much in the way of skills when it came to people. She had simply never met enough to be capable of reading the signs they gave off. Sometimes she seemed like nothing more than an excited puppy — oblivious to the signals of danger. She trusted too easily, let her insatiable appetite overrule her instincts, and got into trouble as she was nosy, impetuous, curious and mostly fearless. Yet she lacked knowledge or real understanding of tone of voice, facial signals or body language. Not that Letje herself was much better in that regard, but she had done her best to rectify the situation over the years.

Arcene was, and would always be, a person that wanted to see the good in people, and her trusting nature had been abused by what was becoming clear was a very intelligent and very manipulative man.

It had all been going on for years, warping small parts of her mind, always reassuring her that although they had a secret there was nothing wrong with it. Did Arcene really think Letje told her everything? Of course not, everybody had secrets. Everybody.

As the story came out it was clear that Arcene had taken delight in her secret, thinking she just had a remote friend. He told her that he lived alone but was a bit of a technical wizard, just like she surely must be to work the contraption. He said he would help her in any way he could, he was great with numbers and with anything to do with computers or machines of all types. He told her he was bored and lonely and really enjoyed talking to her and that he didn’t mind that she was still young. After all, he was Whole and so was she, so very soon she would be a grown woman and then he wouldn’t be talking to a young girl any longer, would he?

The more Arcene told the more unnerved Letje became.

So much made sense now, things that seemed incongruous to Arcene’s nature. It was obvious why Arcene grew so good at numbers and data collection and collation — she had outside help. When asked, there was a long nervous silence before Arcene admitted that she had shown him things to get some help and that she hadn’t thought anything more of it. It never crossed her mind until now that the things she had shown the man could have been used against them. How could it? Just a few bits and pieces put onto The Web with password protection so only he could look at it and help her figure some stuff out — she never gave him top secret information, never let him look in their own computers or get access to cameras or anything like that.

Letje tried to explain that he could have hacked in. After being shown bits he may have found a way to get access to everything digital in The Commorancy. Or maybe after talking for long enough he had been able to just figure out Arcene’s passwords, get access that way.

“You did use a secure password didn’t you? Like I told you to?”

There was silence, than a spreading redness that rode from Arcene’s cheeks down her neck and disappeared beneath her clothes.

“Well? Answer me.”

“I never changed it from when I was young and you first gave me proper access. It was silverprincess.”

“And I bet you told him about your name being French and what it meant? Not that he couldn’t figure out it meant silvery anyway. He could have found out your password just by trial and error. What were you thinking?”

“I’m sorry. I never thought of stuff like that happening.”

“Don’t be too hard on her Letje, it’s an easy oversight,” said Fasolt, shifting in his chair.

Letje stared at him. Realization dawned. “Why, what’s your password Fasolt?”

“Password.”

“No, what is it? What password did you use?”

“Password.”

“Just tell me what… oh, you didn’t? You are not telling me that your password is password?”

Fasolt just nodded, as ashamed as Arcene.

“What is wrong with you two? Seriously?”

“I just never got around to changing it, I don’t really use the computers. I prefer The Noise.”

“Fine, okay. Look, I think we have enough of an idea now to know that it must be this man that is taking everyone, warping everything. I don’t know how, or why, but it’s him, it has to be. Arcene, I don’t blame you, I’m sorry for being mean, but we had to find out what had happened, and you needed to be honest with us. But it’s over now, you weren’t to blame, he took advantage of a child; you weren’t to know. He groomed you.”

“He didn’t, I’ve never even met him and if I did I certainly wouldn’t let him brush my hair like I’m a horse.”

Letje couldn’t help but smile. “No, grooming in this context means—”

“I know what it means, I’m just playing. And I am sorry, truly sorry. I would never have done it if I thought it would get us into trouble, mean things got worse. What are we going to do?”

“Well, that’s obvious isn’t it? We’re going to go and find him and get everyone back.”

Fasolt turned to Letje. “How are we supposed to do that? I can’t find them in The Noise, they’re shut off. I’m not powerful enough to get deep enough to break whatever is protecting them, I can’t find even a hint of them.”

“That’s easy,” said Letje, “we just need to go find Marcus. He’ll help.”


DREAMS OF BUTTERFLIES


LETJE LAY ON a bed of butterflies, her naked skin glistening in a thousand hues of orange, green, blue — all the colors of the rainbow in countless variations. The gossamer-thin wings were so delicate as to be almost transparent, creating a kaleidoscope of color as she peered around the Room through the wings of her dream companions.

Letje was in The Room Of Dreams.

There was nothing in the Room. No bed, no light, no dark, no butterflies, no her, nothing.

Emptiness.

And dreams.

It was one of the most dangerous Rooms in the whole Commorancy — The Book warned of it. Marcus himself had never used it for more than a minute, the result being that he was sure it was what tipped him over the edge into a downward spiral of insanity. When Letje read the entry concerning the Room, Marcus recorded that he often wondered if it wasn’t this Room that eventually made him question everything about his life, often no longer sure if he was him and mad or there were two Marcus’, but still probably both mad. At least he had company either way, but one thing he made absolutely clear was that this was not a Room to take lightly.

Once, just once, Marcus had put a man inside and left him for all of three hours; a man that had tried in a very nasty way to end his life. Marcus never forgave himself for the gibbering wreck he created — the thing that came out certainly couldn’t be called a man in any normal sense any longer.

Letje had thought long and hard about entering such a space, finally deciding that she was strong enough to not let it overpower her. She needed answers and if she was unable to locate Marcus by any other means then she would have to do so through dreams.

Two days she had prepared for the Room, meditating, going over her exercises repeatedly, checking and double checking the control she had over her own body, her mind, and most importantly of all: The Noise. This was not a task to be undertaken by the novice — even Fasolt had balked at the idea of Letje entering, and had in no uncertain terms declared that there was no way he would venture into such a Room.

Letje wasn’t scared as she entered The Room Of Dreams, if she had been then she had no right entering. This was what Marcus referred to as a specialist Room, just like The Dangerous Room, The Discombobulated Room, and a few others. If you didn’t have complete control then you would fail. Injury, madness, or death would be the result — a foregone conclusion for those not up to the experience. With her heart-rate under control, her mind as empty as The Void, sweat glands slowed, adrenaline set at regular levels and as many precautions taken as she could think of she had entered silently and closed the door behind her while Fasolt and Arcene waited nervously out of sight, peeking around the corner believing Letje didn’t know they were there. It was still amusing how even Fasolt seemed to forget what she was capable of now — the wall may as well not have been there, so clear were they through The Noise. Still, it was nice to know they were thinking of her.

Inside, Letje stripped off her clothes to be greeted by a gentle warm cycle of air that made her skin feel adorable. The delicate breeze hinted at perfumed summer days laying on the grass, staring at the sky lost in daydreams of nothing — little fluffy clouds.

Air blew through her hair, lifting it from her eyes, tickling her ears with loose strands, caressing her neck like the gentle touch of a lover she had never known. It touched her thighs, tickled her behind, and she heard the gentle sound of insects buzzing away in the background — out of sight but the perfect accompaniment to a perfect day.

Letje noted the butterflies through a dream-haze that had already descended — impossible to fight just as the Room itself was an impossibility.

They wrapped themselves tight around her — a second skin.

She sank.

Through the cloud floor and out into nothingness, the butterflies splitting into tiny reflective shards, trailers shimmering endlessly as they dissipated in the nothingness that was all there ever was and all there ever would be.

What was Letje became something else.

Her life so far was wrapped up tight — a long piece of string compressed into a hard ball. Experiences, emotions, her life, all criss-crossing randomly. A new order was created that ignored linear time or cause and effect — as if her brain itself had been unwound then connected back up without concern about ever making sense.

She bumped down on the soft ocean floor, sand and the dust of creatures turned to nothing, undisturbed for eons floating up and away as she upset their unknowing peace.

Dark.

Heavy yet buoyant.

A place to relax and feel the power of the planet root you in place while you slept on the history of evolution of species dead for millions of years.

A voice.

Slow.

Ponderous.

Lost in its own dream-life of longevity and unthinking weight.

A huge creature — at one with the deep and the never ending adventure of freedom as it traversed the waters in search of nothing more than the next Now; all there ever was.

Letje opened her eyes as the tiny fish nibbled at her toes, eating away at her, bits floating off into the darkness, tiny motes of her self lighting their own way as they settled onto the ocean bed. Her feet were gone, then her ankles, her calves. Nibbled and sucked until they returned to dust, pointless and unnecessary for one such as her: a dreamer who had awoken to the end of everything.

Her knees were gone and then her thighs. She was a half woman, a thing out of place, not meant to be so deep. An intrusion.

Letje was calm. The dream was all there was yet it was only a dream. She was in there somewhere, dreaming of a dream in a Room of impossibilities — there was a quest, a point to her dreams of oceanic hunger that was taking her away piece by tiny piece and when she was all gobbled up and spat out there would be nothing left of the woman named Letje, only an emptiness that could never resurface.

Not that there would be anything left that would want to.

~~~

The huge eye was almost touching her head, it consumed her vision and told of impossible dreams of lives untouched by concern for what she felt was so important.

This was no ordinary creature, it was not even one, but it spoke to her and she listened.

It told of a Room, hidden deep and accessed only once, sealed away behind fake walls and eradicated from the memory of the only man ever to set foot in it.

Then it was gone.

A blink of an eye and nothing was left but emptiness and the nibbling away of her body. Most of it was gone now and Letje watched it without a care as tiny pieces floated away happily on the gentle currents. She was a head with arms, the fingers already mostly gone, and when she was all eaten up there would be nothing left to do but enter The Void and have everlasting peace.

The Room. The Room. The Room.

The voice beat like a sonorous drum at the base of her skull.

Boom, boom, boom. The Room, Room, Room.

On it went, pounding and throbbing and reminding her… of what? Of her purpose for dreaming?

She was dreaming wasn’t she? She wasn’t just a head and… just a head now, the fish hanging off trailing flesh that dangled like she was an octopus. They nibbled upward, they were at her chin now.

Boom, boom, boom. The Room, Room, Room.

Butterflies swam through the thick water, turning it to air as they danced their dance and left trailers of gold sparkling in their wake. They gathered up all the bits of Letje and put them back together piece by tiny piece. Letje’s arms grew, rebuilt one tiny mote at a time. They lengthened and were covered by butterflies all the colors of the rainbow.

She lifted, floating in the nothingness and her body resumed its shape.

Then she woke up.

Naked.

Letje.

The girl that dreamed and came back to herself.

So very nearly lost.

Never to be what she had once been.


FRIENDS?


ARTEK LIGERTWOOD, BORN a hundred and fifty years after The Lethargy encompassed the globe, had waited all of his twenty seven years for this moment — at least that’s what it felt like. He was destined for greatness, he knew it from the minute he was old enough to understand such things. He was born for this, born to Awaken and become an exceptional human being, more exceptional than he already was. Which was difficult because if Artek knew one thing then he knew that he was one really rather exceptional fellow.

As the door closed behind him and he took stock of his — he had to be honest, amazing — Room he knew that very soon he was going to be even more incredible in almost every way than he already was.

If he had any doubts about his future then he didn’t show it. Artek had made it his first vow as a man to not regret any decisions, never to look back and think about the might-have-beens, but to keep on looking forward, on the bright side. His, some would say unfounded, confidence in himself and the way he lived his life meant that he would face whatever the world threw at him with his full attention, hope, and a clarity of vision most Whole could only dream of.

Soon he would be Awoken.

He couldn’t wait.

~~~

Marcus walked back to Orientation after seeing Artek into his Room, and sat in his checkered chair, matching his shirt and socks, complemented by a rather subdued thigh length coat and tan boots that had seen better days.

He had doubts about his most recent guest — he never let them have a Room if he had any doubts about them. It was why his research was so intense and why it was so hard to even find out how to apply to The Commorancy — it needed people who were determined and showed skill. Then there was Orientation itself, the final hurdle that usually meant you got accepted, but not always.

There was just something… that was the problem, he couldn’t put his finger on it, couldn’t actually think of a single reason why Artek shouldn’t have a Room — he was the perfect candidate and that itself was the issue he guessed. Nobody was a perfect guest. Nobody.

Confidence was a good thing, Marcus knew he was himself a rather over-confident person in some regards, although in others he was certainly rather shy. This man seemed quite incapable of not believing he could excel at everything he set his mind to, and although commendable it wasn’t really a very realistic way to approach life as far as he was concerned. But then, it had got Artek this far and he seemed like a rather nice man.

During his Orientation he had been gracious and answered all the questions in the right way, although that was never the main goal of such meetings, it was more to see what was behind the answers, what the person was really like.

Marcus couldn’t fault him, and he supposed that was exactly what gave him cause for concern: he should have had his faults.

It was as though nothing really shocked the man. He took everything in his stride assuming everything happened for a reason and that everything would work out ‘just dandy’ in the end as he rather elegantly put it. He hadn’t batted an eyelid at George, just rubbed his ears and stroked his horns, admiring his fine coat and bushy tail. George had taken a liking to him immediately and spent most of Orientation nudging his hand to continue if he stopped playing with his ears. And George was as assured of himself as Artek, so never acted subservient for long with people he didn’t know well or really, really like.

Even a game of croquet out in the small quadrangle hadn’t phased the man, and he almost won too, which did irk him, Marcus could tell. But he took his defeat graciously, stating that now he had played the game he was sure he would win if they ever had a re-match. Marcus had been baiting him really, taking him outside, playing games dead for centuries. A lost game that hinted at a gentility and warm summer days with blankets spread on perfect grass and picnics. Lifestyles that were now dead and buried.

Marcus never took people outside, but he had wanted to… what, intimidate the man with the overpowering wonder of what he had built? Or was it that he wanted to show off? To make the man think highly of him? He did have that kind of effect on you — you wanted him to like you, to approve of you, to be impressed.

Marcus sat back and laughed at that. Here he was, sat in his chair surrounded by the single greatest achievement of any man and he reverted to a child wanting to impress the popular boy in school so he would like him and be his friend.

You had to see the funny side of it.

Marcus thought back to when he first met the man, when he went to pick him up. It had ended up being quite the adventure, rather a revelation too, for Artek was no idle man, he had been busy in his life and had made sure that he lived well while he made his way through the ravages of the country he was born into one and a half centuries too late, as he told Marcus. He felt he should have been born to enjoy all that modern society could have offered an enterprising young man such as himself, but he did the best he could and tried to make the most if it.

He had certainly done that, Marcus was impressed. He had never seen anything like it, apart from at The Commorancy, of course.


WHEEE!


WHILE MARCUS DEALT with pressing matters back at The Commorancy, Marcus had decided it would be a good idea if he went to collect the guest in person. It was a break for them and something to talk about, and they did like to try out the various equipment kept in hangars dotted around The Commorancy.

The solar glider had only been up a few times in the years since Marcus had found it and brought it back, and he was excited to get up in the sky and feel as close to being a bird as you could get without risking your life in a paraglider or occupying the mind of an actual bird.

He wheeled out the glider from the hangar, checked that the batteries were still fully charged from the day before where it had been left outside to soak up the clear blue sky’s energizing rays. He manhandled the ultra-light fiberglass wings into their slots and ten minutes later he was putting his tools away and climbing in after pushing the glider out to the short runway. The hatch closed, Marcus checked the simple controls and started the motor.

There were no fumes or nasty odors, this was clean technology and he wondered why it hadn’t, haha, taken off as a means of transport for more than a lucky few.

A few minutes later he was high above The Commorancy and marveling at his own ingenious creation before he shut off the engine and glided in silence. He could feel a strong thermal tugging at the wings so took advantage and with a few small adjustments climbed higher and higher. If need be he could start the engine again to climb and search for the thermal currents, but for now he traveled over the water to the mainland without any sound other than the air forced out of the way of the sleek glider.

Artek lived somewhat out of the way, which had been quite a surprise as he seemed like the kind of man that would always want to be where the, albeit rather limited, action was. That would mean being near to a large city where there were more opportunities for surrounding yourself with the remains of man’s achievements, but Marcus knew him to be an intelligent man, and intelligent men didn’t live in places were there was a much higher risk to their life from those that would kill you, rob you, or worse. The cities always seemed to attract people that were less than friendly, probably as food was so much scarcer than out in the country where land for growing crops was certainly in plentiful supply.

Artek had set up home in a strategic location but well away from the worst of the crumbling city centers. As Marcus circled the man’s extensive home he had to admit that he was impressed. From what he could tell the house itself was well maintained and so were the grounds. As he swooped lower, picking a suitable spot to land, it was obvious that Artek had already put in place systems to ensure his home kept running while he was away. There were row after row of solar panels that adjusted slightly to track the sun, large feed hoppers that led to various well-fenced pens, enclosures and pasture land that would ensure the continuation of his collection of animals that were clearly thriving.

Orderly fields were filled with crops and around the house were military-neat lines of vegetables sparkling with late morning rain after a warm shower that had just now cleared.

The house was a fine example of Georgian architecture for what had once been known as the landed gentry and as he exited the glider Marcus was greeted in a suitably gentlemanly manner.

“Cup of tea?”

Marcus smiled. Now that was how you greeted a guest. “Mmm, yes please.”

“Milk? Sugar?”

“If you have them then yes, please.”

“Of course, of course.”

“Hi, I’m Marcus.”

“I’m Artek, pleased to meet you. Come, let me show you the way.”

The two men shook hands then walked up towards the house.

~~~

“Haha, well, yes, it is a bit bigger than your home, you’ll see soon enough. But I must say you have been busy here, especially um… it’s just you?”

“Just me yes. Not that I haven’t tried finding company, I’ve searched and searched. It sadly isn’t that easy, people are so spread out, and there aren’t many anyway. And as you know not all people are, shall we say, of a friendly disposition anymore.”

They chatted away amiably over their tea, the confident young man gracious and keen to show off the work he had done. As they wandered around the grounds Marcus offered little bits of advice on how to keep things running, although he did explain that it may all be for naught if Artek’s stay ended up being prolonged.

“Oh, don’t worry about that, I’m sure I will do well and only be a guest for a few years at the most.”

Marcus didn’t insist, there was no point pressing the matter. Some people stayed for a week, others for more than a century — it was what it was and he didn’t want to dent the man’s indomitable spirit.

Soon enough it was time to go, and with just one small bag, which was the allowance for all guests without exception, they took to the sky.

The trip back was uneventful even when Marcus allowed his companion to take a turn flying the glider. He was, as Marcus suspected he would be, a natural. Artek was blindfolded for the rest of the flight just as others had been and would be in the future, so had no idea where he was or what awaited him below. Marcus was tempted to allow him a peek at the expansive Commorancy but stopped himself, knowing it was showing off and him being bizarrely eager to impress the well presented young man.

Which was another thing that drew Marcus to him: he dressed well.

There had been a discussion about clothes, longer than about anything else, and Marcus had reassured Artek that whatever he had wanted he could have. Marcus felt the connection and knew that Artek held clothes in as high regard as he did. What would he make of The Room For Clothes? wondered Marcus, again realizing he was keen to show off.

The difference between the two was that Artek wore one style only and always the same colors, even if the cut of the cloth varied. As they walked along the corridors towards his Orientation Marcus glanced sideways at the man. He seemed perfectly relaxed in what was, even to Marcus after all this time, an impossible to ignore idiosyncratic series of spaces.

Yet Artek held his excellent posture, looked around politely, and made suitably complementary comments on what Marcus had achieved — the perfect gentleman.

His hair was neat and cut into a tight bob that came to the nape of his neck. He wore an emerald green shirt that complemented his fire-red hair, and had a neatly trimmed mustache and wisp of a beard. Trousers were tight fitting and of dark denim, with functional handmade boots of dark leather obviously very well maintained. Over it all he had a three quarter length overcoat of dark black and a silver belt buckle gleamed at his waist. Artek was slender and only lightly muscled, almost boyish in his build, yet he held himself with the bearing of a military man, and his flawless appearance further reflected this.

Marcus had, of course, delved deeply into the man’s life, his history, the lineage of his family and what had happened to them, and everything about it was reflected in the man that strode confidently beside him. His family had a long history of holding military office, often graduating straight into well placed roles that reflected money and connections. The Lethargy changed everything and the family was severely reduced in size as the good old days vanished in an instant. But the main line mostly remained Whole with only a few exceptions, although finding suitable partners appeared to be a stumbling block. There was a stubborn streak and a sense of having a right to things that no longer tied in with the society, or lack of one, they had to make their way in.

Upper class sensibilities didn’t work in the men’s favor and their reluctance to sever ties to ancestral ways of behaving meant that they still looked down their noses at those they deemed of the lower classes. The line mostly ended — it was his mother that kept things going. She was a woman of indomitable will, one of the few that Awoke, and had lived a seemingly long life, long enough to bring up her son until he was capable enough of finding his way in the world alone.

Through the years the new family home expanded and everything was organized with military precision, one of the spill-overs from what now seemed like a different time altogether.

With Artek, the remains of the past were present, yet he was very much his own man, keeping the traditions he felt were right, discarding anything that felt out of place or like relics of a past he never knew and frankly didn’t really care about.

His overriding goal in life was to continue his family line, something that was a must as far as he was concerned, and allowing others to do likewise. He felt strongly that people had a better chance of survival if they could only find the right person to spend their life with.

Marcus had no doubt he would succeed, he wasn’t the kind of man to change his mind about something.


NOT MUCH OF A HOLIDAY


“WELL YOU DIDN’T last long did you? I must say I’m a bit disappointed.” Marcus’ green eyes had changed, they were almost blue now, but when Letje looked again they were back to green, then as dark as the ocean, then as green as a frog, as gray as a winter’s sky. Was that orange? She felt like a child again — stared at by a man that knew what it was to be many things and no things. It was really unnerving.

“Were you really a whale?” asked Arcene, peering at Marcus as if he was about to blow water out the top of his head. She stood on tiptoe to get a better look.

“Not just any whale, a blue whale. It was only for a few weeks though, a mini-vacation really.” Marcus stared accusingly at Letje. “It was supposed to be permanent, not a short trip into the depths. I assume Marcus is dead?”

“Yes, he died,” interrupted Arcene. “We were there, all of us. Varik chopped his head off. Your head off. Well, not you, the other one. Hey, there really were two of you then? Cool. We have your head. In a box. Do you want to go see it?”

“Arcene!” Letje nudged her in the ribs.

“Ow! What?”

“Stop babbling, of course he doesn’t want to see his head.”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind actually. Do I look alright? Is it a nice box?”

“Oh, well, erm, yes, I suppose. Look Marcus, sorry to bring you back, I know you wanted to go away, be… a whale? Sorry, that sounds weird. Things have happened though. Strange things. Bad things.”

“People, right? I can feel it, they’ve all gone. Can’t you find them? Or Fasolt? You are both powerful enough now.”

“That’s the problem though, we can’t find them, they’ve gone. Somebody got access to information from The Commorancy, sensitive information, and we think maybe they used it to find people, at least some of them, the last of them, and well, they took them.”

“How could they get in? I’ve got, I had, excellent firewalls, no end of failsafes and false backdoors, safety feature after safety feature.”

“I know, and all that’s well and good but it doesn’t help when your password is password.”

“When your password is password? You don’t mean that your password was password?”

“Not mine. His.” Letje pointed at Fasolt.

“I said I was sorry.” Fasolt felt he would never be able to do anything but hang his head in shame ever again.

“Okay, maybe we ought to start at the beginning. First things first, I hope you haven’t been reorganizing The Room For Clothes or anything as obscene as that?”

Letje suddenly realized that her fingernails needed staring at.

“You wouldn’t? You haven’t? Oh my god, things are worse than I feared.”

“We only changed a few things, you probably won’t even notice the difference.”

Marcus stared through Letje’s eyes, into her head, then out the other side, leaving a gaping hole in his evil stare’s wake.

“We’ll see. Come on, you’re all coming with me. And how can all of this happen in just a few weeks anyway? I’ve only just left.”

“Marcus, you’ve been gone five years. I can’t believe you haven’t noticed how much I’ve grown. Look, I’m nearly as tall as you now.” Arcene pouted her bottom lip so far out it looked like her tongue.

“Ah, yes, well, things have been a little… unusual, I may not quite be myself yet.” Marcus began to walk off, in search of clothes. He stopped and turned. “Oh, yes, another thing, just how exactly am I here anyway? I never did know how there were two of me. I wiped such memories and I wasn’t even sure if there was such a thing as more of me. Are there? Were there? Can I see?”

Silence.

Shifting of feet.

Cough.

“It’s, er, a bit of an odd story actually,” said Letje, looking warily at the others.

“What? I was supposed to expect something else? Something normal? Haha.”

“Well, you see, it started like this…” Letje explained how Marcus happened to be Marcus after having his head chopped off and the other him becoming a whale and his body eaten by crabs as it rotted away on a shoreline somewhere along the southern coast of England.

~~~

“You went into The Room Of Dreams? Well, that was brave of you.”

“Don’t you remember? I met you, the whale. You told me of the Room, where the, you know, the yous are.”

Marcus scratched his head, his eye color changing rapidly, flickering through the spectrum as if searching for one he liked. “Nope, don’t recall that.”

“Um, Marcus, can you speak a little faster? This is taking ages.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“I mean that we are all getting starving, you’ve been stood there for four hours now and we’ve only had a short conversation. Speak faster.” Letje stared at him intently; he really didn’t realize.

“Is this true?” Marcus asked Arcene and Fasolt.

“Yeah, you’re really, really boring when you talk so slow Marcus. It’s driving me mad, and I need to go pee too.”

Fasolt just nodded, understanding the effect a life in the depths could have on a man.

“HowisthisanybetterIthinkifItalkwithoutthinkingaboutittoomuchthenitshouldcomeoutaboutright.”

“Whoa, no, I didn’t get hardly a word of that, that’s too fast now.”

It took another few hours before Marcus finally managed to get his mind working properly and could speak at a normal speed that everyone could understand.

Then he said something that sent Letje cold, fear gripping her before she fell to the ground unconscious.

“You can wake up now Letje, I think you are finished with your dream.”

~~~

Letje woke up in The Room Of Dreams, naked and shaking.

Somebody was knocking at the door and all she could hear apart from the insistent banging was Boom, boom, boom. The Room, Room, Room.


OW!


“THAT HURT, WHAT did you do that for?”

“So you’d know you’re not dreaming now. See, you’re awake.” Arcene pinched Letje again.

“Ow! Stop. You didn’t have to do it again,” moaned Letje, rubbing her arm.

Fasolt was deep in thought, staring at Letje as if she would be eaten by fish at any moment. After hearing her story of the dream and that she had thought she was awake and they had brought Marcus back to life he was showing deep concern.

“What? What is it?” Letje couldn’t get her mind to work properly. She had told them what she could remember of her dream, but was worried that she had thought she had been awake and that it felt like days had passed and that Marcus really was back. She still kept expecting him to sit down and ask for the sugar.

Fasolt stirred uncomfortably. “You should never have gone into that Room. Forced dreams like that are dangerous. You said it yourself that in The Book Marcus warned it had sent people mad, or worse.”

“I know and I was almost gone I’m sure. If those fish had eaten much more of me I don’t think I would have been able to come back.”

Fasolt twirled a dreadlock idly. “Hmm, that’s the problem though isn’t it? How do you know you’re awake now? How do you know that this is real and that it isn’t all a dream?”

“Well, because I know I’m awake I guess,” said Letje, doubt creeping into her voice.

“See, you don’t know do you? Your whole life, me, Arcene, The Commorancy, Marcus, even your dream, it could all just be a part of a dream now. You could still be in there, or maybe you never were but are dreaming in The Void about a life you haven’t yet lived. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”

Letje admitted it reluctantly. “Yes. How do I know?”

Letje’s arm shot out and grabbed Arcene’s before she pinched her again.

“Just trying to help,” smiled Arcene.

“You don’t,” said Fasolt, “and that’s why I told you not to go in there. Some things are best left alone, and messing with dreams is high on the list. You will never be the same, you will always have that doubt. A little piece of you will always be wondering if everything isn’t just a made up story that you are dreaming while you wait to live whatever life it is that you actually have. Or that you are right now at home, laying on the grass, dozing in the sun while butterflies search for nectar with your tortoise next to you and your mother and father making supper. Sorry, that was cruel. But you should not have done what you did.”

“So there is no whale? No Room that we need to find? No way to get Marcus back? It was all for nothing?”

“What? No, of course there is. I don’t doubt for a second that what you dreamed will actually happen; that’s the whole point of the Room. You spoke to Marcus and he told you how to find out how to bring him back. Let’s go find it.”

“Huh? But you just said it was a dream. Now you are saying it was real?”

“No. I’m saying you had a dream and parts of what happened in it could be real, could happen, if we do what you did in your dream. So, what do we do first? Where is the Room that has the… What did it have? Was it full of Marcus’ waiting to be animated? Some kind of clone bank or something?” Fasolt sat forward eagerly. Arcene was staring so hard it was as if she was trying to drag the information from Letje’s head before she spoke.

“Well, that’s the problem, I didn’t see what was in the Room. The dream jumped, it told me where it was, then the next bit was us all stood around Marcus and him taking hours to speak a line. I don’t know what was actually in the Room at all. But I do know where it is.”

“So let’s go. What are we waiting for?” Arcene moved to stand but Fasolt put a hand to her shoulder and nodded in Letje’s direction. “Oh.”

“Let her sleep, she needs her rest.”

Arcene looked at Letje, fast asleep and starting to snore. “But, but she’s just been sleeping for so long already, she can’t need more.”

“That was different,” explained Fasolt. “That wasn’t sleep for the need of sleep, it was sleep for dreaming and it doesn’t count.”

“Oh.”

Letje dreamed she was dozing in the garden, or she dreamed she was asleep in a chair in The Commorancy, she wasn’t really sure which, or if it even mattered any longer.


IT'S ABOUT TIME


LETJE WOKE A few hours later trying to get rid of the terrible sense of her whole life being a lie. Maybe the Room had been a mistake? She felt out of things, disassociated from time and reality, as if she was only half a person, the other half still being eaten by the fish then put back together by butterflies, an endless loop of dissipating and resurrecting only for it to happen over and over.

Coffee, that was what was needed.

A few cups later, and with Fasolt and Arcene getting more and more impatient, she finally felt up to going to discover if her dream really had told her what she had wanted to know.

They went to find The Room For Marcus, not The Marcus Room, which was a different Room entirely.

Three hours later, wrong turn after wrong turn, after walking down endless corridors only to find them leading nowhere, after entering countless Rooms and exiting them into even stranger ones, they finally came to the end of their quest.

It was a bit of an anti-climax.

~~~

“Is this it?” said a disappointed Arcene. “It’s just a dusty drape, look.” Arcene tugged on the material, a dull white that spat out dust as it was disturbed.

“Careful, it might be booby-trapped,” warned Letje.

Arcene kept pulling and the drape slid along the rail to reveal a plain pine door that had never even been painted. The yellow wood was so uninspiring that nobody would try very hard to discover what was behind the door. “See, it’s fine, just a stupid door.”

“With somebody inside. Snap.” Letje and Fasolt stared at each other then laughed nervously, both of them saying the same thing at the same time.

“It’s not fair, I want to be able to do that too. When do I get to be Awoken?”

“Soon. As soon as you stop being naughty,” said Letje.

“So, never,” said Fasolt, smiling.

“Look, I said I was sorry.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that. You know, that you gave away secrets and stuff,” said Letje, trying not to sound mean. “I meant going off and pushing buttons and pulling levers and generally trying to blow everything up.”

“Oh,” was all Arcene could think of to say. “Okay.”

“Ready?” Letje felt her stomach flip over as she looked for reassurance from her friends, her family, her responsibilities.

Two heads nodded in the affirmative.

Letje looked at the door, seeing the complex circuitry hidden within. She placed her left hand on a panel, her thumb tight into the profile, her other hand flat, middle finger not touching the wood, angled so that she made the shape of a butterfly. Her stomach somersaulted again, next there would be fish coming from the floor and eating her feet. She stared down at her feet, tapping away like they were trying to dance away from being eaten. “No fish.”

“Letje? You okay?” Fasolt gestured at the door.

“Oh, right. Sorry.” Letje let her middle finger touch the door and complete the circuit and then removed her hands.

Psst.

The door slid into the wall to the right, only to reveal another door, this time dull gray and looking like it would take some serious explosives to budge it. There was no embedded circuitry that she could see, no handle, keyhole, or even a crack where it met the frame, a seamless solid piece of steel that meant business.

“Well, that’s a bit annoying. Thought it was too easy. How are we supp—”

Whoosh.

“Arcene!” yelled Letje, as Arcene pushed at the door and it whooshed up into the ceiling revealing the interior.

“Oh.”

“Hello, you took your time didn’t you?” said Marcus, sitting behind a simple wooden desk, immaculately dressed and matching his surroundings as always.

“Marcus, it’s really you? I’m not dreaming?”

“Hello Letje. No you’re not dreaming, although that was a dangerous thing you did going into The Room Of Dreams.”

“Your eyes,” exclaimed Arcene, “they’re just like Letje said they were.”

It was true, Marcus’ once green eyes flicked through the spectrum constantly, flashing every color and no color. There was something else too, Letje just couldn’t quite think what it was.

“You’re younger? Older? What is it, I can’t tell?”

“Just different Fasolt. Different.”

“How so?”

“Because I’m the real Marcus, the original.”

~~~

“You mean you haven’t been out of your Room since you built the place?” asked Letje, still not believing it really, truly was Marcus, not just a dream.

“That’s right. Marcus, Marcus plural that is, locked me in and I haven’t been able to get out since.”

“For what, like three hundred years?” Arcene couldn’t imagine being in one Room for that long, but knew others had stayed in The Commorancy for similar amounts of time.

“Give or take a few years, yes. It was part of the deal, the plan, although I must say I wish I’d never agreed. I expected one of them to come back and get me at some point, but I guess the memory wipes worked like they were supposed to.”

“Care to explain?” said Letje.

“Only if you tell me what’s happened. I’ve been watching you since you arrived but there are still a few missing gaps, like exactly how I died, where the other me really is, that kind of thing. I’ve listened to most of it when you’ve talked but there are some things I still don’t quite understand.”

“Haha, things that you don’t understand. What about us? We’ve known you to die, assumed, no, knew, the other you was dead, now here you are again. I mean, c’mon, your head is in a box in The Orientation Room.”

“Ah, yes, about the head…”


NOT JUST ANY ROOM


MARCUS’ ROOM WAS unconventional to say the least. As he invited them in and busied himself gathering chairs — he had never had guests — and returning some time later with pots of tea and coffee, it was obvious that he hadn’t just been cooped up in a single space. Doors and entryways open to corridors hinted at extensive living quarters.

Marcus explained what he had been doing and how he happened to be locked behind a door for so long. Locked in by himself, two of them.

He did his best to explain but it was no easy task. As soon as he began there was utter confusion, so he tried again.

“Now, let me try to get this right, sorry about getting it jumbled, I sort of missed the end of everything so don’t know exactly what I, they, did.”

“So you couldn’t… feel, see, download what they were doing?” Letje always wondered how Marcus managed to know what the other one was doing, or had done.

“No, they were connected. Each lived a life but updated almost instantly to the other so they both always knew what they were doing. But over time it got a little frayed around the edges so to speak, and the longer I, um, they, lived, the more confusing it got. The more of an impossibility it seemed until I, they, didn’t really know if it was real any longer. Nevertheless, they had a connection, and it wasn’t until one left with you Letje for the mainland that the link almost broke, then it did. Poof, no more connection.

“From then on they didn’t know what each other did, and I didn’t know what either of them did. I was cut off; blind. Alone. You know it really did get lonely then. I was surprised just how attached to those guys I got.”

“Well duh, it was you Marcus.”

“Thank you Arcene, most helpful my dear.”

“You’re welcome,” beamed Arcene.

“So, I never saw what happened to them once the connection broke, once The Final Decision was made. Although, obviously, I guessed what it would be, as it was what I would have done if I had the luxury of two choices, which I suppose is exactly what I did. One went off to have an adventure on his own, right? And the other sacrificed himself so the right future would happen. So you would be the new owner of The Commorancy and run things.” Marcus was looking at Letje, his dancing eyes mesmerizing.

“Right. He, you, um… He let Varik chop his head off and Bird killed Varik and we came here.”

“Smart man wasn’t I?”

“What do you mean?” Letje didn’t get it, neither did Arcene.

Fasolt interjected. “He did it so you would come here and get the original him. You. Right Marcus?”

“Well, yes, that’s right. At least it’s what I would have done.”

“What do you mean? What are you talking about?”

“Look, the other Marcus’, they wiped their memories of how there were two of them, right? Well, actually I wiped them, just to be sure. And they wiped memories of who was the original, believing it was one of them, and they got rid of even the memory of agreeing to do it, of how there were two of them, of how any of it worked, and this is the most important bit, they were wiped clean of any hint that there was another one of them or any kind of a chance of one of them coming back.”

“So…” Letje didn’t get it.

“So… I let myself be killed so that you would run The Commorancy and come and find me.”

“Hang on, that doesn’t make sense. You just said Marcus didn’t know there was another him, you, so why would he sacrifice himself so I, we, would come looking for you? He didn’t know.”

“Aha, he didn’t know that there was another me, but he knew that there were two of him. Yes?”

“Right.”

“So he knew that there was a way it had been done. So he knew that even though he didn’t remember doing it, or how it happened, or how to do it again or where to look, he knew that here somewhere there was the answer. So he allowed himself to die so that you would find out the answer and bring him back.”

“That’s crazy. What if we didn’t want to, or didn’t find out how to? You could have been in here forever. It’s pure luck we found you.”

“Is it? Is it really?”

“Well, yeah, isn’t it?” Letje turned to Fasolt and Arcene. “Isn’t it?”

“Don't ask me,” said Arcene, “I got lost at the bit about wiping his memory.”

Fasolt spoke up. “I think Marcus knew that at some point something would happen and we would try to find him. Since we knew for sure there were two of him, or mostly anyway, then given that there was an option then we would try to see if we could bring Marcus back. Right Marcus?”

“Exactly. You knew that there was a chance, so at some point you would try to find me. It stands to reason doesn’t it? If you think there is help then you will go looking for it. And here I am. I’m here to help. I must say it is going to be such fun, I’m so looking forward to it. When do we start?”

“This is making my head hurt,” moaned Letje. “You’re saying that you had your head chopped off so that we would maybe come and find another you?”

“No, not at all. I’m saying that after three hundred years of running The Commorancy and dealing with an extended life and two of me that I went mad and was happy to end it all and pass on the responsibility to somebody I felt was up to the task. Especially as they had help from friends and would probably at some point find me.”

“Oh, so you were mad then?”

“Well, I was a little eccentric at least,” smiled Marcus. “Now, about the other Marcus, what happened to him?”

“Judging by Letje’s dream, and by what I felt when you faced Varik, and a strange conversation I believe was real when I was staring out to sea, which I will have to tell you about properly,” said Fasolt, trying to come to terms with meeting the man his son had killed, “I believe you went into the deep. The ocean,” offered Fasolt helpfully.

“That makes sense, I assumed as much. Before their connection broke then that was what I had wondered about — an adventure, something totally different. I wonder how I’m doing, what it’s like?”

“It’s slow, and dreamy,” said Letje. “In my dream of finding you I saw your whale eye, it spoke to me, told me where you were. You are big!”

“Well, that settles it then. It was what I had being wondering about.”

“Marcus?”

“Yes Arcene?”

“How did you know what the other Marcus’ were doing though? Have you got all their memories as well as your own? Are you bonkers too?”

“I am the one that created them, gave them me, made them me, so the connection was strongest from them to me. I felt things exactly as they did, experienced what they did. They just didn’t know. Even though the thread was there, they were told to ignore it, to not see it. They never did as far as I can tell.”

“Okay, so you were them but they weren’t you?”

“That’s right. What I did, this me?” Marcus tapped his chest. “They never experienced that, only each other.”

“And Marcus?”

“No, I don’t think so, not quite mad yet, but I am a little bored. Let’s go and have a cup of tea, somewhere away from here.”

Letje got to her feet, curiosity overtaking her. “Can we maybe have a look at where you’ve been living all this time first, if that’s okay?”

“Well, I suppose another day or two won’t make much difference, although we will have to do a bit of a rush tour if we are to get going on our quest.”

“A couple of days!” shouted Arcene. “I thought it was just a big Room?”

“What, knowing I was going to spend who knew how long in here, maybe longer than I have? Oh no, it’s quite expansive. Not Commorancy big, but I did my best before they locked me in. Come on, but let’s have another cuppa first, I’m parched after all this talking. It has been three hundred years since I had the chance to chat with anyone.”

~~~

“Psst. Psst… Oi.”

“What? What is it?”

“I think he’s more mad than the Marcus we knew. Have you seen his eyes?”

“Yes, I have. And yes, I think you’re right.”

Marcus wheeled past them on his scooter, trundling off into the gloom, shouting for them to follow if they wanted the guided tour.

“I think you're absolutely right Arcene, he is kind of fun though, don’t you think?”

“Oh yeah, it’s going to be great.”


SETTLING IN


MARCUS FELT STRANGE, he hadn’t had company for so long.

Yet at the same time he had always had company, had lived three lives spanning centuries each — meaning he had in fact lived through almost a thousand years accumulatively — and seen more, done more, than any other human being alive or dead. He saw so much, understood so much, could do many things he still thought somewhat magical himself even though he knew otherwise. Yet, when it came down to it, it was still the first company he’d had for over three hundred years.

It was the conundrum of being who he was, or rather, what he had been. He had lived the lives of the Marcus’, did and felt everything they did as though he were doing it himself, which to all intents and purposes he was. Their lives were his life, yet his was not theirs. When they finally cut the cord that linked the triumvirate it was doubly hard for him as he was saying goodbye to two best friends not just the one. It was like having two of triplets suddenly leave your life, making it empty and hollow, and oh so slow.

Living a life such as his meant that even when he personally wasn’t busy or doing much of anything there were always things being done by the other him or hims, making life fast-paced, never boring, even a little exciting at times. There were days, months, occasionally even years where one or the other dropped out from his experiences, secrets they never even admitted they had to each other, yet Marcus knew they were being kept, didn’t begrudge them their personal alone time and personal memories never to be shared.

For the most part though he went about his life in triplicate, yet always once removed from the closeness as the other Marcus’ never knew of the connection. Still, he was them so it didn’t really change anything.

The difference was that the others had been interchangeable, never knew whose memories or experiences were whose, but for Marcus he always knew, as the life he lived behind closed doors was his and his alone. Even that got warped over time.

It was a complicated business indeed and there were many times that he sat down to think through how it worked only to come to no other conclusion than that he had a very bad headache. Some things were simply impossible to truly understand — but it didn’t stop him trying. Marcus was the other Marcus’, he lived their lives, did what they did, he was them. Up until they were no longer connected to each other or to him. He had slowly faded away once on the mainland, not a sudden death so much as a dissipating into The Void, slowly going back to nothingness. At the same time he had been losing his mind while alone at The Commorancy after killing countless Lethargic and pining for the other him. He had experienced the meeting of himself, the agreement to live his own lives, knowing that each had chosen a death of sorts, one more final than the other. Also knowing that he wasn’t actually going to die, that at most a few weeks or months out of an impossibly long life would be missing from his memory.

That wasn’t so bad was it? Even normal people had months and years where they couldn’t remember what they did — it wasn’t possible to remember everything. He had made a decision to also have the adventure of a lifetime, albeit in different form, and that was something he really wished he could do, but of course he had, was, is doing exactly that, just not the him that was right now showing his guests around his home within a home.

There was a difference however, a difference between all of that direct experience removed from physical self and real, genuine, hands on visceral experience of the actual life, solid and real, that he personally was living. It was, when all was said and done, an impossible life on so many levels that he thought he had done quite well to have not completely broken down into insanity right at the moment he became a tri-split personality.

Or maybe he had.

How would he know?

What he did know was that it was uplifting to finally have real, solid, living breathing company that was actually here, really here. However real his other lives had been it somehow just wasn’t the same, even though it should have been.

Time to forget about the past, time to live in the moment, begin again.

After all, he did have his freedom at least, didn’t he?

He was free wasn’t he?

Or was he now merely a prisoner in a larger cage? An animal in the zoo moved to a bigger enclosure, still just as captive as ever, just with an illusion of liberty, still locked down tight if the truth be told?

Well, whatever. At least he could experience his work firsthand for the first time in centuries.

Although he already had hadn’t he…?

Here I go again, thought Marcus. Around in circles never getting anywhere but more confused. Just enjoy the beginnings of a new life Marcus, you are reborn into a world you have been away from for far too long.

And it really is beautiful Marcus, although we are going to have to figure out exactly what has been going on with all the people.

Aha, I was forgetting just how strong a woman you now are Letje, but no peeking at my thoughts, it’s rude you know.

Sorry, you just kind of spilled over, it’s because I haven’t been around you before, I picked it up. I’ll block you out, promise. I know how wrong it is to listen to people’s innermost thoughts. Sorry.

That’s okay Letje, I guess we both have a lot to get used to, right?

I don’t think it ever ends does it?

No, I don’t suppose it does Letje. I don’t suppose it does.

~~~

“It’s almost as big as The Room For Clothes,” whispered Letje, the sacred space forcing respect and allowing for nothing but hushed voices.

“Well, not quite, but near enough. I knew I was going to be in here for a while, although I didn’t know it was going to be quite so long,” said Marcus, eyes flashing through colors as he looked from outfit to outfit, absorbing colors as he stood in one of the infinite seeming aisles where each row was organized by color first then categorized in numerous sub-sections — impossible to be understood by anyone apart from Marcus. “Most of the things here in The Slightly Smaller Room For Clothes were picked up when the larger Room was mostly completed, but of course I haven’t been able to add to it since then. Still, there has been plenty to allow me to change when needed.”

“I bet,” said Arcene. “Wonder how long it would take to wear every outfit you own Marcus?”

“Haha, I don’t even want to think about it. I don’t know that anyone could live that long.”

“You might though. We all might,” said Arcene hopefully. She tugged at a pigtail for a moment, eyes staring inward before she asked what was obviously on her mind. “Marcus?”

“Yes Arcene?”

“How long can people live for? I mean, people like you and Letje, Fasolt? Truly Awoken?”

“That’s something I have pondered myself over the years my dear, and the answer is that I have no idea. I also don’t know when you would stop being you. For Awoken I can’t really see how long they could live. There are plenty of people as old as me and Fasolt with no sign of slowing down. And for us? We are different, you too Arcene, you will be like us when the time comes. Our lives obviously cannot be infinite in human form, but it could be millennia, longer, until maybe we join with the animals or the birds, or even the planet itself and become something different.”

“Could I be a tree? That would be cool I think.”

“Oh it is Arcene, being a tree is a beautiful thing.”

“You’ve been a tree? Cool!” Arcene couldn’t imagine such a thing.

“Not been one, but I speak to them. If I recall correctly then you once asked me what it was like to be me?”

Arcene stared at Marcus in confusion, then understood. “Oh, at Letje’s house? The you that wasn’t the you here? Yeah, and what you said was sad, and scary.”

“Well, it was me, is me, sort of, but let’s forget about that for a minute. What I told you wasn’t the whole truth Arcene, at least not for me personally.” Marcus tapped his chest. “This me.”

“Um, okay.”

“There is more, much more. Things have happened to me that didn’t happen to the others. Couldn’t happen unless they lived how I lived. But the other me, they spoke to the trees, just as I do. I have a Room For Trees you know? Here in my little part of The Commorancy. We are very good friends now, although I think they will not miss me as much as I will miss them.”

“Where you going?”

“Oh, you know, away,” said Marcus, gesturing at nothing in particular. “We all are aren’t we? Off on an adventure, out into the big bad world to find out where everybody has gone. Although I must say it does feel like I’ve just been out, but it was what, five years ago?”

Letje found herself twirling a wide-brimmed hat in her hands idly as she spoke. “Five years, yes. It seems like a lifetime ago to me though. So much has happened here since then; we’ve learned so much.”

“And there is certainly a lot more to learn Letje, but before any of that we must find out where the people are. There’s no point being humanity’s salvation if there isn’t a humanity to save anymore, right?”

“Right,” said Letje.

“Let’s go get ‘em,” Arcene shouted enthusiastically, then clasped a hand to her mouth. “Oops, sorry.”

“No need to say sorry, this isn’t a church, just a place for clothes and stuff.”

“Well, I don’t believe that for one second,” said Arcene, smiling as Marcus delicately took the hat off Letje and placed it back on it’s perfectly lit pedestal.

“I think you know me all too well Arcene. Haha.”

Arcene smiled outwardly, but the pain in her eyes was obvious. It was clear that she really didn’t want Marcus to see the main Room For Clothes if he was so fussy about a single hat. Arcene tried, but she had to admit she really wasn’t the most organized of people in some regards.

Marcus turned to Fasolt. “You’re quiet my friend, are you alright?”

“Yes and no Marcus. I feel like I must apologize all over again for the things I have done, the pain and trouble I have caused you. So much is my fault, my doing, my terrible legacy.”

Marcus put a hand on the slender bare shoulder of Fasolt. “Do not worry Fasolt, this life is full of surprises. We do good and we do bad, the main thing is that we understand ourselves and accept our nature. Yours is a good one now, you have made your apologies and I accepted them then as I do now. There is no need for you to dwell on such things.”

“Thank you Marcus. For everything.”

“Come, let me give you the rest of the tour, then we have some planning to do. I have something in mind that should help with our quest.”

~~~

Three days later they emerged through a door the size of small skyscraper into a world that made their experience of The Commorancy so far seem like nothing but a stay in a cheap hotel then moved to the penthouse suite at no extra cost.

But there was always a price to pay.

Always.


SOME PROJECT


“UM, WELL, WOW,” was all Fasolt could manage.

“Crikey,” said Arcene, staring at Marcus as if she truly did believe he was a god.

“Well, you’ve been busy Marcus, this is quite some project you have been involved in.” Letje thought she had become advanced with her powers in The Noise, had seen and understood more than most ever did in their lifetime, but it faded into insignificance when she thought about what Marcus had achieved. Not thought, witnessed, experienced, become immersed in.

“Thought you might like it, had to have something to pass away the time.” Marcus’ eyes danced crazily, a flickering candle reflecting color as if a disco ball was spinning at top speed.

Letje settled herself; her heartbeat slowed to a normal rhythm, adrenaline lessened, her brain became sharp and open, then she shut down the heightened senses — it was too much, she wasn’t ready for such an experience yet and she was wise enough to understand it. Before she had a chance to say anything Marcus did it for her.

“Well, that’s it, time to go.”

“Wha… what! Um, aren’t we going to stay for a bit?” Arcene looked expectantly to Marcus then Letje and Fasolt, all three shaking their heads.

“No Arcene, I just wanted to show you all, but Letje isn’t ready, Fasolt maybe, but you definitely aren’t. I just wanted you to understand what you are, what you will be, what is possible.”

“But I want to stay!”

“Well, I don’t, come on.” Letje grabbed Arcene by the arm and dragged her back out the door. Marcus and Fasolt followed, the deeply carved door, a living thing, part of the Room, part of its interior, part of everything, shut behind them with a quiet thump.

Letje heard the Room whisper its goodbyes to her as she left.

Goodbye, I will return.

We know, we know, whispered the Room to her as it settled back into its impossible life.

“The Living Room,” said Marcus.

“But that’s—”

“Yes Arcene, I am well aware of the double meaning. What good is life if you can’t have a little fun?” Marcus smiled conspiratorially and winked at Arcene, his open eye as pale as the hair on her head. “Come on, I believe we have a plan to make. Ooh, this is going to be fun, it’s about time I had a bit of action myself. First time really, the last major thing I did was build The Commorancy, now I get to really save people, matter of life and death stuff, it’s gonna be great.”

Letje watched as Marcus skipped off down the corridor, Arcene nudging her and twirling a finger by the side of her head.

“He’s been a bit isolated is all, I’m sure it will all work out fine.” Letje hoped so, once again things were moving faster than she could keep up with.

Well, it beat sitting in a chair waiting for The Lethargy to take what little you had left, and Marcus was the one that had given it all to her, to so many others. Now they were going to find those people and all the others that somehow seemed to have disappeared from the face of the planet.


PICK A RULER


MARCUS AND LETJE had left the others in the kitchen and were settled in The Space Room, somewhere they both felt suited their discussion. The Space Room was made up of emptiness: empty chairs, empty sofas, empty tables and empty walls and floors — no distractions.

It had the exact opposite effect. The lack of things, the echoing Room, the non-furniture without much in the way of comfort, meant that it was impossible to settle and focus on any kind of meaningful conversation.

“Shall we move?”

“Oh yes, please. Marcus, I have to say it but I don’t think this Room was a success. Sorry,” said Letje.

“Well, nobody’s perfect. You can’t win them all,” smiled Marcus.

~~~

“Ah, that’s better. Right?”

“Oh yes, it’s nice to be in more familiar surroundings. Um, one minute.” Letje got up from the couch they were both sat on and picked up a black silk cloth and draped it over the head of Marcus in its clear box. She returned to the couch and plonked down, feeling better.

“No need to do that on my behalf Letje, after all it was me that asked for my son to, you know, do it.”

“It doesn’t bother you? Staring at your own cut off head?” Letje knew for a fact that it would bother her immensely.

“Can’t say it does, not really. There are worse things, and besides, I’m still here aren’t I?”

“Ugh, I don’t even want to think about that. This you isn’t that you is it?” said Letje, pointing at the draped box.

“Well, no, not exactly, but I am him. Just more so.”

Letje sat, thinking about it and eventually just dismissing it. She had never gotten used to believing that there had been two and they were the same person, now there was another one she couldn’t even bear trying to think about who he was, which one, if any. “I can’t really come to any kind of resolution when it comes to this, it’s too weird.”

“I understand. Imagine how I feel. I bet you’re wondering how many more of me there are, aren’t you? Maybe another one will peek out from behind the drapes over there and I will be the one in the dark, never knowing there was another me that experienced all I do and the other Marcus’ too.”

Letje couldn’t help but stare at the heavy red drapes, half expecting Marcus to materialize and be caught in a never-ending loop of new Marcus after new Marcus, one behind the other fading into infinity in never ending madness of oneupmanship. “Don’t even joke about it.”

“Haha, spooked you right?” Marcus stared at the drapes. “Actually I spooked myself too. How do I know that isn’t true? After all, the others didn’t know about me did they?”

“No, they didn’t. And I still don’t get how you knew someone would find you eventually. You could have been stuck in there for eternity.”

“I knew myself only too well, and I knew that I would find a way. It would have been the absence of knowing that would have made Marcus sacrifice himself. He knew that as he didn’t know how there were two of him that there must be a place in The Commorancy where it happened, so it stood to reason there was a high chance he could be brought back, somehow.”

“And if not?”

“Then I guess I wouldn’t have known myself as well as I did.” Marcus leaned back and put his hands behind his head and smiled, confident in himself, but more than anything obviously happy to be back in The Orientation Room where he had been so many times before, yet never really been for too many years to even think about having lived.

“So,” said Letje.

“So,” said Marcus.

There was silence, each wondering how best to put what was obviously a very important issue.

“So, who’s in charge now? Who runs The Commorancy?”

“You beat me to it. It’s a bit of a problem, no?” Marcus smiled. Letje was sure it was deviously.

She smacked him playfully on the arm. “Are you trying to mess with me Marcus Wolfe? Poking fun at the youngster?”

“You’re not such a youngster any longer though are you? A fully grown woman no less. That’s pretty grown up.”

“But still young to be running such an important place. The only place that can truly help people. Well, could, if we knew where they were.”

“You have been doing an excellent job Letje, I couldn’t have asked for more. I have been watching you know?”

“I know, and that still feels weird. All of it does. You being here, my dream, you being dead, in the ocean, all too strange. But back to my question.”

“Well, you were given the responsibility by me, right? I would not have taken such a momentous decision lightly I can assure you, and I never intended for me to run The Commorancy. This me.” Marcus poked his chest, just so Letje was sure who he meant.

“What? But it’s what you built it for, to run it.”

“Yes. And no. As I was constructing it and came across the means to never be alone — the other Marcus’ — things changed, everything changed. Yes, in one way I ran it, but in another, for me locked away, then I had no part in what happened, couldn’t influence anything, take actions.”

“Surely you could have, you know, got out really? If you wanted to.” Letje couldn’t believe the man sat across from her didn’t have a way out of his self-imposed exile if the need arose.

“Oh no, absolutely not. I made sure of it. It’s why The Rules are so important, the ones about the doors and opening them,” hinted Marcus. “The same Rules applied to me. Everything was set up so I couldn’t leave, I had to be let out. You rescued me Letje, my Saviour.” Marcus leaned forward and kissed Letje gently on the forehead through her hair.

Letje felt like she’d been shocked and jumped back, her hand automatically going to her forehead as if the kiss remained. “Hey, no funny business mister. You’ve played your pheromone tricks on me before, remember?”

“Ha, I remember, but I did nothing of the sort then, I promise.” Marcus put his hand on his heart.

Letje stared at him suspiciously, the tingling still running through her body. “Okay, just you be careful,” she warned.

“I will, promise,” said Marcus, laughing.

He was unnerving her. He seemed almost too alive, too visceral — about ready to burst. She focused on the rather important matter of who now ran The Commorancy. “So, who runs it?”

“You do.”

“Oh. Right.”

Marcus stood. “Okay, now that we have that sorted out let’s see about finding who is responsible for stealing all the people shall we? Gosh, it seems like no sooner is Varik dealt with than there’s another crazy person out there doing things that are maybe worse. Come on George, let’s go find out shall we?” Marcus walked toward the exit then turned and searched George’s various hiding places.

“Um, I think maybe there’s something we need to talk about first…”

~~~

“He what?”

“Sorry, I thought you knew.” Letje shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.

“Eh? Oh, yes, I suppose I did. Must be my age. I haven’t seen him around for five years have I? Silly of me. Old habits I guess, sort of got used to him after all these years, even if… well you know, he wasn’t actually with me.”

Letje stared after Marcus as he left the Room, the now familiar whoosh no longer seeming quite so bizarre. She followed, wondering exactly how far gone Marcus actually was. There was no way that he could have lived the life he had and not had serious repercussions for such an existence. She wondered how it would manifest itself and how long before he too totally unraveled now he was at large in the world and could probably do anything he wanted to.

That was the question though. What exactly could he do? She had witnessed him bend time, pause it then move through the gaps like a mouse sliding under a door. And that Room, The Living Room, it told of depths she couldn’t even begin to contemplate.

Letje was a little bit scared.

And excited too.

She touched her forehead.

It still tingled.

Letje suddenly felt her heart race, blood pounding in her ears like a giant’s footsteps. What if she was still dreaming? Still in The Room Of Dreams? It would make more sense than this wouldn’t it? Marcus locked behind a huge door for centuries and that impossible Room?

She hurried after him, wondering how she could confirm her reality.

Fasolt had been right, she never should have gone inside. Life had just got very complicated very quickly.

Well, that was The Commorancy for you.

She remembered she had better check on Constantine, he’d been very quiet.


A BURIAL


“DADDY. DADDY!” LETJE knew there was something wrong as soon as she stepped foot in the kitchen. Yabis, father of Letje, long time inhabitant of Constantine Alexander III and reluctant tortoise, was absent from The Noise.

The body of the ancient tortoise was still in his little den, curled up as best a tortoise could, by the side of the huge fire where he had been half-hibernating for quite some time now.

He was dead.

Letje picked him up, hoping there would still be a spark of life there for her to maybe try to bring him back, but it was no use. The legs dangled listlessly, the head flopped to one side, eyes closed. The essence of what was once a man and a tortoise was already in The Void, already back to where they came from, where they would always be — apart from tiny blips in the continuum when they would inhabit the bodies of diverse beings throughout the Universe.

Letje sat down on the floor, the fire warming her tears as they dripped onto the shell of her best friend and her father. How could she have not known? Not seen that he was going to die? Constantine had been slowing for years now, sleeping more, hibernating through the winter months and taking longer to come back to her. But her father had assured her it was just part of being a tortoise and that he felt fine. Letje, constantly busy and never having as much time as she would have liked to spend with him, had simply taken him at his word and left him to his quiet and his sleep.

Now he was gone, forever.

Dead a second time with no chance of revival. Constantine too, her very best friend for so many years. How she would miss him, miss his slow blinking eyes, his funny little head that poked out all stretchy and crinkled and darted into his shell at the first sign of danger.

Gone, nothing but memories left.

“I should have seen it coming,” said Letje, turning to Marcus who was stood beside her.

“You can’t be everywhere, do everything Letje. Some things just take a natural course, happen. As they should.”

“Natural? You call forcing your mind into a tortoise natural,” spat Letje, venomous words she didn’t mean. “I’m sorry, it’s not your fault. I just don’t want him to be gone.”

“Well, I would imagine that he hung on as long as he could, stayed with you until he thought you were safe, happy, had friends around you. He did very well, living side by side with the mind of Constantine for so long. That’s difficult to do you know? Stay yourself when you have the mind of the animal you are inhabiting always trying to revert to its natural state.”

“I know, I just thought… that he’d be here forever.”

“Nothing, absolutely nothing, lasts that long. Apart from The Void.”

“Hey guys, you finished with your little chat? Oh.” Arcene stared at Letje, stared at Marcus, and then focused on the listless body of Constantine held in Letje’s lap delicately, limp and clearly no longer a part of their unusual family.

“I found it,” said Fasolt, coming out of one of the storage cupboards with a small tin held aloft like a mighty prize. “Oh. Oh no. I’m so sorry Letje, so sorry.”

“Thank you. I think I probably knew deep down, knew he wasn’t the same as he had been so quiet. He usually liked to offer his opinion even when it wasn’t asked for.” Letje smiled at the thought of her father always trying his best to guide her, even when she didn’t want him to.

She was alone now, the last of her family gone.

“We’re your family Letje,” said Fasolt, “you aren’t alone.”

Arcene crouched down and gave Letje a hug, then kissed Constantine on his shell and then just sat there by the fire with Letje, the family now one member smaller.

~~~

“You can get rid of it you know?” said Marcus.

“What?” said Letje, forehead creasing, her hair shifting.

“The pain, the sadness. Even the memory of it happening.”

“You mean like Sy did? Forget he was ever here, that my father died?”

“If you want, yes,” said Marcus kindly.

“No, I don’t want that, I want to remember. It’s what happens, what’s supposed to happen, right?”

Marcus nodded slowly. “It is. Life, then death. The way of all things.”

“Right, and if I forgot? Then I would remember him dying years ago. He would still be gone, only it wouldn’t be true, would it?”

“It would be for you, but no, not really.”

“Have you forgotten? Have you taken away memories of death and being sad and losing those you felt love for?”

“Well, that’s impossible to answer isn’t it? How would I know? But I don’t think so, no. I remember so much death and sadness Letje, losing so much, those I loved more than anything else in the world.”

“As the other Marcus’ you mean?”

“Yes and no. I, this Marcus, I had more than my fair share of loss before The Commorancy ever came into being, and much more as it was constructed, more than you could imagine. I had sisters, a mother, a family, and I have lost those I loved in the most terrible of ways, and I remember it all. I don’t want to forget.”

“Neither do I. But thanks Marcus, and I’m sorry.”

“What for?”

“For your sadness.”

“Well, that’s part of life isn’t it? You can’t be happy if you have never been sad. How would you know joy if sorrow never clutched at your heart?” Marcus stepped forward after Letje stooped and picked up a handful of dirt and dropped it onto the duffel bag that had been Constantine’s portable home for so long. Arcene and Fasolt did the same. Fasolt turned to Letje and nodded inquiringly, Letje nodded in return and Fasolt shoveled the excavated dirt back into the hole that now contained the body of the tortoise and the memory of family and friendship.

“Love you Daddy. Love you Constantine. I’ll miss you.”

Arcene grabbed hold of Letje’s hand and squeezed it tightly. Letje smiled at her and said, “Come on, lets go celebrate the life and times of Constantine Alexander III. He was a great tortoise, a great friend, and for a while he was a great Daddy too.”

“You bet,” said Arcene. “Do you remember the time he ate all that chocolate even though he knew it wasn’t good for him in his tortoise body? Pooey, that was one stinky mess to clear up.”

“I remember,” said Letje smiling. “But who cleared it up?”

“Well, yeah, you did. But it was gross Letje,” protested Arcene, “oh so gross.”

“True, it was a bit whiffy wasn’t it?”

They chatted away about their lost loved one as they made their way back to the kitchen. Letje felt the absence of her friend and father deeply, but knew there would be little time to mourn the loss. More than anything she was thankful for the extra time she had with a man that should have died years ago but clung to existence just so he could watch out for his precious daughter. How she had changed since that day, and how she would change in the future.

Letje stopped and turned as Fasolt shoveled the last of the pile of dirt. “Bye Daddy, love you. Always.”

Screeee.

Bird sucked the air from the sky and landed on Letje’s shoulder with an absence of sound that never ceased to be disconcerting. It was as if the ancient eagle sucked away the quiet, drawing a deep silence in his wake, quieter than quiet, more than an absence of sound. He broke it with another call to Letje and stared at her with pale eyes that had seen so much. He nibbled gently at her ear, offering his condolences. The understanding was there, the loss of family was something Bird knew about all too well.

“Hello my friend. You have been away a lot lately haven’t you?” Letje tickled his foot just above a huge talon that was more than capable of slitting the throat of a human in a single slice if he so chose.

He was Letje’s friend.

Bird stared at Marcus.

Marcus stared at Bird.

There was nothing more to be said.

Bird had seen too much to be surprised by any of the meaningless games of man.

Marcus looked to the sky and smiled at the silhouettes of the ever-growing family that had made The Commorancy their home. They would decorate the sky long after Marcus was no longer even a memory and the buildings crumbled to dust.


BIRD AND FAMILY


BIRD HAD MOVED his home from The Sacellum once Varik was gone and once his chick was fully fledged. He and his mate, and his expanding family, had set up occupancy in one of the largest of the many peculiar trees that were dotted around the grounds of The Commorancy.

It was like finally coming home.

Bird loved his new, and hopefully permanent abode. He spoke to the strange tree that wasn’t forced into unnatural shapes like the one at The Sacellum, but rather had been given the option and was more than happy to oblige the man that had planted it and given it a tiny piece of The Noise to help it grow strong and big and allow occupants to spend time in its strange interior, if it wanted.

Bird was at one with his home, knowing that as he came and went from the nest atop the tree the games of man played out slowly in the vast empty spaces that made up its interior. People coming and going through the ages, the tree showing him of their play.

Bird cared little for that, but Bird cared greatly for his companion, another majestic eagle with a striking white stripe across her slender head. Now there was also a rather extensive family — his young growing large and proud as they filled up more and more of the sky above The Commorancy. Ever since the first year that Bird had brought his then small family to the peace and safety of The Commorancy their chicks had flourished. Food was plentiful, there were no extended — and forced — trips away from his new home, and each new brood survived and grew ever stronger.

So far none of his chicks had shown signs of being like him, but he didn’t mind. Bird knew that as the years went by and the family grew ever larger, then at some point the newborns would become more than just graceful creatures of the sky. They would Awaken, like him.

For now he was content to merely have a family and know that they were Whole. Not a single one would succumb to The Lethargy — they would remain Whole and live out natural lives of grace and beauty.

He sometimes thought of how fleeting their lives would be, as already his oldest was showing signs of maturity as it finally became an adult after more than five years. It’s life would be so short though, just like its mother’s; forty years at most. But bird wasn’t too sad about it, this was the way things were meant to be. Lives lived then gone, back to The Nothingness where everything came from.

But now was an exiting time, for a new batch of chicks were about to hatch, and Bird knew, on an instinctive level, that inside one of the three large pale gray brown spotted eggs there was something special stirring, ready to break free first and gradually grow to be even larger than him. Awoken and immensely powerful.

His dynasty had begun and he saw a bright future for his species that now thrived even in the milder UK climate rather than its native Australia.

Bird was happy.

Bird was home.

Bird had a family.

Bird had a friend.

Existence was joyous.

He had a legacy.


WHEN IT HAPPENED


“THAT’S HIM, THERE. See? Bright red hair, very smart, nice posture. He was a bit of an odd one actually, but in a nice way. But there was something, well, I couldn’t put my finger on it and he had a Room, but he was the first person I kind of changed my mind about at the last minute. By then it was too late. Artek.”

Letje and Arcene peered over Marcus’ shoulder. He and Arcene had been glued to the monitors for days now. Letje had been next to useless, unable to bring herself to contribute much, the final death of her father threatening to pull her down into a permanent depression. But life went on, there were important matters to attend to, and she finally got herself together after giving herself a good talking to, reminding herself she was lucky that she had the extra years with her father even after she had already thought him dead once before. The truth was that it hadn’t hit her as hard as it had the first time she had thought him dead — losing the same parent twice meant that the second time was never going to be as heart wrenching as the first.

Still, it hurt. But she had responsibilities and there were more important things than her own sadness to deal with, so she had returned to The Room For Seeing What Was Happening to discover how Marcus and Arcene had been getting on.

For days they had trawled through footage from within The Commorancy, trying to see if events on the outside had been reflected internally. There was a lot of footage to go through even when fast-forwarded, but Marcus had been convinced that such a momentous thing as everyone somehow being taken was bound to be tied up to his home somehow.

Working with Arcene, he had tried to pin down just when it was that applications for Rooms had begun to wane, and then they worked back a number of years from that point, watching Orientation after Orientation, speeding through the years or decades of people locked in their Rooms, watching them Awaken, emerge, leave.

The more they viewed, the more obvious it became that many more than Marcus had realized had simply dropped off the face of the planet some time after returning to the mainland. He had thought nothing of it, assuming they had simply moved location, gone off to live their lives with their new Awoken states driving them toward goals he knew little of any longer. But the scale of it meant that there was definitely something underhand happening somehow. One minute they were there, the next they were gone.

There was no sign of people being taken from the various live feeds dotted all over the country — people simply vanished. The cameras were sporadic at best in their functionality, and not really of that much use as the recordings could not possibly be kept indefinitely, so most of what had gone on out there was ancient history and there was no way of retrieving the deleted data.

But everything ever recorded within The Commorancy was kept. Records and digital archives spanning centuries were locked down and retrievable at a push of a button. So they focused their attentions on the Room that was designed to monitor activity inside The Commorancy.

They searched. And they searched, and eventually something jogged Marcus’ memory.

Artek.

“This is the man we need to find,” said Marcus, tapping the screen. Letje and Arcene peered closely at the rather formal looking man. Handsome, immaculately dressed, and with a rather bizarre hairstyle, bright red hair cut into a very straight bob, not a hair out of place.

“How do you know it’s him though?” asked Letje. “And why would he do whatever it is that he’s doing anyway?”

“I don’t know why, or how, but I do have a feeling it has something to do with him, so we must find him.”

“Yes, but why do you think he has anything to do with it? What’s the connection?”

Marcus and Arcene explained what they had been up to, that they traced back the beginning of when things appeared to have got a bit strange — Letje couldn’t help stifling a laugh over their choice of words — and looked back over the guests that had been there before the disappearances had begun, or when they thought they had at least. When Marcus saw Artek he simply said that he knew the man was involved, but had no idea why.

“We can at least go to his home and see if he’s there. I picked him up, I know where he lives, or lived. If nothing else then it’s worth a look, it could be a lead, it could be the answer.”

Letje felt that there was something she wasn’t being told, that there was more to this than Marcus was telling. Why this man? Why would he have anything to do with it? Why would it have anything to do with people that stayed at The Commorancy?

“Okay Marcus, I think you owe me, us, an explanation. Something isn’t fitting right here, you’re holding out on us and I know it. Don’t try to deny it. Why on earth would this man be the one responsible for taking people and doing who knows what to them?”

“Okay, I guess I should be a little clearer, but it’s him, I’m sure of it.”

~~~

When Fasolt arrived back in the kitchen after Letje let him know about the meeting through The Noise and he was up to date on events thus far, Marcus tried to explain just what had led to his conclusions.

“I know this is going to sound odd, but he’s the middle.” Marcus got nothing but blank faces so continued. “I met Artek when he was twenty seven years old, and he stayed here for only two years. He left about a hundred and twenty or thirty years ago, and was born right about a century and a half after The Lethargy first became known. It’s not exact, I may be out by a bit, I’d have to check his records properly, unless Arcene remembers from the time-stamps on the recordings?”

“Sorry, we saw so many, I’d have to check too,” said Arcene.

“Okay, never mind for now. But look, he’s like the crux, the mid-point for us all. Well, for The Commorancy anyway. He was born almost half way between its inception and now.”

“Give or take, what? Ten twenty, or more years,” said Fasolt dubiously.

“Well, yes. But Fasolt, you more than anyone should know when something simply feels right. That you just know.” Marcus took off his felt hat and scratched the corner of his eye, ripples of red blowing across the pupil like dust in the desert.

Fasolt merely nodded.

“It’s more than that. We’ve checked, me and Arcene, and guests began to dwindle not long after Artek left.”

“How long after?” asked Letje.

“About ten or twenty years, it’s not easy to pinpoint exactly, it was never linear by the looks of it,” said Arcene. “Some decades were much busier than others, it seemed to go in waves.”

“Right,” said Marcus. “But there is definitely a downward trend not long after he left.”

“What, you mean as Varik and The Eventuals really began to gain ground and more people joined his church?” Letje didn’t understand how Marcus was jumping to conclusions in the way he was.

“Okay, maybe that’s true, but it still doesn’t explain one thing.”

“Which is…?”

“I tried to impress him.”

Letje just raised an eyebrow, not seeing the connection.

“Look, not to boast or anything, and no offense to Fasolt either, but you do know who I am, right? You live here, have seen what I created? I never, ever, ever try to impress people just because I want them to like me, but that’s what I did with this man. Sure, I have tried to impress people countless times, it’s part of the whole experience, part of the mythology, the whole thing, but this was different. I wanted him to like me even though I wasn’t actually sure I liked him or even wanted him to have a Room.”

It took a while but finally it seemed like the man, Artek, was really somebody a little unique. Impossibly self-assured, confident bordering on arrogant, but always polite and deferential. For some reason he couldn’t explain Marcus had doubts about him after he was given his Room, but by then it was too late. Yet however much he tried to impress on them how somehow different the man was there was still a problem.

Letje spoke for them all. “Marcus, we understand, we do, but all of this, the man, it still doesn’t give any explanation as to why you think he has something to do with people disappearing.”

“Because he was too much like me, I suppose. I saw it in him, saw what was possible, but there was something missing. His one true desire was to Awaken and to continue his family line, ensure they remained Whole, maybe Awoke themselves, but there was more to it than that. I see that now. He wanted to be great, to be better than he was, better than everyone, better than me. Looking back at it I suppose the best way I could explain it would be to say that he believed he should be King, and had a right to it too. He wanted it all; to be the best at everything. He felt he deserved anything that he wanted.”

“Okay, well, we haven’t got anything else to go on yet, so let’s go take a look at where he lived, at least then it will feel like we are doing something. Agreed?”

“Oh yes, I’m looking forward to it. You left me behind last time so I’m definitely coming this time.” Arcene was jittery with excitement, she looked like she would happily run out the front door that very moment.

“You came to The Sacellum didn’t you?” said Letje.

“Yeah, but not when you went in the hot air balloon and did more traveling.”

“Hmm, okay. Anyway, as if we could do it without you. But calm down, we need to actually have some kind of plan in place first,” said Letje, trying to slow down her very impetuous friend.


DON'T FORGET


SNICK.

The door closed behind Artek and he was alone in his Room. Finally, he’d done it. He smiled to himself at his cunning and his intelligence, surprised at just how easy it was to have gotten access to such a sought after position.

But here he was, ensconced in the safety of The Commorancy, in a Room purpose built just for him, designed to allow him to become truly Awoken and go back out into a world that was sure to be even more ravaged than it was when he left.

Sitting down after unbuttoning his jacket, Artek swept a hand through his perfect hair and closed his eyes.

Let the games begin.

~~~

“Hello Marcus, how are you?”

“What are you doing?”

“Excuse me?”

“I said what are you doing? Why are you here, outside of your Room?” Marcus was somewhat flustered. He never got flustered. He’d run from the peace of The Peaceful Room after that damn Annoying Klaxon Sound had gone off and his tablet told him that a door that ought not to have been opened had actually been opened. By Artek.

As he made his way to the exit of Artek’s Room he ran through in his head the timeline that should have been followed and how it could have changed. It was unheard of, never before in the almost two centuries of guests had a single one ever left their Room before it was their time. Marcus always knew when it was their time — he monitored his guests closely. The automated systems, countless sensors hidden in their Rooms, and other precise equipment, kept him up-to-date constantly on their progress with everything from heart rate, weight, fitness, their sleep patterns, their Awoken state and even complex brainwave patterns that allowed him to pinpoint almost exactly when it was right for them to leave their Rooms.

He had never been wrong. The door simply wouldn’t open until he told it to. It was how things worked. He was in charge.

As he made his way to the exit door Marcus checked the systems on his tablet and there was no doubt about it, the door had opened. Artek had opened it.

“Have I done something wrong?” asked Artek, staring at Marcus with an innocence that made his guilt all the more apparent. “I felt it was time to leave so I tried the door.”

“You tried the door? Even though the door didn’t tell you it was time for you to open it? You just turned the handle and it opened, is that what you’re trying to tell me?” Marcus could see the power that Artek now had, his aura glowing purple, flashing off from his body in all directions: phosphorescent yet definitely wrong somehow.

This man was powerful, more powerful than Marcus had expected him to be; than he should be. Everything Marcus had found out about the man pointed toward his Awakening being generous, but nowhere near to the level that it was now apparent he had ascended to. He would never be like Marcus, or many others that had been guests, but he definitely possessed something just a little different. Marcus didn’t know what it was, yet it was his generosity and drawing out of the man’s latent power in The Noise that had Awoken him and whatever it was that he now possessed.

“Well, not quite, no. I must confess I sort of made it open, I felt it was time.” Artek smiled sweetly at Marcus.

Marcus wanted to punch him in the face. Actually just punch him and mess up his hair and make him wear a different colored shirt, and put some meat on his bones and stop standing like he was on parade and… Wow! When was the last time he felt like this about somebody? What was more annoying was that there was no rational explanation for feeling quite so angry about the man’s personal appearance. For breaking The Rules, yes, but Marcus was old and wise enough to know that this was something different — personal. He really didn’t like this guest of his one little bit any more.

He wanted him gone.

“Follow me,” said Marcus, glaring at Artek over his shoulder as he walked away. He heard the precise footsteps of Artek behind him, confident strides that clack, clack, clacked on the flagstones.

What an annoying sound. It grated on his nerves and sent his heart rate up. He wanted to rip the legs off the man and stuff his feet in his mouth and tell him to stop having such an irritating walk.

Something was seriously amiss, you couldn’t get that annoyed about how somebody moved their legs, surely?

~~~

“I forgot. Damn, that was what I couldn’t see in him, the thing that made him different when he exited his Room early. He has the power to make people forget.”

“What? But you said earlier that you remembered how you felt when you gave him his Room, what he was like and your doubts. How could you just forget he came out early?”

Marcus scratched his head. “I don’t know. His gift once he Awoke, that was his focus I assume, what he really went in there for. Maybe. Who knows?”

“Well that’s not a great deal of help Marcus, but I suppose it’s a start. But why are you remembering now, after all this time?” A lot of things weren’t making much sense to Letje at this point.

“Probably as I am thinking of him again properly, seeing him on those old recordings. It jogged my memory I guess.”

There was a problem though, a glaring one to Letje. She wondered how long it would take for Marcus and Arcene to realize.

She waited.

“Hey,” said Arcene, “but that wasn’t on the recordings was it? Him leaving early?”

Marcus thought for a minute then replied. “No, which means I assume he somehow managed to get it deleted. Maybe I did it, you know, one of me?”

“Which means…” hinted Letje.

“That he can manipulate people into doing things, just like you can Marcus, you too Letje. Right?”

“I wouldn’t put it exactly like that, but yes, I suppose you’re right.”

Letje was getting a seriously bad feeling about what a man like that could have been up to for over a hundred years with time to grow, hone his skills and powers. One thing was certain, if it was this man, or whoever it was, they had changed the timeline of the United Kingdom, and humanity, and it may just be irreversible. They simply had to find out where everybody was, however many that was anyway.

Letje felt like she was living on an empty planet, that she was amongst the last ever people to look up at the sky and thank The Void for the chance at a short but beautiful life.

“We need to go find him. Now.”

“Well, you do,” said Marcus, staring at Letje, then Arcene.

“What about you?”

“Oh, you won’t need me, you have a new protector for your adventure. He’ll be along any minute now.”

“Ooh, surprises, I like surprises,” said Arcene, staring at the door as if the mystery man would appear.

“I don’t,” said Letje.


NEW BUT OLD


MARCUS WAS IN The Dangerous Room.

Exercise complete, he found himself in a very strange mood. He felt different to how he had expected. Emotions were mixed up and he didn’t have his usual assured control over himself that was taken for granted

He had to accept that things were different now. All the time he had lived, the triple life, doing so many things, living so much, it all felt like a lie. It was impossible, yet he truly felt like this was the first time he himself had actually been in The Dangerous Room, which wasn’t true. The other Marcus’ had been in countless times, which meant he had. The memories were there, all of them, some more hidden than others, but he remembered. It was him.

Yet being here now? Actually having climbed and walked and landed and felt the lactic acid build? Well, it was different, yet that was impossible.

It was too subtle a thing to truly understand, yet the sensations were more real, vibrant and visceral. This was real.

The rest?

Some kind of a dream maybe? Where you lived the lives, thought of them as truly being you — that was how it should have been — yet when it came down to it those experiences paled in the face of the reality of actually truly, really, physically living the life yourself.

What actually constituted experience and memory? Nobody could ever pinpoint that. Marcus had lived through so much, seen so many things, always believing it was as much his experience as it was his doppelgangers’, but true physical living through experience was, when all was said and done, just more real. Edgy. Meaningful.

Marcus looked back over the lives he had lived, wondering at the state of his mind. He had lived a life in this body for over three hundred years, all of that felt real, just like the other lives, but somehow this felt different, like the sharpness of reality had been turned up, the dial swiveled, making the world buzz and hum a little louder, the life-forces that made up everything vibrating a little faster, carrying more energy, bringing the world into stark clarity, a veil finally lifted to reveal just how glorious and how downright intimate it was to be a part of the whole that made up his small slice of the UK, the planet, the entire Universe.

He liked it.

He was the same person though. He’d left behind one part of The Commorancy now he had been released, but a life had been lived. He had never been bored, merely spending the time exploring The Noise, surpassing by a large margin the other Marcus’ when it came to powers and knowledge. He had theirs too, they never had his. So how come he felt like he had just Awoken to find the contrast turned up and everything ramped up into high definition?

People. Company, chatter and emotions flying through the air carried on energy waves that effected, enhanced, changed everything, making the world come alive.

You had to be there, to truly be there, however much you thought you were. The conclusion he had to come to was that it simply was not the same as physically being present and experiencing the interaction with others on a firsthand basis.

Marcus had fooled himself.

The others? Well, they had never known any different. Maybe they felt as he feels now? After all, they were linked together totally, sharing everything. Maybe it diluted a little by the time such experiences made their way to him?

“Ugh, does it matter? The main thing is that you are home now Marcus, truly home, truly alive. And how it hurts.” A tear fell like a star dying in The Void and Marcus pulled the knife from out of his leg. He watched with interest as the wound closed and the tissue healed. The pain had been exquisite, the sensation awakening him to the true depths of his new existence.

He really had come home. Resurrected from a life of loneliness he never even knew had existed, to be born once more into a world full of hurt, pain, emotional instability and a life full of infinite possibilities.

“Time to play,” said Marcus, smiling happily, eyes flickering madly through the spectrum like a picture book full of pages of colors, turned at speed by the hands of a happy child.

“I’m a new me, free to run The Commorancy for a while, then who knows? I guess I will just have to wait and see. Once the timeline is back on track then there is no end of possibilities. But people, there must be people. Otherwise what’s the point?”

Marcus was looking forward to a new life once more. He hadn’t realized until now that he simply hadn’t been living and experiencing fully all that the gift of life really offered if you just stopped and let it show itself, rather than moving through a precious life in a haze of pre-occupation and semi-awareness.

~~~

Marcus was young again. His thoughts drifted back, unraveling the centuries like peeling back the skin of that most rare of fruits now: a delicious banana.

He felt the years stripped away, the madness recede, the knowledge, power, brutality and dogged determination all faded to nothing more than a future possibility that was one of many outcomes for the boy — for that was what he was — that had Awoken to find himself one of only a few people left that wasn’t going to slowly succumb to The Lethargy and be dead inside a year or two.

He was home. Back in a semi-detached house in a nondescript town as the world fell into sadness and apathy around him, closing in on itself. The autumn for humanity, winter just around the next blind corner.

As Marcus sat naked and joyous in The Vast Room For Growing Things, surrounded by the impossible, now taken all to easily for granted after the madness of centuries piled one on top of the other, he let himself slide between the gaps of his life and watch from an impossible viewpoint as the young boy that he had once been sought answers to his existence while the world fell into an impossible state of indifference.

Marcus had known something had happened to him when he woke from a restless sleep, the dirty mattress and sparse furnishings of his room greeting him depressingly as he shifted beneath the never sufficient covers and wished life could have been different.

He got up, his skinny frame shivering with the cold, his teeth chattering. He should have gone scavenging for wood again, but it seemed like there was always too much to do to keep up with all the chores. He made a mental note to make staying warm and getting blankets a priority, no matter what he had to do to get them. Not that it would matter, nearly all the neighbors were either dead and rotting in their homes or so far gone with The Lethargy that they wouldn’t notice if he took the clothes off their backs. Not that he would. But it was time to start getting out and making some kind of life for himself. He knew that his time at home was coming to an end even as he tried not to admit it.

He dressed quickly, wrapping a blanket around his coat-hanger frame, and padded downstairs wearing his battered Adidas. He always wore them in the house now. There was a time when his mum would have had a fit about the thought of dirt getting on her precious carpet, but those days were long gone.

Sighing, Marcus walked over to the static figure sat on the couch staring blankly at the hiss of the TV — the power must have come back on at some point in the night.

Here she is again, sat there, doing nothing. Marcus hated himself for thinking bad of his mum, it was just getting to him was all. He wasn’t coping too well since she had finally given up. The year that she had taken to slide had been hard, terrifying and just so draining that he dreaded each and every day that lay before him.

He just wanted it to be over, for the release that was coming sooner or later; just not yet.

“Morning Mum, you want anything?”

Of course she didn’t; she didn’t even know who she was any longer. The last few months had been the worst of his life — it seemed that as he grew and became something more so she joined everyone else and became less than a person. The Lethargy had taken just about everything from him, from everyone else too. Families fell apart slowly and it was sickening. By the time the world had actually realized what was happening and that it wasn’t just some kind of normal reaction to the stresses of everyday life, it was already a different world to the one Marcus had been playing in just a few years ago.

Heck, less than a year ago he could still walk down to the park and play football with whatever kids were there, but the last few times he went all that greeted him were empty fields, wild dogs, and not a single person. Nobody walking their pets, no kids having a kick-about, no mothers pushing their kids on the swings on the way home from collecting them from school. Well, there wasn’t even school any more — no teachers.

The loneliness was terrible. Marcus Awoke, a name coined by the media for what was happening to him. The newfound abilities, and a sudden realization that The Noise was real, meant he could be a part of it — manipulate the minds of others, especially those with The Lethargy. The TV still came on now and then, no schedule, but sometimes there would be a bit of news, reports mostly local as international news was pretty much impossible. It stopped in the end though. Nobody could be bothered to organize such a complex things as sending a news program out, there weren’t enough people without The Lethargy for such systems to be set into action.

So Marcus just stayed home, looked after his mum, and sought answers through The Noise. He knew he was destined for something special, and understood that there would be huge responsibilities that came with being something more than what the reporters had called Whole, although there weren’t even many of them as far as Marcus understood it.

The kitchen was a mess, his fault really, he should be keeping on top of the chores but he just didn’t have the energy.

Marcus nearly had a severe panic attack, cold sweat pricked his skin as he staggered against the sink. Did he have The Lethargy? Was he going to turn into a vegetable like everyone else? He shook like a wet dog, checking over his body for signs. Would he know? How could you?

No, he was just tired, just run down and stressed out. Everything had fallen apart. He’d lost his sisters, there they were buried in the back garden, the mounds still too fresh for it not to hurt just standing there.

He didn’t have The Lethargy, he’d just lost his family, couldn’t bring himself to take care of the mundane, and needed to learn how to develop what was growing inside him like a cancer, eating away the child, turning him into something new, advanced, the next stage in human evolution. Not that he thought of it that way.

All Marcus knew was that he had to do something. It was too late for his sisters but he would save his mum, save those with The Lethargy, make somewhere safe and comfortable for himself, for everyone, do something worthwhile.

“Mum, mum, I’ve got an idea, guess what I’m…”

She was dead.

Marcus was alone.

He stepped out into the dirty and empty streets and began his new life.

~~~

Marcus smiled at the young boy back through the twists and turns of the centuries. It felt like watching the life of somebody else. It was a different world, in many ways a simpler one, at least for him. With age comes responsibility and its own kind of madness, but what he wouldn’t give to go back and be a boy again, his sisters squabbling in their bedroom, his mum telling him off for bringing dirt into the house and making him do his homework before he went skipping off down the street to play in the park and promised to be home before it got dark.

“Love you mum, love you little sisters. If you could see your big brother now.”

Marcus wondered what they would think, would they still call him beanpole and try to kiss him as they knew it made him embarrassed in front of his mates? Or would they look at him and not even recognize the man he had become?

Would he even recognize himself?

He was afraid of the answer.


GAMM RETURNS


GAMM WAS IN two minds about even returning to The Commorancy. He knew that if he did he would be caught up in the madness. One part of him wanted nothing more than to stay at his home and continue his quiet life, the other was already feeling edgy at the silence and the boredom — itching for an adventure.

Who was he kidding? He wanted to do something epic, crazy, fun, maybe even frightening, and besides, whatever had happened to the nuns, along with everyone else, well, it had to be dealt with. If he was one of only a few people actually left out in the country fending for themselves then he owed it to the others, wherever they were, to try to help if he possibly could.

So he went back.

~~~

“Gamm!” shouted Arcene excitedly, hugging him tightly like they were best friends.

“Hey Arcene, how are you? Any news since I was last here?”

“Oh boy, you wouldn’t believe what happened.” Arcene stared up at Gamm encouragingly, frowning when he said nothing. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“Aren’t you going to guess?”

“Um, well, okay. Did you find out where everyone is?”

“Ha, no, not quite. But I got really told off for talking to a man who I didn’t know, probably the person stealing all the people, and I heard a story about an ant, and Letje was resurrected and dreamed of butterflies and whales and Letje’s father died so we buried him and Marcus was resurrected too. He has been here all along, well, one of him, but you mustn’t tell anyone, and now we are all going to go and find the people. You got some clues didn’t you? Can you tell me, I think that—”

“Whoa! I think maybe we should start this again from the beginning, don’t you? Let’s go find everyone else and then maybe you can explain it all. But he’s really alive? Marcus?”

“Oh yes, and you should see his eyes, they keep changing color like he’s full of magic or something.” Arcene beckoned Gamm to crouch down and whispered in his ear, “I think he is actually a bit mad. Don’t tell him though.”

“I won’t, promise. How is he still alive though?” Gamm’s head was reeling. If Arcene was to be believed then things were definitely about to get very interesting. Well, he wanted an adventure, right? Looked like he was going to get one.

“C’mon, let’s go meet the others. Letje’s still sad though after Constantine died. I liked him, he was a lovely tortoise. Even if I did want to eat him once.” Arcene dragged Gamm after her, taking him to a meeting that promised to be one of the more interesting encounters he had ever had.

~~~

A few hours later and things made sense, at least a little bit anyway. Gamm wondered if this was just normal for The Commorancy or if the confusion of events was more of a one-off, all tied in to the other, revolving around the disappearance of what seemed to be everybody apart from those still residing in their Rooms within The Commorancy.

Gamm’s world had just been turned well and truly upside down. He had to admit that he was actually enjoying himself.

What he didn’t quite understand was why Marcus and Fasolt were to stay behind and entrust him with looking after Arcene and Letje, or maybe it was the other way around and Letje was to look after him and Arcene? She was certainly far beyond him in terms of knowledge and implementation of what The Noise offered to those who were Awoken.

“So what do you think?” asked Marcus. His eyes really were very disconcerting.

“I think that it’s a lot of responsibility but if everyone agrees then I’m not about to say no,” said Gamm, looking from face to face for signs of anyone not thinking he was up for such a task.

“I know it’s a big ask, and I am sure you have your doubts Gammadims, but one thing I know is that Letje is more than capable of looking after herself and—”

“Me too. I’m not a kid any more,” said Arcene.

“Yes, thank you Arcene. As I was saying. And I am sure that Arcene will do exceptionally well too. You are as experienced out there,” Marcus swept a hand out into the world, “as anyone, more so than the rest of us actually, so I think that you will be perfect for helping get to some kind of understanding of exactly what is going on. This is very important. We can’t just have people being taken, or whatever has happened to them. The world is so fragile as it is, if we don’t get these people back then our country will be desolate in a few generations. There simply won’t be enough people to sustain us and what Varik wanted will be a reality. Extinction.”

“This is why it’s a little overwhelming, such a responsibility.” Gamm was having a hard time talking to Marcus, he was too different, too otherworldly, and way too odd. Since he’d met the man just a few hours ago he was already on his third outfit — “Catching up on the larger choices,” was how Marcus had explained it, as well as a rather intense recap on what had happened to him, how he happened to be there at all. Gamm didn’t even want to think about such a life, it was too crazy, impossible really. His world was being turned on its head and he was having a hard time staying centered and in control. The last thing he wanted was to just be swept up in something where he couldn’t stay on top of things — think and act rationally.

“And you’re not coming? You or Fasolt? Is that wise?”

“I think it’s for the best, although it’s crucial we find the people it’s also crucial The Commorancy stays protected.” Letje had been shocked at Marcus’ suggestion that he stay, but it did make sense.

“Letje’s right Gamm. The Commorancy has certainly been in fine hands while under new management, but the simple truth is that I know this place better than anybody, and I will be able to protect it better. I know its quirks. Much as I am not keen on dealing with any form of Contamination, and I don’t think there will be one, the most sensible thing from an objective point of view is that myself and Fasolt stay to ensure that our guests, and who knows, they may be all that is left, are protected and there is always somebody here who can run The Commorancy if anything should happen to you.”

It seemed odd to Gamm, but then it did make sense. At least he and Letje going to try to find the truth. Arcene was a different matter entirely.

“What?” Arcene squirmed in her chair, Gamm hadn’t realized he had been frowning at her.

“Um, nothing. Well, okay, I should say it. No offense Arcene but you’re still very young, and also… well, somewhat impetuous. Some would even say naughty. I can see it.” Gamm hoped he wasn’t causing too much offense.

“Well, let’s look at it from Arcene’s point of view shall we?” said Marcus. “First,” he ticked off the reasons on his fingers, “I know for a fact she won’t stay even if we tell her too.” Arcene nodded in agreement. “Second, she is, at least partly, responsible for what has happened. She has been talking to Artek I assume, and so is at least involved in whatever it is that has happened. And third, she has grown up a lot and will be of assistance I assure you.”

“And don’t forget,” said Arcene, trying to ignore the bit about blame, it seemed to Gamm, “that I am a great fighter now, and strong too.” It was true, Arcene had spent more and more time in The Fighting Room (Simulated Meat) and had become a bit of a whirlwind when it came to hand to hand combat. When Letje had seen just how skilled she was with a sword she had been shocked.

“Well, alright then. If we are agreed?”

“Good,” said Marcus. “Now, if you will excuse us for a while, I need to go over a few things, get up-to-date on a few changes,” Marcus looked disapprovingly at Letje and Arcene, “that seem to have happened that don’t follow strict protocol, and then we should start to formulate a proper plan for this expedition.”

Marcus ushered Letje and Arcene out of the door and Gamm was left alone with Fasolt, who had been very quiet up until now. Gamm wondered what he had to say.

“I don’t like this. Young girls shouldn’t be doing this kind of thing.”

“Well, from what I’ve heard they dealt with an awful lot before you all returned here five years ago,” said Gamm.

“Yes, you’re right,” sighed Fasolt. “But at least they are safer if they stay here. They are very special young women and I like them kept close.”

“Don’t worry Fasolt, I shall protect them and they shall protect me, we will be fine. And one way or another we will discover just what has happened. Was Marcus telling the truth, that people will die out if The Commorancy is all that is left?”

“He was being over-optimistic I am afraid, the situation is a lot worse than he led you to believe.”

Fasolt told Gamm the truth of the numbers of people currently residing in The Commorancy. Gamm realized just how empty the country would soon be unless they managed to find, and free, those that must have been taken. Why? Well, hopefully they would find out soon enough.


POLTERWHAT?


“CAN I KEEP it, can I, can I?” Arcene was ten again, at least acting like it anyway.

“Are you mad? Look at it, it’s bigger than you.” Letje stared at the giant creature, wondering just how it was possible for it to be so huge. It looked like it could probably eat Arcene whole and still have time for the main course — which would probably be Letje by the looks of those gleaming teeth that were right now bared as it backed away, lithe muscles rippling beneath the surface.

“Come on, let’s get out of here before it eats us for lunch.” Letje grabbed Arcene and pulled her by the arm but she held her ground and refused to move.

“It’s sweet, look at it’s lovely head. I bet it wants a biscuit or something.”

Letje couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Was Arcene stood in front of the same beast as her? It looked anything but sweet and definitely looked like it wanted more than just a biccie. The giant creature moved, guarding its collection of stolen items, the poltergeist problem solved. “We should go Arcene, it’s very dangerous.”

“No. I like it, I always wanted one. Look, she just wants a cuddle, I’m sure.”

“Are you serious? A cuddle? It’s as big as you and a lot more scary. Come on.” Letje tugged but Arcene still refused to move.

Woof.

The deep bark echoed around the small space, almost deafening them. Letje jumped in front of Arcene and was just about to enter the impossibly large creature’s mind and try to take control when Marcus barged through the door.

“Oh. Ah… Hello there you. Gosh, I thought for a minute there was something wrong.”

Letje thought she must be the only one that hadn’t gone stark raving mad. She stared at Marcus in the gloom, guessing he had finally cracked. “Have you seen it? It’s probably going to eat Arcene.”

“Don’t be silly, it’s just Lilla. That’s Danish for purple.”

Yep, he’d definitely gone mad. “Um, I know it isn’t very bright in here but that dog is blue, well, gray really, definitely not purple. And can we leave please?”

“Haha, it’s a long story. But honestly, she’s nothing to worry about.”

“What is it? It’s so big.”

“It’s a Great Dane, a blue one. Well, that’s what they were called once. I managed to get it really rather blue/gray don’t you think? They came from slim ones from Denmark crossed with the English Mastiff, and that’s where I started.”

“For pets?” asked Letje, incredulous.

“Oh no, for security. I thought I could breed some aggression into them, but it didn’t work. I ended up stopping the breeding program and just letting them live at The Commorancy. There are proper fierce ones now to protect us, as you well know Letje.”

“Yeah, thanks for that Marcus. It’s been the one job I hate, trying to keep them under control.” Letje dreaded having to deal with the very large, although not by this dog’s standards, and very vicious wild dogs that roamed certain parts of The Commorancy, always ready to be unleashed on any uninvited guests — the same as the ones that now lived totally wild on the rest of the island.

“Arcene, be careful,” shouted Letje, reaching out for her but it was too late. Arcene was crouched down, the dog dominating her, her hands around its neck, the dog licking her wildly and wagging its tail dementedly.

“See, she’s a big old softy. Aren’t you eh? You are so warm. Come and feel Letje, she’s as soft as a bunny.”

Marcus nodded at her and for the first time Letje looked at the dog with senses she should have used from the beginning. It was no threat, that was obvious now. In fact it didn’t have a dangerous bone in its body. The mind was nothing but fluffy and warm, gentle and caring, above all else it was lonely.

“They are a very loving breed,” said Marcus. “She probably got out from where I have been living. I wondered where she’d got to. She’s the last of her line, the last puppy born, aren’t you Lilla my little beauty?”

The dog wagged excitedly and bounded over to Marcus almost knocking Arcene over in its excitement.

“Whoa there girl! I’ve told you before, you have to be careful; you don’t know your own strength.”

Lilla sat and hung her head until Marcus gave her a tickle under her chin and it seemed to set her off again into a frenzy of wagging, licking and general chaos. She ran over to Letje, gave her a fly-by lick then bounded onto her bed and started licking Letje’s missing scarf.

“Ah, she just wants a fuss and some love, don’t you girl?” Arcene rolled over onto her back and began wiggling her legs in the air. Lilla jumped on top of her and began licking her manically.

“Well, at least we know who’s been stealing the things,” said Letje, unable to stop herself from smiling, as much as anything just happy to see Arcene enjoying herself and admitting that it did lighten her until now still somewhat dark mood since her father passed.

Marcus flipped a switch and the tiny space, a cubby-hole more than anything else, was bathed in warm white light. Letje got a proper look at the dog for the first time.

It stood at least four feet tall at its back, had the dopiest grin on its face — not in the least bit threatening — and its short fur was a strange kind of gray that shone almost blue under the gentle lighting. Yet it wasn’t a perfect coat, its left eye had a large white patch around it, giving it an endearing quality that simply made you want to smile. But it was incredibly large. And, as the antics continued, obviously very playful.

“How old is she?” asked Letje.

Marcus did a quick mental calculation. “A little over one now, fourteen months just about.”

“Oh boy.”

~~~

Letje could tell that she had absolutely no say in the matter, Lilla was staying. It was as if the dog and Arcene were meant to be together; already they were inseparable. It was a bizarre sight — Lilla walking by Arcene’s side, constantly turning to check what she was doing, her head almost at the same height as the fifteen year old’s shoulder, Arcene’s hair repeatedly tickling the dog’s snout.

Lilla’s huge droopy jowls were constantly dripping saliva and her ears obviously had a mind of their own — they were the most expressive ears Letje had ever seen. The dog walked with a huge swinging gait, the massive pads almost as large as a mans feet. Arcene talked to the dog non-stop, whispering away at all the fun things they were going to do and telling Letje how great Lilla would be at tracking down all the lost people.

When Letje told her not to be silly Marcus had interrupted her and said that actually Lilla was an exceptional tracker, and that was probably how she had managed to find her way to them, even if she had been naughty and hidden, probably as she knew she wasn’t supposed to have left her home with Marcus. But she craved human company and couldn’t help herself. The result? She had a new best friend with as much energy as her.

“But don’t you want to keep her with you Marcus? She’s your dog.” Prompted Letje hopefully.

“Well, I think we can both safely agree that Lilla has found a new owner, and besides, Lilla obviously wants to protect Arcene. She knows that she is the youngest so probably just relates to her more. She understands I’m rather old and can take care of myself.”

“Yippee. Did you hear that Little Er?”

“No, it’s Lilla. Leel as in peel. Uh as in luck.”

“Oh, right,” said Arcene happily. “I think I’ll just call her Leel. What do you think Leel?”

Leel wagged excitedly, seemingly willing to be called anything Arcene wanted.

“What?” spluttered Marcus, you can’t just change her name and—”

“Leel. Leel, come on girl,” shouted Arcene over her shoulder, running down the corridor, Lilla, now Leel, bounding after her excitedly.

Letje smiled. “Looks like you can change her name after all.”

“Hmm. Guess so. Oh well, as long as they’re happy, that’s the main thing.”

~~~

“Whoa, that is one very large dog,” said Gamm, backing up into a corner of the kitchen as Leel approached him, sniffing the air then staring at his legs and sniffing up his entire body.

“She’s called Leel,” said Arcene happily, “and I get to keep her. Isn’t she great?”

“Well, I guess so, she sure is big. Um, good girl, good girl.” Gamm patted Leel on the head gently, the huge dog slobbering all over his trousers then rubbing her jowls into his hand. “Ugh, um, right, go see Arcene, there’s a good doggie.” Gamm cleaned his hand under a tap as Leel looked at Arcene and ran over when Arcene slapped her thighs with her hands.

“She’s going to come with us, isn’t she Letje?”

“Well, we haven’t discussed it yet have we?”

Arcene did her best sad face and it wasn’t long before it was obvious to Letje and Gamm that there was no way that they could leave without taking Arcene’s new guardian angel with them.

“I think she really likes you Gamm,” said Arcene, as once again Leel began sniffing him enthusiastically.

“Yeah, I think you may be right. She is a nice looking dog I suppose, just big. Very, very big. Hey!”

Leel bounded around the kitchen, front paws darting excitedly up in the air like she was a cantering pony, happily munching on the piece of chicken Gamm was just about to eat.

“Leel! You bad doggie, where’s your manners? You say sorry to Gamm.” The effect was instant. The dog dropped the chicken, put its tail between its legs and skulked over to Gamm. She put her huge head in his lap and stared up at him with eyes so sad she looked like she was about to burst out crying on the spot.

“Oh, um, it’s okay Leel, don’t feel bad.” He patted her on the head and she rumbled happily. A second later, chastising forgotten, she was happily running around again stealing anything that looked like fun or edible and bounding about with it, throwing clothes, food, anything in the air and having a great time.

“I think she’s going to be a very obedient dog… with a bit of training,” said Marcus, smiling as wide as everyone else.

“Isn’t she? I think she is just the best thing. Ever.” Arcene danced around with her new friend, singing silly rhymes and lost in an innocence it was easy to forget she still possessed.

“Oh boy,” said Letje. Again.


DREAMS OF DREAMS OF...


LETJE FOUND HERSELF in The Room For Big Showers, she was glad to get the dirt and grime of the search for people off of her, and wondered what they were going to do now…

~~~

“Anything?” asked Letje, pulling up a chair and sitting next to Arcene.

“Nope, nothing. It’s getting seriously creepy now, like everyone has just vanished. Whoosh.”

Letje leaned forward and peered at numerous screens; there were too many to count so she didn’t even bother, but these were their eyes to the outside world…

~~~

“Well, that was a waste of time,” said Arcene, piling food onto her plate.

“I wouldn’t say that but it sure is good to be home, eh Fasolt?”

“Yes, this is home isn’t it? Now more than ever I am grateful for that, and for you two young ladies too…”

~~~

“So what do you think?” asked Marcus. His eyes really were very disconcerting.

“I think that it’s a lot of responsibility but if everyone agrees then I’m not about to say n—”

“Wait, stop!” shouted Letje.

“What? What’s wrong?” Arcene looked terrified, it was obvious to Letje that she felt the change.

“What’s going on?” said Gamm, his huge frame rising from the chair, ready to confront the danger.

“You feel it too?” asked Marcus.

“Yes, and you?”

“Definitely.”

“That broke it, I think,” said Fasolt.

“Letje, I don’t like this,” said Arcene. “What happened? Why did you shout? This isn’t what’s supposed to be happening now, we should be… Oh!”

Letje stared at everyone in turn, only Gamm seemed to be totally in the dark, but then, he hadn’t been back for long, had he?

“So you get it then?” asked Letje, turning to Arcene. “This conversation isn’t the one we had, is it?”

Arcene was lost in thought, struggling with something. “Ugh, I don't like this. It feels like we should be saying something else, but something we’ve already said.”

“It’s there alright,” said Marcus, standing, then sitting straight back down again.

“We’re going around in a loop here. We already had the conversation we were about to have, it’s like I just forgot. How long has this been going on for I wonder? It’s not just me is it?” Letje had a horrible feeling in her head, like the future had already played out a million times and she was just repeating actions already lost to the past eons ago.

“It’s not just you,” said Fasolt. “As soon as you broke the conversation it came flooding in — the disruption.”

Marcus’ eyes had turned a creamy white, pupils contracted to the size of pinheads, irises devoid of the shifting colors.

“Can somebody please tell me exactly what is going on here?” said Gamm, already showing signs that he was coming to the same understanding as everyone else.

“Me too,” said Arcene. “This is starting to feel really creepy you know?”

Then everything just stopped.

Frozen.

It was as if Letje had pressed pause on reality and could wander around a snapshot of existence, passing through The Void, nothing was linear, just crossing from the spiral of time, jumbled like a ball of wool, infinite points touching each other, connecting past, present and future until none of it made any sense.

“Well? What do you think?” asked Marcus.

“Huh? Didn’t you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

“I missed your conversation, everything froze, like I could move, nothing else could.” Letje noticed Marcus’ eyes were back to their crazed flickering and Leel was no longer in front of the fire but was now stood beside Arcene, who was on the other side of the Room, not where she had been a split second before reality and the rules it followed were made a mockery of.

Arcene was opening the window by the sink, which, of course, was not a normal sink, or window. How could it be in such a place?

“Why are you opening the window?” asked Letje.

“What? Am I?” Arcene turned the brass handle and the hidden cogs in the frame clumped as the whole side of the kitchen opened outward before then sliding back into the void in the ceiling.

Bird flew in and sat on the counter, staring at Letje, then at the dog.

“Okay, this is getting too weird, even for The Commorancy. Why do I get the feeling that none of this is real?”

“What do you mean Letje, of course it isn’t real. You’re sleeping, you’re dreaming in The Room Of Dreams. You were warned about that weren’t you?” said Bird, head cocked to one side, now perched on the head of Leel who looked like she didn’t like it one little bit. Blood began to pour down the huge head, a red river staining the white patch dark.

Arcene smiled down prettily at her companion’s new baptism in blood, and Letje slipped out of time between the cracks once more, to a place that would swallow her up and spit out nothing but an empty vessel — the body of what was once Letje, for a short period of time the most powerful of women, no match for the life she had accepted as her destiny.

~~~

“Wake up, you did it again.” Arcene’s face was so close Letje could smell the onions she had eaten with her snack.

“Huh? Oh. I had the strangest of dreams. Bird was on Leel’s head, Marcus was alive and Gamm was here then time froze and…”

“Hello Letje,” smiled Marcus.

Letje shook her head to clear the confusion, slowly coming back to her reality. “How long was I out for?”

“Oh, just a minute or so, don’t get upset. It’s the residue of The Room Of Dreams, just let it wash over you without it going too deep, it will pass soon,” said Marcus, motes of stars playing across his pupils.

“I told you not to go to that Room,” scalded Fasolt, his hair rising from his head, streaming toward the ceiling as if gravity no longer applied to the ancient dreadlocks.

“Uh-oh, here we go again.” Letje felt waves of nothingness wash over her. It started in her feet before they disappeared, tiny pieces of her skin taking flight as they broke into a million black butterflies, floating away where gravity no longer existed, passing through the ceiling out into the empty spaces. She looked down to see the absence of her body creeping inexorably upward. Piece by piece she was being drawn back into her impossible dream of things that were not meant to be a part of what it was to be a human being.

She welcomed the nothingness as she crashed to the floor.


ON THE ROAD AGAIN


A FIFTEEN YEAR old girl with a spring in her step and a large dog bounding by her side. A woman in her early twenties yet impossibly old with knowledge. A Bird and a heavy-set man covered from head to toe in tattoos inflicted on him by miniature nuns — all leaving behind the last piece of hope humanity now had; all off to discover who had been stealing people and had left the country in desolation.

What could possibly go wrong? thought Gammadims, as he hefted his pack onto his broad back and strode purposefully out onto the high platform where the wind was whipping strongly and the air had a pleasant salt tang.

Just about everything, he thought sourly, before suppressing such dark thoughts and trying to just let life fill him with wonder. At least you have company now Gamm, and a purpose. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?

Isn’t that what we all want Gamm, some meaning to it all?

He stared at Letje, not surprised in the least that she knew what he was thinking.

“I guess you’re right Letje. Wise words.”

“Thank you,” said Letje, patting him on the back and jumping up into the harness. “You ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” said Gamm.

“Haha, that’s the spirit.”

“Come on you two, we’ve got to go save the world,” said Letje, smiling despite herself at the sight of Arcene and Leel playing like they didn’t have a care in the world.

Oh boy, thought Gamm. Oh boy.


THE MAN WHO WOULD BE KING


“COME ON, HURRY up, we haven’t got all day.”

“Yes Mother, sorry.”

Malessa Ligertwood stared scornfully at her son. Her short red hair, cut in a tight bob like her son’s, accentuated the ethereal quality of her skin. Her eyes sparkled with all the joy of death. The hem of her tight fitting green dress teased the spotlessly clean floor as she turned and walked regally towards the stables. You couldn’t trust those stupid little nuns for a second if they were left unsupervised, and the horses needed to be tended to properly if they were going to be going out again the following day.

No doubt her son would end up stood outside the vast stables preening himself, holding his nose like his olfactory senses were somehow different to everyone else’s. They had work to do and this lazy boy of hers had better have instructed the help right — she wouldn’t stand for shoddy work. Everything had to be perfect, just perfect. No disobedience and no mess, she wouldn’t stand for it, she simply wouldn’t.

Her country — it was very nearly all nice and neat, there were just a few more loose ends to tie up.

It wouldn’t be long now though, soon everything would be just right, in its place, her subjects finally acknowledging their ruler, even if the boy did still have a lot to learn.

But first there needed to be a cleansing, she couldn’t have genetic misfits running around out there as if they had a right to do so.

Oh no, that wouldn’t do at all. Not at all.

The End


Desolation

(The Commorancy — Book 5)


FEEDING TIME


"STOP FEEDING THEM, what’s the point? It’s just a waste." Artek’s mother stared at him sternly, her immaculate shoe tap, tap, tapping impatiently as she frowned, arms crossed in her usual disappointed way.

"Mother," lectured Artek, "until it is decided whether they are suitable for rule or not then they do need feeding you know? We can’t have my reign starting with a bunch of semi-starved subjects, now can we? What kind of an example does that set for the people? Well I’ll tell you, not a very good one. Here you go." Artek pushed a tray of food through the bars and the tiny man inside grabbed for it mutely.

His mother walked regally up beside him. "What do we say?" The man just stared at her with uncomprehending eyes, darting from her to Artek, then back to his plate of food, obviously wanting to eat more than anything else. "See? He’s a savage. And small. You shouldn’t encourage them, it’s pointless."

"Eat, take sustenance," said Artek, pointing to the tray and turning his back on the men in the cell, the last one to be given food backing away now attention was no longer on him. Artek grabbed his mother politely by the arm and said, "Shall we walk Mother?"

"Fine, but don’t think that I approve of your misplaced sympathy. You need to be ruthless if you are to build our kingdom correctly."

Artek turned and looked at his mother. "You said 'our' Mother, don’t you mean 'my' kingdom?"

"Of course I do, my dear, sweet son. But I shall be there with you. I shall be right by your side, helping my boy in any way that I possibly can."

"Most gracious."

~~~

The small man in the cell backed into a corner and huddled close to the others then began to eat his meager meal. All that could be heard were the sounds of food being greedily consumed, the clattering of the metal trays and the bickering of Artek and Malessa Ligertwood, receding into the distance as they made their way down the rows, inspecting the inmates, arguing over their future, or lack of it.

The men paid it no mind, they were in Artek's thrall, unaware that they were captive, just obedient and quiet, somehow knowing that their lives depended on it.


FRIENDSHIPS END


"WELL, THAT’S THE end of that," said Malessa, standing beside her son in The Communications Room.

"I guess so, for now." Artek smiled, pleased with the way he’d handled talking to Letje.

"Yes, for now. You did well my son, Arcene has been truly invaluable in allowing you to gain access to their systems. It made everything so much easier."

Artek leaned back and sighed.

"What? Are you not pleased?"

"Yes Mother, I am pleased. But I do hope she will be alright. She is to be mine after all."

"Oh, don’t worry, I’m sure our little Princess won’t get into too much trouble. She is still a child; she will be forgiven. You’ll see, witness it for yourself soon enough. I would imagine that it won’t be too long before we all meet, won’t that be nice?"

A smile spread across the pale face of Artek, ruby red lips, full and proud above a slightly receding chin cutting his face like a knife. "I can’t wait. I wonder how long it will take them to find us?"

"Well, it could be never, but with a little bit of help it shouldn’t be too long. Let’s not be in too much of a hurry though, there is still a lot to do, arrangements to be made, subjects to deal with." Malessa frowned at the thought of the pathetic excuses for citizens they had to make do with. The sooner her son and that girl were married and began producing children the better — then the new rule would begin and the world would be full of order. The future would be bright, regal, and everything would just be absolutely perfect. No loose ends, no Lethargy, just Whole people. Not Awoken people like her and her son; dutiful people; her people.

In their place, subservient and awed by the power of the immortals that ruled over them with an iron fist. All for their own good, of course.

Control.


EMPTINESS


IT FELT DIFFERENT to Letje somehow, different to when she had been out before looking for the others. It was truly empty now — the desolation was complete. It hung in the air like a thick fog, the absence of people palpable, cloying, as if the country was crying over its lost populace.

After the comfort of The Commorancy, the feeling of safety and protection by the most powerful men alive, being back out in the desolate countryside made her feel all the more vulnerable, worried too — worried for Arcene, for herself and Gamm, even for Leel, but more than anything she worried that she would fail, and the emptiness she felt all around her would only get worse as more and more people disappeared from her awareness.

They had been walking for days now, making their way to Artek's home, probably his old home now — the only real clue that they had to act on so far. It was a start though, a beginning to what Letje knew would be the most dangerous undertaking of her so far rather short life.

Knowing how powerful she herself now was, she still couldn't shake the feeling of vulnerability — a silent voice telling her that she was not up to such a task and Marcus had made a big mistake by sending them all on such a daunting endeavor. This was an undertaking more suited to those with much more life experience, those that were much more powerful than she believed herself to be so far. Yet Marcus and Fasolt had agreed, and she certainly wasn't going to refuse, knowing that Marcus had been right: above all else The Commorancy and its occupants, few as they were, must be protected.

Vying with her concerns was the pleasure of being away from the duties that had been hers, now resumed by Marcus. She had to admit that she was enjoying the company of Gamm, and although Arcene was as mad as a pond full of frogs it was nice to see her out in the open where she couldn't do quite as much damage — although she still tried. Yet again Letje marveled at the exuberance of her young friend, now doubled because she had Leel to goad her along, or vice-vera, it was impossible to tell really so she just left them to get on with it.


A MAN NAMED HORSE


THE LARGE GROUP of horses bolted as soon as the young foal crashed to the ground, the arrow hitting its mark, the young horse’s heart punctured and leaking out her life-blood. Ahebban came instantly to enhanced awareness via The Noise, bewildered by the fact that he hadn’t picked up on the presence of humans until it was too late.

There will be more of the same unless you do as you are told, came a voice directed at Ahebban through The Noise.

Do I have any choice in the matter?

What do you think?

It didn’t take long. In less than an hour the large herd of horses, many now directly related to Ahebban, were enslaved, and for the first time in countless generations they were at the mercy of man once more.

Ahebban had grown into a large stallion, densely muscled and at the head of his extended family. Since his consciousness had accidentally become trapped in a newborn foal he had tried but failed to save, he had grown to love his new body and the simple life that it allowed him to lead.

Now it was ruined, gone just like the innocent creature snuffed out by a man that cared little for life other than his own, his only concern how he could manipulate others for his own ridiculous dreams.

The man, Artek, had killed the young foal to make a simple point: he was to be obeyed. He knew Ahebban was Awoken, and once human, and had taken advantage of the fact to ensure that he, and those under his care, could be easily captured. Ahebban could have escaped, he was sure of it, simply run off, put up a virtual wall in The Noise so the strange red-haired man could not direct his actions, but what of the others? They would still be captured, just more violently, and more deaths would be the result, he was sure of it.

Ahebban did as he was told and calmed the jittery youngsters, still on wobbly legs and hiding behind their mothers. The adults acted as he directed, subtle manipulations given through The Noise allowing him to calm them without them being aware they were being gently coerced. The other males, mostly still immature as once adulthood came horses went to find their own families and mates, were a little more skittish and tried to resist, but soon the memory of the attack seemed to vanish from their memories. The man — Artek, warped reality somehow so they hardly even took notice of his presence.

They forgot, and Ahebban could feel the power of the man, becoming as if a ghost, there just on the periphery, enslaving the innocent to further his own goals.

Ahebban was left untouched though, merely told of what would happen if he disobeyed or failed to keep his herd in check.

What do you want with me? With us? asked Ahebban, once the herd were all tethered and many had already had bridles and saddles put on them.

You’ll see. Just keep your herd in check and everything will work out fine. I won’t mistreat any of you as long as you understand that I am your Master now.

There was silence, the man staring into Ahebban’s large eyes, him knowing that he could kill the man in a heartbeat if it wasn’t for the power he now held over him.

Well, I’m waiting.

Yes… Master.

~~~

The days, then the weeks and months, blurred into a never-ending repetition of daily routines, interrupted only by the difference in the people that were upon the backs of Ahebban’s once proud and totally free herd. Now they were downtrodden, enslaved, made to carry all manner of men, women and children upon their backs — people held just as captive as they themselves were.

Ahebban abhorred it, often wondering if it would be better to simply revolt and have their lives ended — at least in The Void there would be no shame.

Every time they went out to collect more people Ahebban thought the same thing, and every single time he failed to commit to a course of action that would see such once innocent and wild creatures put to the slaughter because of his actions.

Maybe one day it would all be over? Maybe one day they would have their freedom again? He doubted it. But there would come a time when he would have his revenge, or he would die trying. For now he simply bided his time, did as he was ordered, and watched with shame-filled eyes as the fine creatures he loved fiercely became more and more subdued. The memories of their freedom lost as the drudgery of their days broke their spirits and they became nothing more than transport — no longer the proud and beautiful looking creatures they had once been.

It sickened Ahebban to the pit of his stomach and he often wondered if Marcus hadn’t been wrong to try to fight The Eventuals when humanity was still so evil in so many ways.

Yet he knew that Artek was not how all people acted. After all, he had once been human himself. His accidental entrapment in the foal had been a blessing, allowing him to run fast and free through the countryside, revel in the glory of a frosty morning, the chance to commune with nature, fully understand the beauty of the world he had a second chance to experience in ways unknown to him when a man — even an Awoken man.

The more Ahebban and his herd went out on their regular missions, and the more time he had to endure the foul man on his back, the more Ahebban came to truly understand one thing: Artek was insane.

He was incredibly intelligent, Awoken and proficient in The Noise, able to do many things unheard of even in other people who became powerful after they Awoke, but at the heart of it all was an insane man with an insane mother and an even more insane plan and outlook on life.

The saddest part of all was that it seemed very likely he would succeed with his goal of ruling over the remains of humanity. A king with subjects that were either subdued or content enough to bow down to his rule, or be eliminated from the planet as they failed to obey.

Ahebban had seen it countless times, seen the way this would-be-king acted toward those that failed to treat him with the respect and subservience he somehow felt he was due. No, not just due, but deserved, had a right to: his destiny.

Completely insane, yet incredibly intelligent — a very dangerous combination indeed.

~~~


It must have been at least two years since Ahebban had first been captured when he truly realized just how much of a megalomaniac Artek truly was. It was hard to tell exactly, horses didn’t really take any notice of such things, and as much as Ahebban clung to being human there was no denying that much of him was now truly equine — inescapable when you occupied another creature for so long.

He was a large stallion, the biggest and strongest of the herd, so Artek had chosen him to have the dubious honor of being his horse, a replacement for his previous mount — Ahebban didn't even want to think about what had become of those that had previously had the terrible task that was now his. Wherever they went, whenever they went out on another expedition to take more people away from the lives they had been leading, it would be Artek riding on a huge white stallion that was the first, and sometimes last, thing that the unfortunate people would see.

He knew how they looked, how impressive a sight it was, and he hated it every single time they rode up to a house, an encampment or a strange home that had warped the people living inside over countless generations until they hardly resembled people as they once were.

It was on one such expedition that he really understood the risk to humanity that Artek posed.

The trek had been a long one, much longer than normal, and already Ahebban was exhausted by the time they arrived at their destination. He could tell that the rest of his herd were feeling the same — you only had to look at them to see how obviously close to their limits they were. They had been fed well, they always were, but the toil of years of activity with not enough rest between expeditions built to a point where nothing would help apart from months of recuperation and a removal of the saddles, bridles and countless straps and added baggage that was their lot now, day in and day out.

Ahebban had lost count of how many people they had taken, only knowing that it was but a small fraction of the numbers as a whole. There were other horses, other herds, even other means of transport used if Artek or his mother, or one of the few trusted servants they had, went off to claim another person’s freedom, leaving the country increasingly empty.

As the years slipped by and the number of murders and incarcerations as well as the strangeness of his new life increased, Ahebban became ever more aware of just how few people there were left with their freedom. They saw less people, he sensed less people via The Noise, and their trips became longer, more convoluted, and the people they took were much harder to find. Nearly everyone that could be taken was now locked up in Bridewell, that strange place where humans were silent for fear of death for disobeying their new ruler.

They had gone across country at a slow trot, Ahebban and Artek at the front, a servant behind on a large brown mare, followed by at least fifty more horses in single file behind them. Most from the original herd, some from others that had been integrated over the years since initial capture.

From their vantage point they looked down on a large stone building, a convent. All through the journey Artek blathered on about how he had found a strange sect via The Noise, able to pinpoint where they were, their minds almost alien they were so different to how humans usually shone in the intangible world that was The Noise.

Artek was incredibly proficient in that mysterious world and had a knack for uncovering even the smallest hint of human life. He followed all the clues, or directed his servants to do so, and slowly but surely the country emptied of living souls until there were hardly any left. The more people he took, the easier it was for him to find others — the less crowded the strange ethereal space, the easier it was for Artek to follow the sparks that signified a human mind.

They descended the grass covered hill, the wind whipping at Artek’s always perfect hair, his green shirt and black overcoat flapping as he used his legs to move Ahebban into a gentle canter.

He was to go alone, as he usually did, the others hiding in a small copse until he signaled them to move forward.

At the front of the convent Ahebban could feel the minds inside, strange minds, some simple, almost half-minds: men that were almost like children or pets, was the only way he could describe the emanations they gave off. Others were stronger, female, and one was incredibly strong, shining brightly through the thick stone walls like a beacon that declared her power and her age.

She had opened the door and stepped out into the crisp air, the sun bright but weak as spring marched slowly into yet another summer. She was a tiny woman, a bizarre creature wearing a nun's habit that was faded yet immaculately clean, her large head looking out of proportion for such a tiny body. Behind her were a number of other nuns, all similar in appearance, and the men too, wearing simple work clothes, clearly second class citizens, much as Artek felt about everyone — servants, there to obey and act how he saw fit.

The diminutive nun was clearly powerful, her stature in no way reflecting her skills, but it was clear as soon as the conversation began that she knew little of the world away from her little bubble of religious servitude; she cared even less about it.

The meeting took on the usual form, reality blurring and the edges of consciousness fading until it was hard to think clearly about what was happening, what you were doing, what you were somehow being made to do. He’d seen it over and over again now and had a clear idea of what Artek did, although he was never absolutely certain — the captures were always somehow hazy, not quite sharp or in focus, reality warping and losing clarity.

But he was used to it enough now to see that the nuns were going to be no different to anybody else that had been taken. A conversation began that was friendly enough, with Artek subtly insinuating himself into their good graces by being gracious, polite, the perfect guest. Then he often left, once he had found out the exact number of people involved, whether he wished to take them or simply eliminate them, either to return with the rest of the herd and assistance from the trusted servants, or to return alone to kill before burying the bodies far away from their homes, leaving no trace of them or the acts carried out against them.

This time Artek didn’t even bother with the charade for long. He was obviously intrigued by the strange group of people that the Mother Superior called The Sisters Of The Lethargy, but they clearly had no interest in Artek whatsoever — if anything they were more interested in Ahebban than the peculiar man that sat so regally on his back.

The conversation had not gone in the usual manner, the Mother Superior making it clear in no uncertain terms that she did not want to speak to Artek, did not intend to invite him in for a conversation, and in fact was considering exactly how she could eliminate him and lay claim to the fine creature he was sat upon. She was clearly resolute, and as she rolled up a sleeve revealing a hypnotic maze of bright blue tattoos that seemed to fray the edges of reality as she spoke strange words through needle sharp teeth, Artek took control of her violently, with little in the way of subtlety.

It was mere minutes later when Mother Superior was sat upon Ahebban’s back, clutched tightly by Artek who sat her in front of him, and the large herd was weaving its way toward them to collect the rest of the inhabitants of the secluded convent.

All about them was a dream-haze of warped reality, a fog of forgetfulness, a distortion of what was real and what was but a mental manipulation. Artek had the power to make people forget, to change their realities to suit his needs. Ahebban could feel it seeping through The Noise, changing people’s experiences so they were happy to do as directed, pleased to be a part of Artek’s manipulated world. The Mother Superior was content to be sitting on his back, lost in a half-trance of forgetfulness, simply accepting her situation without a thought as to whether or not it was something she wanted.

The rest? They were easy to take — wrapped up in a thick layer of control that saw them lifted up and mounted three strong to each horse, tethered into place like little more than baggage.

The return journey was long, even more exhausting for the herd with the additional weight, and Ahebban felt sick to his stomach at the air of excitement and contentment that permeated the air — emanating from the mind of Artek that infected both horse and human in the immediate vicinity.

It was perverse, and there was going to be no end to such manipulations until this man that wanted to be king ruled over an almost empty kingdom, locking in an obscene dream-state those lucky enough to be allowed to live. The man seemed to see something really rather promising in the nuns, especially Mother Superior, and even Ahebban had to admit it was interesting to ponder just exactly how they had managed to survive for hundreds of years without a single one of the definitely inbred offspring ever succumbing to The Lethargy.

With his head hung low, the weight of countless lives hanging heavy on his conscience, Ahebban knew that there was no way in the world that Malessa would ever allow such strange creatures to be a part of the plans she had for her son and their future — whatever Artek wished. He may have been an exceptionally talented man, but he seemed to be lost in his own dream-haze when it came to his mother and the actions she directed, seemingly without Artek really understanding that it was not he who was in control of the cleansing of the country — it was her, the true ruler of what was fast becoming a desolate realm.


THE MAN WHO WOULD BE KING


ARTEK KNEW HIS mother wanted the power all for herself. She might try to act like everything she did was to help her son, to teach him the ways of their ancestors, groom him for his soon-to-be-total dominance over a subdued, waning populace, but he knew better.

She wanted it all; wanted to be in control of the dying days; keep the last of their people under her control until it all went away and all that was left was her, him, and hopefully the beginnings of a new, ultimately powerful line that would sow its seed across the country, then the continents, the planet — rebuild it all as she saw fit.

Well, she could think what she wanted, he had his own plans in mind, and the future he saw did not involve him being talked down to by her. She would be happy with the position he decided for her, or she could take her leave — permanently.

Ever since he had been a small child she had dominated his every waking moment, never giving him a moment’s peace to play and just be a normal child.

"Normal? What do you think normal is? And why would you want to be that anyway? Oh no, you are destined for great things Artek, and I am here to see to it that they are achieved."

That had been her reply to him when he was just a small boy and said he wanted to just go out and do normal things like climb trees and play in the streams rather than learn about manners and the correct way to use the long line of complicated cutlery set out on the pristine white tablecloth every day for supper.

Yet on it went, through the years then the decades — her will imposed, Artek slowly molded into her vision of what a rightful leader should be, would be, was destined to be.

He was King, and he should act like one, was her opinion on the matter of his upbringing. She was right of course, he was actually one of the few people left alive that could trace their ancestry right back to the last Royal, although it was so far removed that it was as good as meaningless, or would have been if there had been anyone else left that could make a better claim to head the monarchy, the state, and therefore the country.

There had been hour after hour of tedious study, learning of his proud heritage, his royal blood, his right, her right more like, and although he had rebelled in minor ways over the years the truth of the matter was that Artek did feel like he had every right to subjugate the small number of people that would be deemed worthy of his rule.

The rest? Well, if they were found wanting then what use were they? Who wanted to rule over worthless creatures that would despoil what was sure to be a grand future dynasty that encompassed the globe? He would reign through the centuries, watching his kingdom grow and flourish, his name forever linked to the second wave of humanity — this time under strict supervision, never allowed to spiral out of control, take over the planet and spawn in their billions, unable to feed themselves and running wild.

No, that would not do at all. There had to be order, a system, a plan, and in that he wholeheartedly agreed with his mother — he just planned to do it on his own terms was all, and she had better not get in his way.

Artek smoothed down his immaculate green shirt, lifted his polished boots up onto the footstool and absentmindedly twisted his somewhat unruly mustache, a tiny sign of his rebellion against his mother's complete and utter obsession with order.

So far so good, things were going as planned. He was in no doubt that sooner or later he would be meeting with the new ruler of The Commorancy, and Arcene. It would be lovely to see her, his friend over the years that he had grown extremely fond of through their conversations. His wife, although she didn’t know it yet.

They had studied her lineage, and although not ideal her French blood was of the highest possible pedigree. She would be the perfect bride for the perfect groom, the man that would be King soon enough.

He sat back and smiled, brushing invisible lint from his cuff, taking a sip of tea from his bone-china teacup before placing it delicately back on its saucer, the tiny rattle sucked up by the deep rich furnishings from bygone eras when people knew their place and showed respect for their betters. As they soon would again — well, those that he and Mother decided were fit to be ruled over. Already the numbers had reduced rather satisfactorily, and the culling would continue until all that was left was a small retainer to look after his estate as he went about growing his family that would rule for millennia, directing humanity’s future in the best possible way.


UNHAPPY NUNS


MOTHER SUPERIOR, ALL three feet of her, was as cross as when she'd caught Sister Of The Lethargy Margarite chopping off the heads of the azaleas and kicking them into the bushes rather than picking them up and burning them. Oh how she had scolded her, didn’t she know how easily the disease could spread? The leaves had to be burned.

It wasn’t the confines of the cell that made her angry, after all it was better than the quarters she had lived in at the convent for her many years on the blessed planet, nor was it the food, which was perfectly acceptable, no, it was the fact that her males were treated just the same as she. Did these people not understand the difference between a Sister Of The Lethargy and a mere man? They were barbarians, and they even seemed to treat their own men in similar esteem. That was all too apparent as she became accustomed to their ways — how strange these unbelievers were.

Her razor-sharp filed teeth, bulbous head and diminutive stature, nearly got her sent to The Void as soon as they were discovered, but some rather fast talking and plain curiosity on the part of her captors had ensured that she, along with all her Sisters and even the lowly breed-men, were kept alive and taken from their home of every generation since The Lethargy and brought to this strange place where all the rules seemed to be as backward as the people.

Sitting on her cot, she scowled at the creases that formed black lines on her washed-out habit. "These people are barbaric. Not once in all my years have I had to walk around in such filthy attire." The words came out with a hiss, the air whistling between the sharpened teeth, a speech pattern repeated by every Sister, even the men, all inheritors of a warped progeria ever since the first male of the new line had been taken in by the venerable ancient Sisters, now long gone, beginning the new order back when The Lethargy began to take the unjust from the world. He’d been a relation of hers, blessed with the same stature and appearance as she herself had.

Still, she wasn’t overly concerned, not really, for Mother Superior knew many things her captors did not. She was simply biding her time before revenge would be taken, then they would forever remember the time they dared to interfere with the daily practices that had kept her order flourishing in its own small way far longer than any of the once great religions had managed through the years since The Lethargy changed everything. Forever.

Her spiked smile spread through the gloom, calling out to the weak that were right now awakening to her call in The Noise.

It was time, and she had to admit that it was actually quite nice to be in a new environment after so long — adventure quite suited her, she thought, as she scowled once more at her dirty habit and anticipated how different the red-haired barbarians would feel once The Sacred Ink was put to work to teach them a lesson they would never forget.

Not long now my Sisters, said Mother Superior through the Noise, countless smiles revealing pointed teeth was the reply, as they looked forward eagerly to witnessing firsthand once again the price you paid for being anything but completely respectful to Mother Superior.

She adjusted her cornette, the traditional headpiece of her order, glad she couldn't see how dirty it would obviously be, the once crisp lines probably now faded.

She smiled. Soon she would make a new one, maybe out of the pale skin of that horrid man with his ridiculous red hair.

~~~

She may have been very demanding of her Sisters and the lowly men that served The Order, but Mother Superior was nothing if not patient. So she waited until the opportunity arose then put her plan into action. She would escape the place she somehow knew she wasn't supposed to like in the slightest, although as far as she could tell her opinion on her current situation waxed and waned on a regular basis.

It was most disconcerting, and she knew that she was being manipulated even if for the most part she didn't actually mind. Now she was lucid, somehow herself for a brief spell, and she understood that it was all down to Artek and whether or not he was exerting his control or had other things to occupy his mind. He would pay for his oversight, so would all those that dared to treat her and her Sisters like nothing more than common criminals. How dare they! The Sisters Of The Lethargy answered to nobody, nobody apart from her, and Him.

As the halls settled into shadow and the evening grew colder, Mother Superior felt the heat from her Ink warm her body beneath her habit. Even through the material she could see the swirls pulsing with their comforting blue light. She reached out with the energy drawn from The Noise and tendrils as delicate as the air itself weaved their way through solid matter until they found the mind of the sorry excuse for a human being that was their male guard.

Soon enough he came walking down the corridor, silent, none of his usual insults, no rattling of the bars and sneering at those he was tasked with guarding. He reached her cell and put one of the keys from the thick chain into the lock. There was a satisfying thunk as the heavy bolt receded; he pulled the door open before wandering back to his tiny monitoring station.

Later she would let the others out, but first it was best if she acted alone, dealt with Artek then his mother, then this simpleton that was certainly not going to be any bother and would make freeing her Sisters that little bit easier.

Mother Superior made her way down the now dimly lit corridor, scowling at the weak lights that stayed on from dusk to dawn, then signaled silently for the doors to be opened to the less imposing and stark corridor that led to the rest of the prison. She watched as the pathetic man in his cubicle pressed a button and the door swung open noisily. She felt the eyes of her Sisters on her, but silence remained — they knew she would be back for them, that for now they were safer where they were.

With Awoken powers that she had thought made her invincible against the manipulations Artek was very proficient in, she sought out the presence of the man and made her way down corridor after corridor, the ambiance improving the closer she got to the opulent quarters he and his mother, a disappointment to the whole of womankind, shared with each other.

Finally she was outside a door that was the only thing between her and revenge; she turned the handle without a moment's hesitation. She mentally went through checks on her own body and mind, ensuring that she was locked down tight, strong, resolute and closed to Artek's childish games.

A wall of comforting warmth greeted her through the open door, her bare feet sinking into deep scarlet carpet, the smell of a delightful meal just consumed permeating the air, the clink of a glass and the crackle of a welcoming fire the only noise as Artek turned to face her from a wingback chair, one leg crossed over the other, puffing to life something she hadn't seen for the longest of times: a cigar.

"Hello Mother Superior, come for another one of our chats have we?" Artek smiled deviously at her before she was lost to herself once more and took her place opposite him, just like she had done on numerous occasions, telling him of her secrets before returning obediently to her cell, never remembering the times the exact same foolish escape plan had played out before.


JUST LIKE YOUR MOTHER


ARTEK WOULD NEVER give his mother the satisfaction of admitting to her that she was somewhat scary, but the truth was that she terrified him at times. She was not a woman that invited hugs and a feeling of comfort and safety, she was as stern as her clothes were crisp.

And powerful. Very powerful.

He knew that she could do things he could have only dreamed of before he took advantage of Marcus’ hospitality and became truly Awoken, but Malessa's extra years meant she was always a few steps ahead of him.

Even now, having been alive for over a century and a half, he still felt like a little boy in her presence — her will and sheer dogged determination were humbling and often awe-inspiring. But most of all she was just plain scary. It wasn’t her appearance — although always perfectly turned out she never intimidated by her looks alone — no, it was the pervasive air of being so much better than everyone else and deserving whatever it was she believed should be hers, that made her something altogether elevated.

Things were changing however. The years since Artek had become a truly Awoken man meant that slowly but inexorably, like the cutting away of the coastline, the fear and the insecurity slowly ebbed. He was a man that had always been confident in all things but one — he had been raised to know he was superior to others — and now the worry over what his mother would think of the way he acted was finally dissipating like a morning fog as the sun warmed the earth.

It felt like he had found freedom for the first time.

There was no sudden revelation, no snap of the fingers and a realization that he had been only half a man for a hundred and fifty years, no, it was a very gradual shifting of the mother/son dynamic that meant he found himself slowly taking charge of things and even talking back to her if he didn’t agree with a particular course of action. Then one morning he awoke with a smile on his face and understood that he truly was his own man. He didn’t have to answer to the slender, beautiful, imposing and terrible woman that he had spent more time with than would be seen as strictly healthy by any society — if there had been one left.

"Ha, who am I kidding, that woman is still as terrifying as ever," said Artek to nobody, as he dressed for the day. But at least he could stand up to her now, argue his case, do things the way he wanted and not cramp in terror, dreading that look, the one he would have once moved heaven and earth to avoid.

It was his growing powers, the things that had been stirring in him for what felt like an eternity. It never seemed to stop, something was always re-configuring, warping, metastasizing and changing forever the person he was, wanted to be, whether he wanted it to happen or not.

From birth he had been taught he was different to others: better. Something he believed with certainty was true. As he advanced through childhood and into his teenage years, then onward to become a man, there was no doubt that he had inherited genes soaked in Awoken abilities that often bubbled to the surface, and once fully Awoken his powers increased tenfold — a thousand. Even as a child he had been able to make people forget, make the few staff that meekly did as ordered by his mother forget that he had got his clothes dirty, stolen sweet treats from the generous kitchen, just so they wouldn’t tell on him and he could avoid enduring his mothers displeasure.

As he aged so did the skill. He always somehow had the ability to make people forget anything he wanted, to warp what they saw as a reality that was just slightly skewed in his favor, but always just the small things, and always only events that involved him personally. Sometimes it would work, sometimes not, but since he Awoke it was incredible the difference it made. The second he left his Room in The Commorancy he knew that the conversation he had with Marcus would be forgotten in no time. Marcus would never recall that he had opened his door and left even though he wasn’t supposed to.

Buttoning up his shirt he smiled at that — Marcus thought he had been so powerful but he still got beat by him. How satisfying, and where was he now anyway? Dead, his head chopped off by that fool of a man Varik. Now there was just a little girl in charge of The Commorancy, with Arcene as her child helper. Well, it wouldn’t be long and all that would change too. His ascent was assured; he would have his bride to stand by his side and watch him rule.

Everything.


ARCENE GETS 'DEATHY'


ARCENE FELT INVINCIBLE as only a fifteen year old with a very shiny, and very sharp sword could. The red tassel hanging from the hilt swayed to and fro as the priceless weapon from an era of Japanese culture now long gone sat comfortably slung across her back.

Marcus had taken Arcene to The Room For Weapons much to Letje and Fasolt’s surprise. They both forgot that Marcus didn’t really know her as well as they did, but this was a sure sign. Arcene… in a Room full of very dangerous and exotic weapons…? That would be top of the list of things not to do if you cared about all your limbs.

So it came as quite a surprise when they both re-appeared with all legs, arms, fingers, toes and psychical features intact. Marcus had said that Arcene had been very well behaved and hadn’t pushed too many buttons or done too much damage to the fortified walls, and anyway, lasers should be fired now and then and the poison darts were probably past their best before date. He looked paler than usual though, and Letje was sure that his cheeks were a little too red, as if he was trying to suppress fear and a little worry.

Arcene, on the other hand, was brimming over with excitement and was swishing and swashing her new sword around like it wasn’t a deadly weapon liable to cut through flesh and bone as if it were paper. Arcene, Letje and Gamm had been given some wonderful choices for outfits for their trip, and Arcene had decided that if she was to have a sword then she needed suitably whooshy clothes to match. As Letje turned to look at her eager friend she couldn’t help smiling at the young girl. She thought back to the first time they met — the scruffy thing she was, compared to what now walked beside her full of confidence, eyes darting here and there, searching for foes or clues, probably both. Or something entirely different; you never could tell with Arcene.

Her sword was in a simple scabbard tied over her shoulder, her tight vest showing off a lithe slim figure. Her silver pigtails bounced as she walked and her knee length kilt rustled delicately, although Letje was sure Arcene was exaggerating her gait just so it would swish.

Black knee length socks and sturdy walking boots completed the outfit, the overall look one of a serious warrior if it wasn’t for the bright pink shoelaces and the little bunnies on the side of the socks. Arcene had used a few straps and pieces of leather that she found to turn her backpack into a suitable piece of luggage for Leel, so had managed to escape having to carry much apart from her sword. Leel seemed to actually enjoy the responsibility.

The dog had learned quickly to stand on Arcene’s left as she was prone to whipping her sword out without warning if she thought she heard somebody in the woods or mistook a shadow for a would-be assassin. Letje and Gamm kept their distance — when Arcene got into her ‘deathy’ zone you had best stand well back. The weapon was more than capable of slicing you clean in half if you happened to be in the way of Arcene’s less than perfect control of her new shiny object.

Letje watched Arcene’s back as she walked behind her, the sun shining gloriously, giving Arcene a halo of orange, the tassel suddenly bouncing wildly as Arcene halted abruptly, Letje’s reflexes warning her yet again to stop quickly before the sword was whipped out, eager to slice.

Here we go again, thought Letje, turning to Gamm, raising her eyebrows until they disappeared under her hair. Gamm just smiled back, as used to the sudden stops as Letje. But this time something was different, Leel took on a stance Letje hadn’t seen before: hackles raised, nose pushed forward with nostrils dilating like a bellows, head craning on thick neck muscles as if the extra distance would make all the difference.

Arcene pulled the sword out, curving in a graceful arc, steel glinting menacingly. Arcene moved into a fighting stance and seemed ready to get ‘deathy’. Letje went deep and fast into The Noise but there were no people present apart from them; there was no immediate threat that she could sense. So what was the problem? Had Arcene just reacted to Leel’s sudden interest in scent, or had Leel reacted after Arcene? It was hard to tell, the two were already so close to each other each was like an extension of the other.

"Guess it was n—"

"Banzai!" shouted Arcene, dashing ahead at full speed, body leaning forward, sword held down with her right arm straight, blade pointing backward.

What’s she doing? Doesn’t she know that’s the single stroke attack? She’s been watching too much of that anime again. Letje’s thoughts were interrupted when she finally caught sight of the creature rushing toward them — the sun had made it almost impossible to see, the red coat of the huge male deer almost as bright at the reflected light. As the sun dipped beneath the horizon Letje had a second to witness the battle.

The deer was massive, obviously old, and clearly quite mad. A huge beard of foam beneath eyes black and huge a sure sign it was no longer in its right mind. Then it’s head was down and it was charging directly at Arcene, a splintered antler almost as long as Arcene’s sword, and just as deadly, jutting forward on its now lowered head. Faster and faster they ran, Arcene screaming again as she moved at full speed, her kilt flapping wildly in the slipstream. The sword tilted slightly, the blade now facing the attacker although it was still trailing behind Arcene.

With a blink of an eye, they were past each other, Arcene down on one knee, head facing forward and bowed. The sword still trailed behind her. A second later the deer collapsed to the floor while it still ran, sliced in two down the middle at a steep angle. The front half slid to the ground even as the rear was still upright.

Gamm was by Arcene’s side first. Letje knew she was fine; she practically glowed in The Noise. Gamm would know this too, he was just a gentleman.

"Are you alright?" asked Gamm.

"Nanahonme. Good eh?"

"Ugh, what?"

"It was kata number seven; I’ve been practicing."

"Well, you got ‘deathy’ finally, and thank you Arcene, you saved us."

Arcene got to her feet, flicking the sword to get the blood off. She stared at it moodily when it didn’t result in a nice clean sword like it did in the movies she had watched. "Eh? Oh, you’re welcome. Can we eat it?"

"Best not to, no," said Gamm. "It was obviously diseased, the meat is probably tainted."

"Shame," said Arcene, patting Leel, who showed no interest whatsoever in the creature that Arcene had slain.


SACK THE CHEF


MOTHER SUPERIOR RIPPED viscously at the tough meat — no match for her needle-sharp teeth. She spat out a sinewy piece of brown flesh through thin lips drawn back in distaste. The one thing Mother Superior couldn’t stand was disrespect to the animals she and her Sisters consumed. It was why the chef at the convent was seen as such an important role: it was all about respect.

She tore again at the meat, swallowing yet almost choking on the flesh that went unhappily down her gullet. This was no way to treat a Mother Superior, no way to treat anyone, not even the feeble-minded men that seemed to be arriving daily even now after all this time.

Wait. All this time? Surely it had only been a few weeks hadn’t it? If that.

Her oversized head shook, trying to clear a fog of memory-loss that somehow just seemed wrong. How long had she been in this cell? It was only a few weeks at most, but that didn’t fit with how she felt in herself. Mother Superior decided to take stock of her body, her mind, her surroundings; everything. Something wasn’t quite right here, it wasn’t just that she was being held a prisoner. Her? A prisoner! No, there was something else.

Her mind felt sharp, at least in the present, but the past was kind of blurry. Not her whole life, just events after they had been taken, but she still remembered the kidnap. But everything since? All just somehow not quite fitting together right, like time was on a loop, or she was not even the one that had experienced the timeline she was on at all.

Her body felt alright she supposed, but she felt different, not running quite as efficiently. That would be down to one thing only: nutrition. The Sisters held food in the highest regard and although they lived simple lives they went to great pains to maximize how efficiently the body worked when the right nutrients were ingested. It was part of their belief system, their religion, their vows to tread gently and respect all that was given to them.

She could feel that her body was sluggish, that vitamins and minerals were missing, that her macronutrients were not as they should be. This could not be the result of just a few days or weeks of food not from her own gardens.

This was the result of months of inadequate nutrition, if not longer.

But how? Where had the time gone, and the memory of it passing? She was Awoken, she was Mother Superior, such things did not happen to the likes of her. She rubbed at the cuff of her habit in frustration, eyes unfocused then suddenly sharpening as what she had been doing caught her attention. The cuff. It was completely frayed; washed out; the wrong color. She stood and looked down at her one-piece garment, noting the hem was the same, and dirty.

Dirty! Such things hadn’t happened in centuries. In fact the whole habit was totally gray from being treated badly when cleaned, and it was creased too. Such blasphemy! The caked-on dirt around the hem and around the cuffs was ground in and the result of months of improper cleaning, there was no escaping that fact.

She sat down and thought quietly and calmly about what to do.

Of course, that devilish man and his mother would pay for her incarceration and that of her Sisters and her men, but now she knew they had been interfering with her own private thoughts and memory? Well, the price would be terrible, but it would be paid.

~~~

"Look at her, the stupid creature. Doesn’t she know she’s been through this countless times already. It’s like watching the same thing as last month."

Artek stared at his mother crossly. "That’s the whole point Mother. If it wasn’t for me then who knows what she would have got up to by now? You saw what she tried the other week, not that she remembers it now. It’s so silly, she thinks she comes up with a great plan, not realizing I’ve already dealt with the exact same thing time and time again already."

"It’s pointless," sulked Malessa.

"It is not! It’s fascinating, seeing how people work, that they always come to the same decisions each and every time. That tells you a lot about the human mind, doesn’t it? People don’t come up with different ideas, they don’t react differently if they think they are in a situation that is new to them when it isn’t. That tells you so much. Plus I have learned a great deal about people and there is much to the world I have yet to learn."

Malessa stood and walked gracefully to the door. "And what, pray, does it tell one about people? Enlighten me, please do."

Artek sighed, sometimes she was infuriating. "Mother dear, it tells you that they are sheep, that they are not capable of breaking free of their own shallow lives. That maybe they are going to be good subjects. Intelligent, but easy to control at the same time. Isn’t that what we want?"

"No, it isn’t. And besides, those nuns are really ugly, and I don’t want our subjects to be ugly. Ugh, it’s disgusting! Have you seen their heads and their horrid little teeth."

"Mother, you need to—"

The door slammed shut, she was gone.

"Good riddance," muttered Artek, turning back to the monitor, watching the familiar scenario play out as he knew it would.


LOST IN SWIRLS


IT WAS SO nice to have a rest, to just sit and do nothing for a while, and that was exactly what Letje planned to do for the rest of the day. She had picked a bunch of wild flowers and was heading back to the house they were to stay in for the night. It was only early afternoon but they had all agreed that a rest would be just about perfect. They had traveled enough, half a day of relaxation would lift their spirits and rejuvenate their bodies.

Letje walked up the overgrown path toward the house, spying Gamm sat out the front of the ivy covered cottage, his huge frame spilling over the ancient but sturdy wooden chair. As she got close she noted that he had removed his shirt and with eyes closed and head tilted to the sun he was obviously soaking up as much warmth as he could.

He was such a large man, such big muscles, and so nice. She was glad he was with her and Arcene — what they would have done without him she wasn’t sure. What color were his eyes again? She couldn’t remember.

Damn, they were closed, he must be asleep. But what are those patterns? Arcene hadn’t given her any hint that he was so covered in Ink, and details like that should be a part of the reports on Commorancy guests. They sure were intricate though, and the color, it was so intense. Were they raised? They almost looked alive.

They spoke to her. Whispered names she had never heard, told of strange rituals and the filing of teeth. Told of Sisters and the way The Lethargy had been held at bay. They called to her and pulled her forward whether she wanted to take another step or not.

Gamm snored on, his head tilted back, arms placed peacefully on the silver wood, thick forearms as gnarled as the tree from which the chair was made. Ink pulsed beneath the skin of his torso as Letje found herself drawn deeper and deeper into she knew not what. It wasn’t The Noise, nor was it The Void, this was something else entirely, something active, a calling card, almost but not quite a mark of ownership, a signal and a death warrant if so commanded.

Letje found herself kneeling at the feet of Gamm, eyes locked on the impossibly simple yet complex patterns of shocking blue as pale as ice, as deep as the ocean, as they swirled and drew lines around the contours of his body like decorative armor that would protect him from enemies if only they locked eyes on the brands.

The Ink danced, pulsing brighter, like a perfect cloudless spring sky, then jumped off Gamm’s body altogether. The patterns spun in the air in front of Letje, as if they were as lost in a dream-haze as she was. They rang out as loud as bells the size of houses, re-configuring into ever more dizzying and complex patterns that were infinite in number. They vibrated faster and faster, telling of things that were impossible to know, of faith and abstinence and gluttony and acceptance, of peace and sacrifice, oaths and Grace. They whispered as loud as a cannon, telling of the death of all things and the legacy of The Sisterhood.

Then they stopped, their lack of movement smashing the air like silent thunder, before they were once again nothing but bizarre markings on a slumbering man as a young woman knelt before him lost in a world that told of many things yet gave no answers.

A sleepy eye opened and Gamm asked, "What are you doing? Why are you kneeling there?" Gamm opened his other eye and fidgeted uncomfortably when there was no reply. "Letje? Are you alright? Letje?" Gamm leaned forward and shook Letje by the shoulder, the scar-tissue heavy skin feeling strange beneath his fingers: hard and lumpy like rocks in a bag.

"Fine, I'm fine. Your tattoos, I never knew you had so many. Strange."

"Oh, right, yeah. Long story. You okay Letje?"

"Great." Letje got to her feet, shaking away the strange visions, and went to put the flowers into a vase.


"ACORNS AREN'T FLIP-TALKERS...


…IT’S JUST SO I will always know where you are. It was my fault that Varik found The Commorancy, did you know that?" said Letje.

"No. Ah, so it’s not just me that did something naughty and got everyone into trouble?" said a rather smug looking Arcene.

"Well, no, I suppose not. But I didn’t go about talking to strangers, telling them secret business."

"Oh, well, erm, yes, well. Hey," said Arcene, brightening, "why don’t you tell me how this works again?"

Letje knew she was trying to change the subject, but it wouldn’t hurt to go over it properly, so Arcene really understood the powers in the world she now lived in. As if The Commorancy wasn’t enough for that, thought Letje, smiling to herself.

Letje paused for a moment, taking in all that had happened since she last stood on the broken road looking into the branches of the impossibly huge Oak. The tree was once a perverted symbol of the beliefs of The Eventuals, forced to grow by a little bit of energy passed into it by Awoken members of Varik’s now ex-church. Bird had been there then, as he was now, just on different sides. Now he sat in the thick gnarled branches of The Oak proudly, not hiding and spying. It had actually been him that had come up with the idea of the acorn, plucking it from the tree before landing on Letje’s shoulder then dropping it into Arcene’s hand. Leel had, of course, tried to nab it and run off, but Arcene managed to retrieve the somewhat slobber covered acorn and hold it tightly in a clenched fist.

As Gamm dragged the excitable dog away and they went off to explore the once impossibly busy stretch of road that allowed vehicles by the hundreds of thousands to move to, from, and through the heart of Birmingham, Letje and Arcene stared into the tree, then down at the acorn.

Letje placed her hands on the trunk of the massive tree and felt the connection. So many hands had touched the bark over the centuries, warping its growth, manipulating it into a symbol of nature’s dominance over man, forcing it to grow and imparting a little bit of themselves into its very fabric, permeating every part of it from the smallest roots to the highest leaf, and into its fruit.

Letje gave something of herself to the tree, thanking it for the adventure that had been the result of her innocent taking of an acorn. The tree responded with thanks, a slow and silent swelling of gratitude for clean energy passed to it via The Noise. Energy that was not tainted by ulterior motives, that wouldn’t force it to grow into something it should never have been. It was too late now — the tree was impossibly changed from its original course. It would always be huge, dominating the skyline for miles around, even greater than the crazy conglomeration of roads that still cross-crossed and spiraled around and up the trunk that slowly pushed the roads and bridges out of the way, standing as silent witness to the inexorable crumbling of the man-made maze it grew amongst.

There was a sadness to The Oak, a weariness and a heaviness that was impossible to eradicate. Almost a melancholy, thought Letje, as she gave just a little more of herself to try to undo a small amount of the harm that had been done to it by those who were themselves warped by the doctrine of The Eventuals.

It helped. Letje could feel the change within the whispers of the tree, the slow sentience waking just enough to feel the clean energy that was gifted to it. There was a gentle acceptance and an imparting of knowledge that took centuries, yet also took no time at all. Letje felt the years pass by in a blur of nothingness, the memories of the energies gifted to it every now and then, the manipulated growth patterns and then a return to the quiet.

It gave a part of itself in return to Letje, as close to thanks as such a different sentience could ever come. Then it returned to its slumber, the clean life energy given to it ensuring it would live to see the comings and goings of humanity for many centuries more — if they happened to be around that long.

Letje had wiped a tear and taken hold of Arcene’s hand, before throwing the acorn she held over the side down to the ground far below where it would one day grow into a fine but entirely natural specimen of the British Oak. Instead she pushed Arcene’s other hand against the rough bark and passed through Arcene just enough energy from The Noise for Arcene to be able to cope with it and it flowed into the tree with a silent whisper of sleepy thanks. Letje plucked a new acorn from an accessible branch and gave it to Arcene, telling her that as there was now a little bit of energy that had passed from Arcene into the Oak it meant that the acorn would be a part of her now.

"I gave energy to The Oak, so it is a part of me and I am part of it. Make sure to keep the acorn safe and I will always be able to find you, as it is a part of the tree it will always be there through The Noise for me to find if I need to. That okay?"

"Oh yes, that’s great," said Arcene, smiling at Letje, knuckles turning white from clutching her gift so tightly.

"Hey, don’t crush it," said Letje smiling back. "Just look after it."

"I will. Promise." Arcene opened her hand and lifted the acorn to her mouth. "Hello, can you hear me?" she said, then moved it to her ear. Arcene’s eyes grew wide, then wider still, then impossibly huge. She stared at Letje, mouth agape, unbelieving.

"What? What’s wrong?"

"You said it wasn’t a flip-talker. I heard you, heard you talk then."

"No. Seriously?"

"Yeah. Do it again, do it again." Arcene lifted the acorn to her ear once more and smiled in wonder. She moved closer to Letje and hugged her tight. "I love you too Letje, even more than Leel."

"Um, well, thanks. We have known each other a little longer than a few days too." Letje couldn’t help but smile; Arcene really did love that dog. But the acorn, she never thought that it could actually deliver her thoughts via The Noise direct to Arcene. It wouldn’t be long before Arcene would Awaken — if this wasn’t a sign of her responsiveness to The Noise then she didn’t know what would be. Things must be changing within Arcene, and she would be a very powerful young woman if she really could use an acorn as a flip-talker.

Who would have thought of such a thing? Acorns as communication devices. Letje stared at the landscape around her, the splintered fingers of decaying monoliths in the distance, the remnants of a fast-paced society she never knew. She wondered what such people would make of the world she lived in; she supposed it would seem just as bizarre to them as their dead world did to her.

Letje knew she would never make it in such a society — all that dashing about, all those people, all that noise. How did they cope? How did they keep their sanity without time and space to breathe deeply of the fresh air and marvel at the deep dreams of the trees that filtered their polluted air and tried to maintain some kind of balanced eco-system?

Maybe they had been all crazy? Maybe that was how they survived.

Maybe that was why The Lethargy came and wiped the planet almost clean of people?

To give the chosen few a chance to finally take stock of what it was they were lucky enough to inherit, and maybe get it right with a second chance.

"Hey. Hey!"

"Huh? Oh, sorry, just thinking."

Arcene looked at Letje quizzically. "Not going off into a crazy dream again are you? You make me worry you know?"

"No, no I’m fine. I think that’s mostly passed now; I feel back to my old self… Mostly." Letje smiled at Arcene. "Now, what were you saying?"

"Oh, just that Gamm is waving us over. Look."

~~~

"What is it?" asked Arcene, peering down at Gamm’s find while he tried to keep hold of a very excited Leel.

"Leel! No, sit. Good girl."

Leel panted heavily, eyes never leaving the treasure, obedient yet obviously keen to grab it and run off playing with the shiny object.

"You aren’t going to believe this, but it’s a skull."

"Doesn’t look like any normal skull to me, it’s too shiny," said Arcene.

"That’s because it’s the Mitchell-Hedges skull. I read about it, it was priceless. It's made from quartz, carved from a single piece, it even once had an jawbone."

"Leel, no!" shouted Arcene, but it was too late. Leel grabbed the ancient skull in her huge mouth, ran to the edge, and then carefully dropped it over the side.

"Well, I guess we'll never know how that got here, or why Leel took such a dislike to it," said Gamm, clearly disappointed to never be able to get to the bottom of the mystery.

"Maybe some things are best left alone," said Arcene, patting Leel on the head, congratulating her friend for what the dog clearly believed had been a positive course of action.

"Maybe you're right," said Gamm. "Come on, it's time to go."


STRAWBERRIES AND CREAM


WHAT MALESSA WOULDN’T give for a day out watching tennis at Wimbledon, eating strawberries and cream, drinking bubbly and chatting with others of her class. Alas, those days were gone for good, taken away by The Lethargy just like everything else. Such a life was but a distant memory now, so far in the past it could be nothing more than the result of a fervent imagination, dreaming of a life where money actually meant something, where breeding showed and manners were all important.

Now there was nothing, but soon the past would rise from the ashes like a glorious phoenix — it was what she had spent the last three hundred years slowly but inexorably moving toward.

Forty two when The Lethargy took her friends, her gossipy, annoying, idiotic, stupid yet lovable friends, Malessa didn’t succumb like they did, in fact the opposite. She Awoke spontaneously to a world full of wonder and endless possibilities, but with nobody to congratulate her. There was her husband of course, but he may as well have had The Lethargy for the previous twenty years of their marriage anyway — the man was an imbecile, they had only married because their parents felt it a good fit as both came from well-to-do upper class families and there was no doubt that the marriage had cemented a strong dynasty. So the future had looked bright, if somewhat lackluster. Then everyone died.

It was annoying in the extreme. Malessa had plans, and they were completely ruined. The Lethargy swept across the planet, but more importantly it swept away her plans. She was going to be somebody, her children would be the most powerful she could possibly make them. When she decided to have them, of course. But The Lethargy ruined it all, everything crumbled to dust, a kingdom full of future subjects was reduced to nothing, just like that. All gone.

Malessa's Awakening was a glorious affair — she felt it stirring inside of her, felt powers waiting to be unleashed, and she came to understand that maybe, just maybe, her hopes and dreams weren’t completely ruined after all. The country may be different, may be chaotic and unstable, but she could deal with that, could maybe control the dwindling population a lot easier now there were so few left.

Malessa grew older, bided her time, waited for the right time to bear what she now decided would be a single child — a son, King-to-be that she could guide and encourage, to plant her family line that simply couldn’t end. It must continue, flourish and become what it was always supposed to have been: Royal.

After more than a hundred years of making plans, building the right environment for her child-to-be, Malessa finally decided it was time to bear her child. She had mastered her body, learned the secrets of The Noise, and had halted her aging in her early forties. So much of her life had been spent dreaming of a glorious future, where she was given the respect she deserved, that time passed in a haze — she often found that years had gone by and she had done nothing but dream, tending to her bodily needs as if an automaton — there, but so far away at the same time she never even noticed the passing of the seasons.

From her carefully maintained storage facility Malessa inseminated herself with the frozen seed of her now long dead husband, a fool of a man but with impeccable ancestry and many characteristics she simply knew would be passed to her son, ensuring he had the correct heritage: a noble at birth.

Malessa kept a small retainer to care for the ever-expanding home she had begun to build years before: Whole that were rather simple, happy to serve as they had been thoroughly indoctrinated by the overbearing woman that at least kept them safe and gave them a role in life — something severely lacking for the majority of the remaining population. People were lost. Malessa gave a select few hope and security, stability in a world that had lost its way, old traditions mostly long dead; forgotten by all but her.

The small estate ran like clockwork; there was no other way as far as she was concerned, and as her child grew so did her plans. Why just Great Britain? Why not the whole world? There must be a way to travel yet still retain a semblance of comfort. Was there anyone left though? Would they be worthy subjects? All in good time, the boy had to grow to the appropriate age first. He had to prove himself, show she had made the right decision to put her trust in him.

He had to Awaken; the people had to be pulled from their degrading existence where chaos reigned and lives were wasted. They would work together, they would gather in the flock, deem who was worthy of rule, eliminate the rest. Take the trash out, leave only those that would see the country and the kingdom flourish in ways it never had when it was over-populated and nobody showed appropriate respect to their betters.

Well, all that would change. She would see to it that the old ways returned, where respect was shown to your superiors, where people worshiped their monarchy, paid their dues.

Above all else it would be nice and neat, controlled, everything in its place and a place for everything. She would put an end to the disorder and the rampant chaos. The country was out of control and it drove her mad. Didn’t these people have any self respect? She knew the answer after living through so many centuries — the answer was no, they were imbeciles, thinking nothing of how they lived their lives. She would be sure to change all that.

And she did.

~~~

"What if I don’t want to go?" said a rather petulant Artek, trying and failing to stare down his mother who stood, regally as always, in front of him, her mind obviously already made up.

"Why wouldn’t you?"

"Maybe I don’t want to be locked in a Room for who knows how many years, doing who knows what."

"After everything I have done for you, everything I am going to do for you, and you can’t even do this one thing to help yourself? To help your mother?"

"Mother, it isn’t like that. It is simply that I believe I will Awaken naturally at some point, and we have a lot of work to do here, plans to make."

"There will be plenty of time for that, don’t you worry. And you may well Awaken naturally, you already have to a degree, but whatever else I think of Marcus there is no denying that he is an incredibly clever man and has everything at his disposal to ensure those that have it within them will Awaken. Now, no more arguing, I have much to tell you if you are to gain entry successfully and handle things in the right way once you leave. There are some things Marcus must never learn of, but we must also find a way to discover exactly how he does what he does, how that impossibly complex Commorancy of his works, and have the means to eliminate him if he ever does try to stand in our way."

"Yes Mother."

Artek listened to Malessa’s plans for his Awakening and grew more and more excited as she explained just what he was to do and the kind of man he would be once he left his Room at The Commorancy.

It turned out that she had completely underestimated exactly what kind of man Artek would grow to become. He even surprised himself.


THE BIG MOVE


ARTEK RETURNED TO the cold bosom of his mother, the only family he had ever known, but more than enough as far as he was concerned.

He felt so different, so much more alive, that he thought he might actually simply burst open, The Noise spilling out of him, shining brighter than the sun, energy pouring out of him in wave after glorious wave. Who knew that it was like this to Awaken? So much more than he had anticipated. But he was special, wasn’t he? So maybe it wasn’t like this for everyone else. Maybe they only got a glimpse at the things he could see, the things he knew he could do. Within minutes of his Awakening inside his Room Artek knew that he really was special, just like his mother had told him he was.

He felt invincible and wasted no time exploring his newfound powers — he tried them out on Marcus himself. It was so easy, almost too easy; he really didn’t see what the fuss had been about with the man. If he could manipulate Marcus himself then there really was nothing stopping him, was there?

Artek went home a changed man; a true man. He felt that he had been nothing but a child until his Awakening, but now he would truly be fit to rule. All that was left to do was to begin to clean up the country, and much as he disagreed with a lot that his mother said and did, she was certainly right that it needed a strong ruler. People needed order, a dynamic figure to look up to, to guide, and yes, to punish when the need arose.

He was up to the task, he had no doubt about it.

~~~

"Mother, we can’t call it The Prison, that’s so vulgar," said Artek, really wishing the move could just be over with. He wanted to get on with things, not take years just to relocate to where they could finally commence what his mother lovingly referred to as The Cleansing.

"Well I don’t see why not. It was a prison, and it shall be again. Until we decide who we consider worthy of being subjects able to help rebuild the country properly."

Artek sighed. "Yes, yes," he said, waving her words away with a languid, somewhat limp wrist. "I know all about that, there is no need to repeat yourself. But do you really think it fitting for our new home to have such a poor name? It’s rather depressing don’t you think?"

"You do have a point," mused Malessa, still amazed at the difference in her son after just a few years away from her, until then, tight clutches.

"How about Bridewell, that’s suitably elegant don’t you think?"

"Hmm, that sounds just about perfect. Bridewell. Bridewell it is then."

"Good, I’m glad we could agree. It’s appropriate I believe. It means both a prison and a reform school, which is much more in keeping with our goals, is it not? Mother?"

"Yes, yes, I heard you. I was distracted. Will you look at that fool over there. If I’ve told her once I’ve told her a thousand times to be careful with that urn. I shall have to tell her again I believe." Malessa went to scold the servant.

"I don’t know why you insist on keeping the ashes of Father, it’s been long enough now don’t you think?"

"It’s a reminder, that we all turn to ashes in the end my son. All that remains is our legacy, and our children. One day you will understand, when the time comes for you to have a child of your own."

"That won’t be for some time yet, we have things to do. That can wait."

"Oh yes, I wasn’t suggesting you find yourself a pretty little wife just yet. But there will come a day when you find her, and then you will understand, really understand just what it is to be a parent."


WHAT'S THE SECRET?


"HOW DID YOU do it? What’s the secret?" asked Fasolt, lost in the dancing eyes of Marcus.

"Haha, I wish I knew."

"You mean you can’t remember? I thought you were the original, that you wiped the memories only from the other Marcus’?"

"Well, yes, I did do that, but it seems I must have done the same to me too." Marcus was looking uncomfortable, knowing what was coming.

"Then there could be more of you? It could never end. Off goes one Marcus into the deep, out pops another from behind a curtain claiming they are the original. How can you live like that?"

"I don’t. As far as I am concerned I am the original. I don’t know any different."

"Yes, but if you can’t remember then—"

"Look Fasolt, it doesn’t work that way. I am me, the original. If not, then I’m sure ‘he’ will be doing just fine. I am, after all."

"Are you?"

"No."

"Ah."

"Hmm."

Fasolt brightened. "Cup of tea?"

"Ooh, yes please."

"Sugar?"

"Let’s go mad, how about two?"

"You got it."


IMMORTAL JELLYFISH


MARCUS COULD FEEL himself losing his grip on his own reality, slipping deeper and deeper into the ponderous half-slumber of the blue whale his consciousness occupied.

It wouldn’t be long and he would lose himself entirely. He could already feel the changes, the drifting away of the man that was Marcus, replaced with a greater sentience that was completely alien to human thought.

Marcus thought about his current situation, wondering in his slow way whether or not this was what he wanted for eternity. It took a week to debate with himself the best course of action, a deliberation that would have been only a few hours if his synapses still fired as they had when he was a man, not languidly swimming through the black icy depths lost in the half-life of dreams of the planet and the impossibility of breathing the air through lungs and walking on solid ground. Such things seemed bizarre even as he recalled they were memories of a life that was his only a few years previously.

So much was being lost; soon he would forget entirely. It was simply not possible for him to keep the personality he once had without his human form — the whale was just too alien an environment to inhabit and stay Marcus.

Yet what options did he have?

He could never return to a human form, how could he? The chances of ever even finding a human presence on the ocean was next to impossible, and forcing himself into another mind went against everything that Marcus believed in. He had entered and driven the bodies of thousands of Lethargic, but he couldn’t contemplate occupying a mind-space where a conscious person resided — that way lay madness for both parties.

Thoughts roiled as slowly as the tide moving across the ocean, deep ponderous thoughts, and a discussion with his host ensued. The ancient creature understood that Marcus was slowly drifting into its consciousness; they would become one mind sooner or later. Both of them felt the inevitability of such a joining. It was one thing occupying small minds, but the vastly intelligent mind of the whale was different: there wasn’t room for them both if they wished to remain as they had once been.

Then they swam through the answer and the two understood that there was a way out, a way for Marcus to become something more, something unique, to spread around the globe and live forever.

Is that what he wanted? Immortality? A cessation of what he was? Never to return, a diaspora of the planets oceans and seas, becoming not one thing, but billions? Marcus knew it was possible, his old guest had done something similar: becoming not a single mind but a hivemind of hundreds then thousands, lost in a world just as alien as the one Marcus was contemplating becoming a part of.

Months passed and he swam to the polyp breeding ground of the tiny immortal jellyfish. The minuscule creatures, no more than a centimeter across, had done something unique in the history of life on earth: they had achieved immortality. Marcus had read about it long ago and it had always fascinated him. Now here was the chance to live such a life, to become immortal and know what it was to grow old, then regress back to the beginning and repeat the process over and over until the oceans boiled and the planet exploded in a ball of flame.

Marcus became an immortal jellyfish colony and began a life so alien there was absolutely no chance of ever returning to being a man. He was lost forever, making his way around the globe on the currents that took him where they would.

~~~

"What you reading?" asked Arcene, peering over Letje’s shoulder where she was curled up on the musty armchair, wrapped in a blanket, deep in concentration.

"Oh, you are going to love this, it’s the kind of thing you enjoy." Letje smiled at Arcene, who was already getting excited and had forgotten Leel for a minute, who reminded her she needed a fuss by nudging her hand repeatedly until Arcene resumed her patting of the huge head.

"What is it? What is it? C’mon, tell me."

"It’s a book about jellyfish, like the ones we saw on the shore. Remember?"

"Ugh, yeah. They were all goopy and weird looking. What’s so special about them anyway?"

"Well, lots. But there is one kind in particular, according to this book anyway. The person that lived here must have really loved them, they have loads of books on jellyfish and all kinds of other creatures that live in the sea."

Arcene began to yawn. "Um, okay, doesn’t sound that exciting."

"What? About immortal jellyfish? That’s interesting, right?"

"S’pose. Tell me then," said Arcene impatiently.

"Okay, come and take a seat, and snuggle in, I’ll tell you the story of the immortal jellyfish."

Arcene was soon tucked up in the blanket, her head resting on Letje’s shoulder while Letje thought about how best to tell the story she had just read but make it interesting for Arcene. A fairytale, that was it.

"Turritopsis dohrnii, better known as the immortal jellyfish, was born one day, long, long ago, back before people were even alive. It found itself as a tiny little larvae in the ocean, swimming about happily, so teeny you could hardly see it. Then the little thing settled down on the bottom of the ocean and gradually it attached to the floor and became a colony, with countless little bumps that were known as polyps.

"Now, all these little polyps were tiny jellyfish in their own right, and pretty soon they detached and began to swim about the ocean just like when they were one larvae, but now they were fully formed jellyfish too. As they grew and aged they eventually became adults, and were quite happy. But they would die one day so they learned how to do a remarkable thing, something no other living creatures have ever been able to copy.

"They began to get younger, rather than older. They regressed until they were immature again. And as each of the jellyfish came from the same planula that gave rise to the polyps, they were identical: clones. Each of the countless jellyfish was exactly the same as the others. In time they grew so young that they were a planula once more, with countless polyps that gave rise to yet more jellyfish. And so it carried on all through the years. Some were lost, some were eaten or met with accidents, but as long as even one jellyfish managed to grow young again and give rise to more polyps then thousands of new clones of the original would swim about in the ocean, each exactly the same as all the others.

"They dreamed their dreams of impossible lives, content in the knowledge that they were never alone, that they had lived, and were living, and would live endless lives that were infinitely different yet experienced through the exact same set of cells. On and on it went, and on it will go, until there are no more oceans and there are no people or no sun or no clouds and everything rests where it should — in The Void. Hey, it’s a bit like Marcus isn’t it? Identical copies each the same but having different lives too? What do you think? Oh." Letje got up slowly and quietly, leaving Arcene to her slumber. Leel jumped up into the vacated space and managed to somehow wriggle under the blanket with Arcene before Letje was out of the door.

I wonder if she will dream of immortal jellyfish? thought Letje. Now that would be a bizarre way to live and never die.

~~~

Marcus was a million creatures. Living, growing old, regressing back to his birth then multiplying and repeating fractured lives over and over, never dying, countless copies of a man dreaming of being a jellyfish slowly forgetting their past and drifting in an endless ocean, finally never knowing of the life its ancestor had once had. Yet always something was there, telling of impossible lives when there was but one, and life was filled with worry, power and corruption of the human heart.

The dream never ended.

An immortality repeated in an endless loop that a man inhabited somewhere, somehow, but mostly the lives were just lived.

Over, and over, and over again.


WHAT? NOW?


"ARE WE ALL set then?" asked Gamm, slinging his pack over his shoulder.

"Ready," confirmed Arcene, saluting smartly.

"All good here," said Letje.

"Alright then, let’s go. We have some nuns to track." Gamm smiled to himself, obviously amused by what was happening to him.

Letje couldn’t blame him, it must be odd for him to be off on such a strange adventure with two young women. Well, one woman, one still a girl. Letje looked at Arcene, then turned and pointedly spoke to nobody in particular. "Does anybody need a pee before we go? The plumbing is still good here so why not make the most of it?"

"I’m good," said Gamm.

"Me too," said Arcene, heading out the door with Leel.

"Are you sure Arcene? It’s going to be outdoor peeing from now on for some time, you sure you don’t need to go?" Letje knew Arcene only too well — she could guarantee that within five minutes Arcene would be running off into the bushes moaning about getting a cold bum and probably picking a patch of stinging nettles to go in as well. She had got used to comfort at The Commorancy and had moaned a lot ever since they began their journey.

"Well, actually, um, hang on, won’t be a minute. I’ll catch you guys up." Leel bounded after her, the pair of them clomping up the stairs.

Letje and Gamm went out into the fresh morning air, breathing deeply of the perfume from the overgrown garden surrounding the cottage on all sides. Letje looked off into the distance, the fields waist-high with grasses and wild plants of all description.

"It’s beautiful, isn’t it?"

"Yes, lonely too. But hey, not at the moment." Gamm smiled shyly.

Letje smiled back at him. "I saw your tattoos; they spoke to me."

"What? What do you mean?"

"When you were asleep and you found me kneeling? They kind of transfixed me, came off your body. Well, in the dream or whatever it was, and they spoke to me. The nuns? They are with this Artek I’m sure of it. He has them, everyone."

Gamm didn’t look convinced. "And the tattoos told you all that?"

"Well, not in so many words, but they kind of let me know things, without really telling me. It’s hard to explain, but the knowledge is there. It's like how you sometimes just know things, does that make sense?" Gamm nodded. "Well, that’s what it was like. They made me understand that they are in trouble, told where we need to go. We don’t need to go to where Artek was when Marcus met him, his old home, we need to go somewhere else."

"And you know where this is?"

"Not exactly, no. But you do."

"Sorry Letje, I’m lost. I don’t know where they are, where Artek is. If I did then I would tell you."

"No, that’s not what I mean. I don’t mean, you as in you, I mean you as in your body. Rather, your tattoos. Look, um, if I may?" Letje moved closer and put a hand on Gamm’s bicep, rolling the short sleeve up over his muscle.

"Okay, but what are you doing? They’re just tattoos. A bit odd, granted, but then that was a given with The Sisters. They were not what you would call normal people."

"Haha, who is?"

"Point taken. But what’s the plan?"

"Bear with me, please. Now, look at your arm, the Ink, and turn in a circle. Slowly."

Gamm frowned but did as Letje asked, slowly turning in a circle. "Um, it would be easier if you let go of my arm now."

Letje blushed and muttered an apology. Damn, what is wrong with me? I’m an Awoken woman able to sleep on mountains of bones and enter the minds of men at will, and I let myself blush like a little girl.

"There, stop! See it?"

"What, what?" Arcene came rushing over, Leel bounding along at her side as always. "Whoa! Cool, look at your arm Gamm. It’s… What is it doing?"

"It’s telling us which way to go," said Letje.

"Well, I’ll be… Who knew? Those nuns never said anything about this."

"I bet they didn’t. Now, all we need to do is keep an eye on your tattoos, and as long as it vibrates like that then we know which direction to head in."

"Yeah, and we get to look at your muscles all the time too," said Arcene, smirking and giving Gamm’s arm a big squeeze.

Gamm smiled broadly. "You two are quite a handful, you know that?"

"What, me too?" Letje feigned deep shock. Surely he meant just Arcene.

"Yes, both of you. Well, come on then, let my mighty arm lead the way."

"What about the rest?" asked Arcene. "Don’t we need to look at the other Ink on his chest too?"

Letje had the feeling Arcene was growing up fast — she was going to be a full time job for any man that wished to spend his life with her, that was for certain.

"I think the arm is more than enough, don’t you Arcene?"

"Okay, suppose so," said Arcene glumly, before she skipped off throwing a stick for Leel.


THE FOLLY OF YOUTH


"DO YOU STILL remember what it was like, back before The Lethargy?" Fasolt and Marcus were having a cup of tea; it had become a regular habit. Each morning they would meet in the kitchen and chat over a decadent two sugar cuppa.

Both men had taken a while to relax in each other's company as there was a lot of history between them, even if that history had played out with other Marcus’ as intermediaries and most of Fasolt’s activities had been done in a covert, yet terrible way. Their consequences were so extreme and far reaching there was no denying he was in large part responsible for the death of one Marcus by his son’s hand, not to mention thousands of Lethargic by Marcus’ own hand, of sorts.

It got confusing even for Marcus, and Fasolt still found the whole tri-person situation impossible to fathom — some things simply didn’t make sense, even in the world they currently occupied.

"I do," said Marcus, "although it seems kind of surreal now, like it was all a dream."

"And this doesn’t? I sometimes wonder which is the dream, this or back then."

"Haha, I know what you mean. But this is it, this is the result of what happened then. Well, The Lethargy anyway. Do you think about that, why it happened? How?"

Fasolt slurped his tea from his favorite mug. "I think about it. I’ve searched in The Noise for clues as to what it really is, how it happened, and nothing. I don’t think we will ever know."

"No, me either."

The two men drank their tea happily, a contented silence for a few minutes while they were both lost in thought of the days before their world changed so dramatically.

"I think it was the way that the world was that sent me over the edge you know, not that I am making excuses. I was a bad man even before The Lethargy, not nice at all."

"That’s in the past now, none of us are perfect Fasolt."

"Yes, but I was properly nasty. It’s unforgivable. But what a world it was Marcus, I never could make any sense of it, and I was older than you, a man when you were still just a boy."

"And look at us now," said Marcus, smiling.

"Exactly," said a suddenly glum Fasolt.

"Hey, no point being melancholy. It is what it is."

"I’ve often tried to figure out people, and always failed. Our country was impossible to decipher. Not long before The Lethargy we were sending men to war to countries most people had never heard of until our government told us their governments were evil so we had to go help free the people. But then there were people even worse that took their place. And we were friends with some countries that were against the new rulers we helped rise to power, and on and on it went.

"I remember. It didn’t make any sense to me either."

"And then things began to really turn sour here in the UK. You probably didn’t know half of the people, but all of a sudden nearly all the celebrities I had known growing up were getting arrested for horrible crimes, many against kids. Terrible. Then there were the politicians, who seemed to get more plastic by the day. You could listen to a whole interview with one of them and at the end you realized they hadn’t actually said a single thing, all just empty rhetoric and sound bites that left your head spinning and wondering why they had bothered to say anything at all."

Marcus drained his cup. "Another?" Fasolt nodded. Marcus poured the tea and added milk and sugar, speaking while he did so. "I was a bit young for bothering with politics, but I remember my mum moaning about similar things, before… Well, you know."

Fasolt nodded, hair spilling onto the table, threatening to topple the teapot. "I know. Everything felt a little out of whack when I look back on it now. Banks up to all sorts of crimes where nobody ever got punished, social media taking over the planet, celebrities and footballers becoming more important than kings, queens, or those out to try to help society. It all seemed totally normal, but looking back…"

"It was like The Lethargy was already there, right? Slowly warming up for its grand finale. But it wasn’t, it was just how people were, how we were. We liked it. The convenience, the stuff, noise and the good roads and buses and trains and being able to get on a plane and travel the world. It had its good points."

"Yes, I know, but still. Oh, I don’t know, I’m just rambling. It’s just that looking back at it now there was definitely something that was simply—"

"Wrong. Something was wrong but you don’t know what?"

"Exactly."

"I think most people thought the same thing, or at least maybe not thought it, but felt it. In the quiet times? When they weren’t rushing about, working, spending money, escaping reality with entertainment. They knew; they felt it. Something was wrong."

Fasolt scratched at the taut skin over his belly, lost in thought. "But what? What was wrong?"

"The way we did things Fasolt. The way we built cities, the way we built roads in the wrong places, the way we relied on governments to take care of us. The overcrowding, the noise, the messing with nature, the way everything ended up tasting the same, or of nothing. The mass scale of crop production and the way we allowed syrup and sweet things to dominate our lives. The way people couldn’t even look at a dead animal without feeling sick, but would happily buy it when it was chopped up into little pieces and packaged so it was unrecognizable. All that. More. So much was wrong. I remember seeing a thing on TV about these little balls coated in something or other that had chicken in them. You know, the sort of stuff you put in the freezer and all the kids and adults loved? Well, it turned out loads of them were filled with horse meat. And you think, gosh, how can that happen? Surely at the factory where they make them they have chicken meat, then they do whatever they do, coat them in the breadcrumbs or whatever it was, I can’t remember now, and hey presto, you have your delicious snack.

"But it wasn’t like that. This program? It showed you how they were really made, like so much other stuff. It was crazy. Meat would get shipped along with lots of other meats from a processing plant, sent to another country to be minced and mashed up then sent to another country to be coated and then go to yet another country to be finally packaged. Then it was back home to the UK where the chicken came from in the first place. Except now it was half horse, half chicken. They could have just killed the chickens and sold that. I couldn’t understand all that traveling and contamination just for it all to end up back where it started.

"It was the same with everything: travel and compartmentalization got out of control. It was like everything had layers of bureaucracy to make the way the world worked impossible for anyone to actually understand."

"So The Lethargy came and took everything away."

"Yes, and no."

"What do you mean?"

Marcus took a second to compose his thoughts. "What I mean is that maybe we had it coming and we blew what should have been a new beginning. We learned nothing and messed it up. I messed it up, you, all of us that were left."

"Well, what was the answer then?"

"I have absolutely no idea Fasolt, none whatsoever. I thought The Commorancy was the answer, but if things carry on like they are then even that won’t matter, will it?"

"No, I suppose not. Especially if there are no people left."

"So let’s hope that Letje finds them, or I’m afraid that’s pretty much it for us, for everyone. No more people."

"Gosh, aren’t we a pair of grumpy old men?" said Fasolt, standing and suddenly brightening.

"Another cup?"

"Why not?


ALMOST THERE


LETJE WAS EXHAUSTED. She’d forgotten just how tiring Arcene could be for one, and add to that a very large and exuberant dog, new company in the form of Gamm, and an actual mission that they had to complete and it made for utter exhaustion of the mind and body. At least, it did for Letje, Gamm too. Arcene and Leel on the other hand showed no signs of slowing down or taking a more sedate approach to their search.

They were like a pair of kids off on a little adventure, rather than involved in something that could mean the difference between the end of the population or a continuation of life for those still hopefully lucky enough to be alive in the United Kingdom.

Day after day it went on, trudging through the countryside, following roads long ago reclaimed by the forests that covered the country, Letje getting more and more tired, Gamm getting short-tempered at times even though he was an incredibly sweet man, and Arcene and Leel skipping about like carefree kids, running this way and that. The pair never tiring until the end of the day, when they would greedily eat whatever was put in front of them, usually a kill made in the day by Gamm, asking for seconds, Arcene chatting away about the adventures they'd had before they finally fell asleep huddled together — inseparable even when still.

Letje didn’t know where Arcene got the energy from — she’d always been wild, and definitely hyperactive, but the presence of Leel seemed to have driven her to new heights of craziness.

It’s because she’s got a new friend, one that follows her everywhere she goes. She loves the dog so much; it’s what she’s always wanted.

It was true, Arcene loved dogs and was simply beside herself with joy that she had a companion that she could dote on so much. Leel was a very devoted creature, Letje had to admit, and there was no doubt that they were perfectly suited to each other. Both were keen to always be on the move, to play and to explore like the world was brand new — everything needing to be inspected, tasted, sniffed. They were unstoppable from morning to night — when they thankfully curled up early and left Letje and Gamm to talk quietly by the side of the fire until exhaustion took them too.

But they got ever closer, Gamm's tattoos guiding the way, although they were far from the perfect guidance system. Often they had to change direction, realizing that the light had been fading somewhat and they had strayed from their path, maybe by days if not longer.

Day after day it went on, then week after week, until Arcene and Leel eventually began to become more subdued, the excitement of the trip replaced by the realization that this was serious and it wasn’t just an excuse for them to have fun and explore the countryside. Arcene had grown up wild, mostly by herself, so had a true affinity for the outdoors — it was where she belonged, what had been the only constant through her formative years. It was clear that she felt at home in the open spaces and the woods, away from the wonders of The Commorancy, in a place where she understood how things worked. Where thankfully there was a total lack of things with knobs and pulleys, or strange contraptions that she always somehow managed to bring to life in the most dangerous of ways.

As they settled into a routine of walking, eating, sleeping and hunting, Letje came to understand just how much the natural world meant to her too. Living in The Commorancy all those years had occupied her completely, but being back out where life was simpler and everything was how it should be, she came to understand just how much it was a part of her. It was like everything was settling into some kind of equilibrium, and although she certainly had a lot of responsibility resting on her still young shoulders it wasn’t the same as actually being in charge. There were no guests to greet, no Rooms, no clothes to think about, no maintenance duties — everything that went along with being the caretaker of The Commorancy. There was just her and her companions, the ground beneath her feet, the sky above and the need to eat, drink and sleep.

Simple. Things were less complicated; actually made sense. It was freedom.

It wouldn’t last; it couldn’t.

They had crucial work to do, and as the feeling of getting closer permeated the air, so they all settled into a routine that became stricter the closer they got. They were up early every morning, ate a light breakfast, even Arcene, then they packed away their gear, hid the signs of their camp, then walked until the evening, stopping only briefly for lunch, sometimes eating it on the move, depending on energy levels and how easy or hard going the terrain was.

On it went, day after day, muscles aching, feet sore, bellies rumbling, progress made, none of them knowing what it was they were going to face when they finally made it to the end of their journey, where the real work would begin, whatever that may be.

Letje thought more and more about it the closer they got, unsure what to do, how to act, what was waiting for them.

Would it all have been a waste of time? Were they going to find nothing but a dead nun and no sign of Artek or the people he had been stealing for years now?

It was impossible to know, so all they could do was make good speed and find out what waited for them at the end of it all.


IMMUREMENT


MARCUS WAS IN The Coffin Room, locked inside a metal box with no means of exit.

He was buried alive.

It was nice and peaceful.

Marcus felt relaxed, calm. His thoughts were clear. He’d had to escape, just for a little while. Even though he had spent most of his life experiencing more than any other person on the planet, he was getting that strange feeling again of never actually having really, truly been there — the one that had actually been running The Commorancy in duplicate for so many years. Once more the firsthand, visceral reality had struck home; he needed time alone.

It wasn’t as if he was in a crowd of company, it was only him and Fasolt, and they often went days between seeing each other apart from the morning cup of tea, but Marcus guessed it was just the knowing that he could bump into Fasolt at any moment that was making him if not uneasy, then just a tiny bit on edge.

Now he was safely buried, with the timer set for two days and absolutely no chance of him getting out early. He had the clarity of mind to understand why he had made such an escape: he’d been alone for hundreds of years. Locked in his mini-Commorancy, unable to get out, waiting for his release, he’d not actually really, truly spoken to another human being for his whole stay. At the time he believed himself busy in the way only a man experiencing three lives could be, but that just wasn’t really the case, not when you got right down to it.

Marcus still couldn’t explain it, as the truth was he'd done everything the other Marcus’ had, and it genuinely was as if he’d been the one doing whatever it was they happened to be doing at the time, but still…

Knowing such pointless speculation was getting him nowhere, Marcus put such thoughts aside, understanding it was an impossible conundrum that would never have a satisfactory answer, just glad that at least he’d led such a life, certain on a cellular level that it was but a tiny section of his existence as a whole, whatever that might already be for one of the Marcus’ and whatever it might be for him at some point in the future. He knew adventure awaited him, and the fact that he didn’t know exactly what it would be was a blessing he would be forever grateful for.

So much of the future he was a part of was there for Marcus to live as if for a second time — having already seen countless timelines spread out in front of him like pieces of string all diverging slightly, knowing that as each event happened a certain future he could see, usually clearly, would play out. That got boring. Really boring. What was the point?

But now? Now there were countless possibilities. This Artek, he’d changed it all — the fact that Marcus had been somehow made to forget the man meant that any futures Marcus had already seen and thought the most likely were simply nothing but a cosmic slight of hand, as the future would contain if not Artek himself, then certainly events influenced by his actions.

Marcus let thoughts wash over him, feeling them pass, watching as if they were nothing to do with him, a mere collection of images as if witnessed on a flickering monitor, just passing by, no need to grab hold of them and look at them too deeply. Soon they faded and Marcus felt the closeness of The Void, the emptiness that was at the heart of everything, what made everything function yet was a nothingness, at the same time containing every possible life and death that there had ever been and ever would be.

He let his mind drift on the cusp of the non-place, neither experiencing or not experiencing any of it, just being and not being there, out of time and place, a non-man.

Such an experience, or lack of, could go on indefinitely, a timelessness that had no start or finish. Only his body would dictate the length of his stay if he wished to remain.

Slowly, after just a day, Marcus allowed his mind to think once more, to experience, and to feel the metal box he found himself buried in, his future controlled by an electronic timer he really hoped still functioned.

He smiled in the dark, already feeling renewed and invigorated, with a new sense of being grounded, of being able to cope with the present, the past and whatever it was that the future would hold.

As his entombed deadline approached he realized one important thing, just before he heard a gentle click, and the door sprung open: he was rather looking forward to this new world he’d finally been allowed to experience.

While he climbed out of the coffin Marcus wondered how Letje was getting on. He wondered if she’d been captured yet, how she would then get the better of Artek, a man that was going to be extremely slippery indeed to deal with, as you’d simply forget that he’d even been there.

Marcus' eyes danced through countless shades of blue; he smiled as he padded across the bare floor.

I wonder if Fasolt fancies a cup of tea.


ALREADY TAKEN


"NO MOTHER, SHE won’t do at all," said Artek.

"You can’t deny she is an exceptionally pretty woman though, can you?" Malessa admired Umeko’s flawless skin, her beauty shining out even in the gloom.

"I didn’t say she wasn’t pretty, but she’s old. You know who I intend to marry and I won’t hear another word said about it. This one," Artek pointed dismissively at Umeko, "will do well serving in my household, maid to my bride, but she will not be my betrothed."

"But—"

"Not another word." Artek stormed out of the cell, Malessa following behind, turning in the corridor to stare at the radiant woman one last time.

"So beautiful," she whispered, before she signaled up to the guard booth and the cell doors slid shut with a clang, leaving Umeko in peace once more. She could have locked the door with a key but such menial tasks were certainly beneath her station.

~~~

The rather dismissive encounter had taken place months ago, but every time Umeko saw the man or his mother striding haughtily down the corridor, never bothering to turn in her direction, she remembered the meeting with a shudder. It seemed that she had been forgotten about now, or was simply not worth talking to until the man had his wife and Umeko would come in useful to them.

Umeko had the distinct feeling she would be very fortunate to have any kind of future at all if it was down to the spoiled brat of what she could only think of as a boy in a man's body.

In the meantime she had little to occupy her time and even less idea how much time had actually passed since she had been taken from her family and friends then moved to the prison, for that was what it was: a vast, depressing, echoing prison full of silence, fear and loss. So much loss.

When Umeko first arrived the level she occupied had been rather rowdy, but that had soon changed as the cells began to fill up. One morning they were all filed out and told to stand in front of their cells before very clear instructions were given to them all as to what was expected of them and what was permissible.

Nothing, it seemed.

They were to be quiet, not talk unless directly instructed to, and were to remain in their cells at all times. No exceptions unless they were called upon by those in charge, and those in charge appeared to be the very odd mother and son that looked so similar yet seemed to bicker constantly with each other. It therefore seemed strange that they were at the same time inseparable.

Umeko felt like she would lose her mind.

Some of the new prisoners, for there were many just on her level and who knew how many in the sprawling edifice she had seen as they arrived, had begun to shout and scream after they were put back into their cells, until the mother had shouted in anger from her safe position out in the main corridor that the punishment for disobeying orders was death — there was no room for dissent in the new world they now belonged to. Loyal subjects were all that would be tolerated.

Sneers and catcalls were her reply, so she calmly and methodically walked up to each and every cell and shot the few that dared to answer back to her.

Silence.

It didn’t last.

People broke. They cried, shouted, screamed and banged about in their cells. Each of them was eliminated. First it was the woman, then the son, then a new gruff person that never spoke, just went to any cell whose occupant was making a noise and dealt with them. It wasn’t always as nice as a bullet to the head either, that much was obvious by the prolonged screaming and begging for mercy that often went on for hours before they were finally dispatched.

It was a nightmare, one that seemed like it would never end.

Soon enough most of the cells were empty; no noises echoed down from other levels or from distant wings of the vast prison.

The Cleansing was mostly over it seemed, and Umeko couldn’t bear to think about what the killing had done to the tattered remains of humanity clinging to life in the British Isles.

From the shouts, screams and various regional accents before they were silenced, it was obvious that people had been taken from all over the country. All were Whole, some were Awoken; now most were gone. It wasn’t even only those that disobeyed that were sent to The Void: the reality was that you were liable to forfeit your life if you were deemed unattractive, unfit for purpose — whatever that was — or they simply didn’t like the look of you or believed you may be trouble in the future.

Umeko hated herself for praying that she would be left to live while others died, but she had her family — prayed she still did. Nobody had told her what their fate was, or that of her friend Kirstie and her young son.

She couldn’t ask or she would be dead, then certainly never able to find out.

Umeko struggled with her memories. She knew that things were not right, not linear as they should be. Everything was jumbled, so many pieces missing, like she had been replaying the same events over and over again, but never sure if she was just getting a feeling they had or if they truly had been. There were whispers of memories where she had escaped, or at least got as far as outside her cell, but had been captured easily and put back inside, the memory forgotten, just hints as if it were a dream. That man, that red haired man, it was to do with him she was sure of it.

Her Awoken powers and knowledge seemed of little help in her current situation, as if there was a jam on what she should be able to accomplish. Looking inside she could feel the control she still had over her body, it was absolute, but The Noise, a sense of The Void? Almost inaccessible, and she certainly got no signals through The Noise of other people, even her family and friend. It was as if they were being held back from her, their strong presences in her past wiped out, or hidden.

Umeko suspected the latter, or maybe she was just trying to convince herself of that? The alternative simply wasn’t an option: could they be dead?

No. They couldn’t be, that would be too much, not after everything she had gone through, the life they had lived.

Here it comes again, thought Umeko, lying back in her bunk, knowing from past experience it was futile to try to fight the memories of a better time and the fragmented memory she had of when it all came crashing down around her and her beautiful, perfect life turned into a nightmare in the space of one afternoon on a day that had begun just like so many others: perfectly.

~~~

Umeko and Ryce slowly grew to know each other, even though they had married the day after meeting. Some things just felt right, and she knew as well as he did that they were meant for each other.

It didn’t even feel strange in the slightest: sharing her bed with a man she really knew hardly anything about. Over the months they became more intimate than Umeko had ever been with another person.

The baby grew inside her. Her Awoken state meant that finally she could have the one thing in the world she wanted more than anything else: a baby. Kirstie lived with them on the small farm that Ryce had lived on alone, her child learning to walk there and speak his first words. Soon enough there were two children and Umeko couldn’t imagine anything that could make her happier.

It was hard work, there was no denying that, but finally she wasn’t alone and every morning as she rose to care for her child she smiled at the good fortune that had befallen her. Every day she was careful to maintain her beauty regime, showering, using her precious creams from a culture long gone, and applying light makeup to bring out the beauty of her perfect plum complexion. Her cheeks were highlighted with a brushing of red, her lips likewise. She didn’t need it, her perfect features were startling and always had been since she was as young as her own child.

There were also the exercises, those she had learned in The Commorancy, then perfected. She didn’t look a day older than when she had first become truly Awoken and never would as long as she spent a few minutes daily practicing the techniques that allowed complete regulation over her body.

Life was perfect.

Hard, but perfect. She loved it. Having spent years roaming the country before finally getting accepted to The Commorancy, Umeko now reveled in the busy life of surviving in the countryside. There was the baby to care for, the household to maintain, endless chores from collecting eggs to tending the gardens and orchards — it brought a sense of peace and fulfillment she had been searching for her entire life.

Then it shattered in an instant and life became a waking nightmare of repetitive captivity.

Ryce had been out in the fields that curved upward into the hills away from the flat land around the farmhouse and buildings. There was a lot to be done now that winter had slowly made way for what promised to be a warm spring and summer. The ground needed preparing for the crops to be sown, so Ryce was working long hours and taking advantage of the increased daylight.

As she scattered feed for the hens, taking their eggs in fair exchange, she could see him off in the distance. Probably stressing over the pH of the soil again, thought Umeko, smiling. He really did obsess about it. But he had a magic touch — the animals they kept gave a rich manure that meant the fields produced crops in abundance and he had said that now that there was a true family living at the farm the soil seemed to produce better crops year after year.

Umeko raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun, making out a figure coming over the brow of the hill. At first it looked like just one of the wild horses they saw on occasion — Umeko often mused about whether it truly was just a horse or there was a human consciousness trapped inside, just like Ahebban that she had met in what felt like another lifetime now. Which reminded her, she must get in touch with Letje soon, it had been too long.

As the creature approached, Umeko realized it wasn’t just a wild horse but there was a person sat on it, expertly guiding it down the meandering path that wound its way to the farm. She hoped Ryce saw the person and hurried back home, he was alone out there and who knew who this person was. Although encounters with people were extremely rare it didn’t mean that everybody was friendly, yet Ryce never took a weapon with him when he worked in the fields, even though Umeko had reminded him on countless occasions until she gave it up as a lost cause in the end.

She saw the horse stop, the figure dismount. A man by the looks of it, although it was hard to tell. Umeko went to warn Kirstie — there was no knowing who this stranger was, so it was better to be safe than sorry. Weapons too, the women knew how to use them, probably better than Ryce. He was just a big softy really, even if he was pretty tough looking with his wild hair and always slightly scruffy beard.

~~~

"What man?" asked Umeko, confused.

Ryce stared at her quizzically. "Are you joking? The man that just left." He waited for Umeko to answer… "Come on, he left like a few minutes ago, you’re telling me you don’t remember?"

"I don’t like this game Ryce, stop it. What are you talking about?"

"Look, I’m not playing. How can you not remember? Lanky guy, green shirt, spotless clothes, bright red weird hair. He just left Umeko. We had a drink and chatted for an hour and then he left. You can probably still see him," said Ryce, getting up and moving over to the window. There was no sign of him.

Umeko rocked Ella gently when she began to stir, it wouldn’t be long and she would be awake and wanting to play.

"Hey guys, what’s up?"

Ryce turned as Kirstie and Dale came into the room. "You talk like you weren’t just here a minute ago," he said accusingly.

"What do you mean, I’ve been off playing with Dale. I haven’t seen you since this morning," said a confused Kirstie.

"Are you two playing some kind of a game? Next you will be telling me you didn’t just meet that man who just left."

Kirstie stared at Ryce, then turned to Umeko. "What’s he talking about? What man?"

Umeko shrugged her shoulders. "I don’t know, Ryce seems to think we just met some man with red hair."

"What?" said Ryce. "What man? I never said anything about a man."

Umeko and Kirstie exchanged worried looks. "Ryce, are you feeling okay? You just this second said we had all met… Um, where was I?"

"No idea," said Kirstie. "Anyone hungry?"

"Eh? What? Oh, yes, I am. I’m starving," said Ryce.

"Me too," agreed Umeko.

~~~

It wasn’t until months later that the conversation came back to Umeko. Then she remembered that they had all sat around with the man, talking and drinking. He seemed nice, in an odd sort of way. Then he had left.

Then he came back and Umeko couldn’t remember any of it. All she remembered was arriving at the gates of a huge sprawling prison in the back of a canvas covered vehicle, wandering in a daze through corridors before finally being ushered into a cell. She never even knew she had a baby or a husband until days later, she had somehow managed to forget all about them.


SHE'S OLD ENOUGH


ARTEK AND HIS mother watched the monitor closely, tracking the progress of Letje, Gamm and Arcene. His bride to be was almost here; he couldn’t believe it.

"I’m so excited, she’s almost home. Almost mine."

"She is a pretty little thing isn’t she? If a little coarse. Not exactly ladylike."

"Mother, she is only fifteen and look at the life she has led. The poor thing was all alone out there in the wilds for a long time, then after that she has been locked up in The Commorancy. What do you expect?"

"I would prefer that she had some manners," said Malessa, turning her nose up as she watched Arcene skipping about, playing with Leel.

"Well, soon enough you will be able to teach her how to act appropriately, won’t you? I’m sure you will enjoy it immensely."

"I wouldn’t go that far, but yes, I will teach her how to be a proper lady, how to act in the right manner. And that dog will certainly have to go, we can’t have her stinking like an animal if she is to be Queen, now can we?"

"Hmm, we shall see. All in good time. For now I just want my Arcene to be happy. If that means the dog has to stay for a while then so be it. I can’t believe she is finally going to be mine though. I feel like I've been waiting my whole life for her even though it seems like only yesterday that I first spoke to her. It’s been what, four years or so now?"

"About that I suppose. I must say that you really did take your time finding yourself a wife, I was beginning to get worried."

"I told you, nobody suitable ever showed themselves to me, then I found Arcene and she was just about perfect. I simply had to have her the moment I first set eyes on her. Even though she was only a child then I knew, I just knew that she was to be my wife." Artek paused before repeating, "She is just about perfect."

"We’ll see."

Artek stared at the screen, eyes shining, grinning like a child that had been given the best toy in the whole world. He still looked exactly the same as the day he left The Commorancy, a young man in his prime, not a man of over a century and a half in age. Artek had not only chosen to keep his body the same age as when he Awoke, but it often seemed that his mind had halted then too — in many ways he still acted like a spoiled child, not a man with more life experience than previous generations could have dreamed of.

Malessa stared at her son, wondering not for the first time if he had ever really become a man at all. Or would he forever remain a child no matter how many years he ruled over a kingdom she had arranged as the ultimate gift for the boy that had almost everything.

~~~

"I want her."

"There are a number of more suitable women that I have in mind, and they are more mature."

"No, I want Arcene. She may be young at the moment but in a few years she will be of age. I want her to be my Queen, no other."

Malessa knew better than to argue with her son over such an important matter — once he made his mind up then there would be no changing it. Maybe he was right, maybe she would be suitable to be a daughter-in-law and rule by Artek's side.

Artek had seen her when Arcene was but a scruffy, unkempt little child, far removed from what she was today, but bizarrely Artek didn’t seem to mind. He’d kept track of her through countless adventures, never interfering, knowing that however much he wanted the strange child to be his wife once she was of age, it wouldn’t do to have somebody that couldn’t take care of themselves — this was something he agreed with his mother on. So Arcene had been watched, infrequently at first, more and more regularly as she grew older, and once inside The Commorancy Artek had begun to find a way to infiltrate the girl’s life so he could begin to get to know her.

Purely by chance he happened to be there when Arcene was playing with the equipment that allowed a conversation to be possible — it could have been any number of other ways he finally made contact, after all he was monitoring bandwidths, trying to find ways to hack into The Commorancy through their network, but without a good place to start he’d found it impossible. He accessed Commorancy web pages and the announcement boards that were occasionally updated, all in a vain attempt to begin a conversation, but the timings were never right and it came to nothing. Then, one day when he was simply running through his usual checklist he’d heard her voice, loud and clear, a confident "Testing. Testing. One, two, three," and with a "Hello, is anybody there? Who’s this?" Artek knew he had his way into her life.

What he learned about Arcene and about The Commorancy was invaluable. He couldn’t believe the passwords used, which were incredibly simple to discover once he knew just a little bit about the people occupying it, managing to get access through offering to help Arcene with some of the more difficult aspects of her work keeping records up-to-date for Letje. He mined, copied and read as much as he possibly could, until finally he was discovered by Letje — it didn’t matter, he’d already taken what he wanted, and above all else that was to get to know Arcene.

He wanted to be sure that once she did arrive, and he knew she would, along with Letje, once he was discovered, that everything was just right for his future bride. He wanted to know what her likes and dislikes were, what she enjoyed doing, and what she liked to eat, something he found was rather easy a need to satisfy — Arcene loved to eat just about anything.

As the conversation with Arcene was interrupted by Letje, and he knew that part of the game was over, Artek found his heart beating faster and a smile spreading across his face. Soon she would arrive, then his rule could begin in earnest.

One thing Artek had no knowledge of was the return of Marcus, a man believed dead to the whole world apart from a few that had discovered the original him deep within The Commorancy.

~~~

Artek admired himself in the mirror, nodding in satisfaction. Hair was perfect, trimmed meticulously, then brushed carefully so that not a strand was out of place. His shirt was an emerald green that shone as it caught the light creeping in through the rather small, high window, and his slender frame was the perfect hangar for his trademark three quarter length coat.

Uncharacteristically, he fumbled with a button nervously, then checked the bank of monitors located along the wall in his day room. He walked over and peered closely at one screen in particular, smiling at the sight that greeted him.

She’s here, she’s here. Shame about the man though, but no matter, he won’t be a problem. And Letje too, this should be interesting, very interesting indeed.

There was a knock at the door before his mother entered, hair just as perfect, attire spotless, dour look on her face like it was the only facial expression she now was capable of showing.

"Well, let’s go get this over with then," said Malessa, turning then haughtily leaving the room.

"Yes Mother."

Won’t be long now, and you, my dear mother, will be surplus to requirements. I’ll have my Arcene and the country to rule over. That’s a start at least.

With a final glance in the mirror, Artek pressed a button on a bank full of similar looking buttons, switches, roller-balls and knobs, and the monitors flickered then went dark.

I’m coming my Queen.


SHE WOULDN'T. WOULD SHE?


"WHAT DO YOU mean she’ll get captured?" Fasolt stared into Marcus' swirling eyes, pulsing like a strobe light as they continued their conversation.

"I mean exactly that: she’ll get captured. My bet would be that she does it voluntarily, without telling the others. But if not then Artek, and whoever he has working for him, will capture them, all of them."

"Then why would you send them out? It seemed so odd that you would allow them to go without either you or me, or both of us going along."

Marcus stared at Fasolt, waiting to see if he would come to his own conclusion. The silence stretched out until he had no choice but to break it himself. "Fasolt, you have been here now for what, five years? Yes?"

"Yes. A little more, but I don’t really keep track."

"So you are more than aware of just what this place has to offer? What it can do to people? For people?" Fasolt just nodded so Marcus continued. "And you know just how bad it is out there in the rest of the country don’t you? How bad it has been right since the start. Right since The Lethargy began and your son made things so much worse with his ‘religion’. It’s always been hit and miss — the future of us, of us all. It’s always been so precarious, so delicate a balance of births as opposed to deaths.

"Many have found it strange, if not totally unfair that I have made entry to The Commorancy so convoluted and difficult, as if I didn’t really want just your average person to come, to Awaken, to stand a chance in this terrible new world we find ourselves living through, but that has never been the case at all. I want more than anything for people to make it through to the other side, but the problem is that there is no other side. The Lethargy will always be here, will always remain as long as there are just ordinary people. Whole people often give birth to children with Lethargy, or they develop it at some point. Where do you think that leads?"

Fasolt was beginning to understand the true depth of Marcus, and marveled at the long term approach he had obviously taken, right from the beginning. "You had a plan, right from the start, didn’t you?"

Marcus nodded, his hair bobbing along, eyes smiling through the higher end of the spectrum. "I did. There is always a plan Fasolt, always. I made it difficult to gain entry to The Commorancy exactly so that it would only be those with the drive, with the ambition, the fortitude, to ever have the chance to take advantage of what it has to offer."

"You’re talking about natural selection, that’s kind of…"

"Extreme?"

Fasolt nodded, his hair banging on the table, almost knocking over his cup of tea.

"If that’s what it was then I would agree. But the fact of the matter is that I know things nobody else knows. Whole? People who don’t get The Lethargy? Well, some of them have it, some of them are guaranteed to either have it as they age, or to definitely pass it on to their children. They may not go into the kind of stupors that those with true Lethargy or The Creeping do, but it subdues them, stops them wanting things, doing things for themselves. It makes them static. Those people would never really try to obtain entry here. It takes real people, truly Whole people who want something out of life to get here.

"And although the rumors of just how hard it is to gain entry have become myth over the years, the actual truth is that it is very easy, if you try. All it takes is a little bit of drive and ambition, or merely to be truly Whole and want to make a go of it. If you try for a while then you will get a Room. Even if you give up, the chances are that I will personally offer you an invitation. I have done it a number of times over the years."

"How do you know this Marcus? About Whole not truly being Whole?"

Marcus sighed. "Fasolt, you are a very powerful man, probably one of the most powerful there has ever been, but do you not understand it yet? I see it, I see it all. It drives me mad. I live a life already lived a million, a trillion times with countless tiny convergences. I see them all, these lives; I can reach out and grasp them, pull them into my mind through The Noise, and I know. I know so much and I can do so much, but I cannot change what The Lethargy has done to people, I can only try to find a way through what is almost an infinitely impossible maze and hope, even pray, that somehow we manage to come out the other side as a race that thrives on this planet we call home."

Fasolt said nothing; Marcus could see that he understood. To a degree he probably understood more than any other person ever could, apart from Letje if she managed to do what Marcus expected she would, or at least thought she had a small chance, on one timeline at least, of accomplishing.

Marcus continued. "We won’t make it unless we go past what we think of as Whole, it simply isn’t working. I knew it from the very first day that I truly Awoke and saw The Noise in all its infinite glory. Did you know I have even visited The Void?" Fasolt shook again, lost in the words of Marcus Wolfe. "I see the lives spread out before you, before everyone I have met. Lives lived, to be lived, all jumbled up into a confusion of pasts and presents — such things mean nothing in The Void. I see countless species in the Universe. All of them come from there, you know? We are all but dust, not even that important, and however long we live it will come to an end one day, and we will be reborn, maybe in the future, or in the past, it's all the same in there, and none of it means anything more than that The Void endures. The energy lasts forever, it merely changes form. We mean so little and we mean so much. Nothing and everything.

"So I saw from the start that something had to be done, so I built The Commorancy. I am quite sure it has driven me mad in its own way, changed me too much to be seen as just a man any longer, but I think that this madness is the new sane for those of us that Awaken. And we need to Fasolt, people must take control of their lives and their bodies and learn how to live longer, populate the planet with children that will Awaken. They need to live longer so they have ample time to find the right person for them. There are so few that it takes so much more time to find a partner than it ever did when we were but children. But if just a few manage to stay alive, slowly, ever so slowly rebuild, then it will happen one day: humanity will thrive once again in a way I don’t think you or even I could ever truly imagine."

"And Letje, what does this have to do with her? And you still have not answered why you sent her out without our protection, knowing that she would either be captured or allow herself to be. What reasoning is there for this act?"

"Because, Fasolt, we need to protect The Commorancy. That part of what I said was the reason is true. I left it before and I shouldn’t have, but I had my reasons. The other Marcus’ had their reasons in any case. But it could cope for a while on its own, I have no doubt. No, the truth is that Letje is the answer to everything, so she must face this challenge herself and deal with it herself."

"But why? She has help in any case. Gamm is a strange one, and more powerful than he knows."

"I know; I like him. But if Letje is to solve this stealing of people, of putting our very future at risk, all of our futures, then she must go to the man who is doing it and she must end it, return people to their rightful place in the world — or The Void — and know that it was her, not us, or me, or anyone else, that saved everything. Everyone."

"But why? I still don’t understand."

"Isn’t it obvious? So she can be Queen. Rule the whole of civilization. Take control of the entire planet, be a Goddess, a woman fearsome and incredibly powerful: the Saviour of humanity. The Mother Goddess that people will look to for guidance, follow with their very souls until such time as Letje finally passes to dust at some point far, far, far into a future I am no longer a part of and unable to see."

"And how far into the future might that be Marcus?"

"Oh, let’s just say it’s rather a long time and leave it at that. But the chances are that none of that will come to pass Fasolt, and there are infinite paths she might take that lead somewhere else for us all. Even this path that I do hope she follows is so remote in terms of succeeding that I really do fear for the future of us all. It could all be over very soon Fasolt, a few generations if this Artek succeeds. He is a child, a boy, he has no idea what he is doing. If he did then he wouldn’t be doing what he is." Marcus leaned back in his chair, arms folded behind his head. "In any case, we shall see. And we may as well enjoy life while we can. Whatever happens, I get the feeling that you and I won’t be going anywhere any time soon. We have long lives ahead of us. At least, we might. Tea?"

"Eh?"

Marcus knew he had said a lot, but he had been locked up alone for so long that he found it such a relief to talk to somebody and to share the burden, even if it was with a man who had not so very long ago conspired to destroy everything that he had gone to such pains to build. But he hadn’t understood the consequences of his actions, not really, not deep down in his soul. And besides, Marcus had won. "Tea? Do you want a cup of tea?"

"Oh, yes please. I think I need it."


BEAUTIFUL SKIN


MARCUS ALWAYS ENJOYED these moments, although if he thought about it then this was the first time he personally had ever performed such an act. He’d done it countless times, opened countless doors, welcomed no end of people to the world once more after their time in their Room, yet here he was, somehow feeling nervous about welcoming a man called Edsel who should be turning the handle on the door marked EXIT right about… now.

"Hello Edsel, I’m Marcus."

"Um, hi Marcus. We have met before you know?"

"Yes, yes, of course we have. Haha, just being polite. But, well, things have changed somewhat since you entered your Room, so don’t be surprised if you hear some rather strange rumors once you are back out there in the wider world."

"Rumors? What kind of rumors?"

"Well, nothing to concern yourself with for now. Let’s just say that currently The Commorancy is under new ownership: a woman named Letje. She’s very nice, you may get to meet her one day, but I’m back now, after some, shall we say, rather heady times, and you can rest assured that soon it will be business as usual. But I digress, none of that means anything to you, and we have more important things to discuss at any rate."

Edsel was clearly confused by such talk immediately after the time in his Room was up, and Marcus realized his error. "Sorry, too much information. Don’t you worry about it, the most important thing is that you got what you came for, yes?"

"Oh yes, I can’t thank you enough Marcus, I really can’t. Look at me, my beautiful skin." Edsel held his arms out parallel to the floor, twirling and smiling like he’d been reborn. "It’s not finished, but I’ve been doing as you said, working hard on my body, changing things as slowly as I dared. Although I have to say it was almost impossible not to just try to make it all happen at once."

"Better to take it slow and make sure the job is done right," said Marcus, smiling, happy that Edsel had truly Awoken and had followed the instructions he’d been given before entering his Room. Edsel was a special case, a man who had endured no end of suffering over many years, a man who was eighteen when The Lethargy took hold, living through some of the worst periods of post-Lethargy Britain, when mania seized and Varik and his church were rising just as The Commorancy was.

"Absolutely," agreed Edsel. "For the first time in I don’t know how many years I actually enjoy looking in the mirror again. It’s like I hadn’t seen myself for so long, dared not to look."

"Well, I for one quite liked it. The blue at any rate."

"So you said, a few others have as well. But it was too much of a reminder, of what happened, of bad decisions, of loss and the lies I told myself, the lies told to me. All just the perils of having been born when I was born I guess, but I can’t tell you how free I feel."

"Well I'm very glad for you Edsel, I truly am. Keep taking it slow, let the skin do what it has to do in its own time, and very soon you will been as perfect as a newborn."

Edsel listened carefully, being the good student that he had been before he entered. He may have truly Awoken, come out of his Room with countless centuries of life ahead of him if he so wished, but above all he wanted to ensure that he knew exactly how to eradicate the countless reminders of terrible events that had left his skin stained, blistered, scarred and ruined from the tips of his toes to the top of his head. This was why he had applied for a Room, and he was a man that was not one to waste opportunities.

"Marcus, I can’t tell you how much this means to me, but I do have a question. But, hey, what happened to your eyes?"

"It’s rather a long story I’m afraid, and I have some pressing matters to attend to, but if you would like to stay in The Room For Guests then I can talk to you soon about what has happened while you have been otherwise occupied."

"Okay, that sounds marvelous. Just a day or two though, and that’s what I wanted to ask you about. How long has it been Marcus? Days drifted into a dream in my Room, time felt different, but I know it has been some time. What I want to know is how are the others?"

There were things to tell Edsel, things that would have to wait just a little longer. There was no point telling him too much too soon, it was better for him to become a little adjusted to life outside of his Room first. "Please, follow me, let’s walk while we talk."

They walked down the living corridor, birds peeking out from the safety of the walls, watching as the two men passed by before resuming their chatter.

"So, my family?"

"You have to understand that you have been here for many, many years Edsel. A very long time indeed. A lot has happened out in the world, a lot has happened here in The Commorancy too, so you will find yourself in a very different place to the one you left behind so long ago."

"How long has it been?"

"A while," said Marcus cryptically. "Quite a while."

"Ten years? Twenty? Thirty?"

"A little over seventy five years Edsel, that’s how long you have been in your Room."

"Wow, it sure went fast. It doesn’t surprise me though, not much would anymore."

"Well, I’m glad to hear it. You know, you were lucky. When you arrived you had already lived far longer than almost anyone who hadn’t come here to Awaken, so you understood that you could live a long time. It means it’s not quite such a shock when you hear how extended your stay here has been."

"Yeah, there is Awakening and there is Commorancy Awakening though. Right? It’s been different here, I’ve learned so much, I don’t know how you devise Rooms to do such things, Awaken things I never even thought of inside of me, but it worked, and I won’t let you down."

"My dear Edsel, you don’t owe me a thing. Just live your life the best way you possibly can."

"I will. And Marcus, the others, how are they?"

"Come, let’s have something to eat, then I’ll tell you all about it."

Edsel walked beside Marcus, and Marcus knew that this was one man that more than deserved his Room and the gifts it gave him — some people were simply owed what he could offer, Edsel was certainly one of them. Now he just had to discuss the matter of his family with him. Marcus didn’t know whether Edsel would laugh or cry at such news, but there was no doubt that he now had the knowledge inside of him to be able to do what needed to be done to be re-united with them once more, however long it actually took.

At least this is one family that won’t have just disappeared. Where there is life there is hope.

Marcus turned and looked at Edsel. "Um, Edsel, would you mind awfully if we made a stop at The Room For Clothes?"

"Sure, you want to get changed?"

"No, actually I don’t. It’s just, well, I think it would be better if we actually got you dressed, don’t you? I know you are pleased with the way you are looking now, but well, I’m not so sure that it is the best way to go back out into the world, are you?"

Edsel stared down at his naked torso and smiled. "Oh, yeah, right. Sorry Marcus, it’s just that I’ve hated looking at myself for so long, it kind of became novel to watch my skin coming back to life, you know."

"I know. Trust me, I understand completely."

Marcus led Edsel down the corridor, which closed up behind them, the dream of the Room forgotten already by the impossible sentience that by now had moved on to dreaming of other things more important than the wishes of a single solitary man. However important he may have felt himself to be, it meant nothing on the scale of things. Nothing whatsoever.


AT THE GATES


LETJE FELT LIKE a fraud, but what other choice was there? She looked at Gamm and Arcene, careful to hide any hint of her deception from them. Was she doing the right thing? Would they hate her forever for what she was setting in motion? Or would they thank her in the end?

Did it matter? It was her decision to make, it was her that led this group, had the final say. It went unsaid, but each of them understood that Letje was the power behind the direction their lives would take, that of the rest of the country too, not to mention her being the absolute ruler of the most important source of protecting the future of humanity — The Commorancy.

So Letje kept her emotions in check, stood tall and strong, smiled at her friends even as she felt like what she was doing was betraying their trust in her.

She even felt guilty about misleading Leel. The crazy dog was sat there beside Arcene, looking expectantly at the gates just like the rest of them were. Letje still couldn't quite get used to the fact that Leel was just a dog — she was more like a small horse in size. Sat down with her head held high, Leel was practically as tall as Arcene. It still seemed incredible that such a large creature was basically nothing more than a juvenile, and would be forever, never tiring of playing, running, and eating. Just like Arcene really. There couldn’t be a better match for two friends, surely? Letje smiled at the thought of just how well suited they were for each other, then turned her head back to the front, just as the others were doing so intently.

They were stood at the outer gates to the prison. Curving across the entry in elaborate script was a large, decorative sign that read Bridewell, rather at odds with the stark lines of the rest of the purely functional gates and the building that could be seen through rows of wire mesh topped with barbed wire and impossibly high.

Arcene pressed the buzzer again on the gun-metal gray box attached neatly to the brick wall that spread out for a quarter mile either side of the gate — a recent addition as far as Letje could tell. Very recent. Arcene pressed it again, peering into the curved dome that was obviously a camera.

"Stop that," hissed Letje. "They know we’re here, no need to keep pressing the buzzer."

Arcene whipped her head to the side, hair flying about dramatically. She’s doing that on purpose, she thinks she’s the star in a story.

"Well why don’t they come and open the gates then? This is stupid. And I still don’t see how this is a good idea anyway. Neither does Leel. Do you Leel?"

Leel let out a loud woof, getting a nice scratch behind the ear from Arcene in return for being a good girl.

"I already told you, I know how this Artek’s mind works. He’s not going to just take us, he wouldn’t dare. And now we know what he can do, what he did to Marcus, well, I can stop him from doing it to us."

"I’m inclined to agree with Arcene on this Letje. It simply doesn’t seem like a very good idea at all."

"We won’t go in, promise. Just have a chat, see what this man is really like, then we’ll leave. At least then we will all know where we stand. Hey, here they come." Letje stared through the bars at the sight of Artek casually approaching, a woman that was clearly a relation beside him — their style and features almost exact copies apart from the male/female difference. That was it, no hordes of kidnappers, no army of men wielding all manner of scary weapons, just a man and a woman slowly walking toward them.

As they got closer, Letje had the chance to inspect them before they arrived, and it was already clear that the woman had an extreme dislike for them all, particularly Arcene, if the terrible looks she was giving her were anything to go by. But there was something about her, the same as there was about Artek: like they thought they were better than other people, that they had some kind of a right to the world they walked in, that it owed them, and they would take it, take what they felt they were due, certainly never saying thank you for it either. Letje could read them by the way they walked, some kind of inner confidence that definitely went beyond just bordering on arrogance and was pretty much contempt for everything apart from themselves — especially the woman, she was clearly one tough lady, and judging by the way her face remained impassive she wasn’t that keen on smiling.

The man Artek, if this was him, and Letje was sure it was, had a much less solemn expression. He was smiling like a cat that had a mouse cornered, his grin getting wider and wider the closer he got to them. No, not them, Arcene — he only had eyes for Arcene.

"So beautiful. More beautiful than anything I have ever seen in my entire life. I am honored Arcene, truly honored."

Is she blushing? She is, she’s actually blushing. Oh dear, this isn’t going to go as planned.

Arcene was practically glowing, reaching her hand through the bars and allowing Artek to kiss it gently while the woman glowered, looking like she was attempting to set Arcene ablaze through the intensity of her stare alone.

"Do you think so? Really?"

Oh dear, I think I need to calm this situation down.

Letje coughed politely, waiting to see just what manners the man and woman really had.

"Oh, do excuse my son," Ah, so that’s it! How old is she then? "I’m afraid he seems to have lost his manners. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Malessa, and this is my son Artek, Artek Ligertwood." Malessa extended her hand through the bars, where Artek was still holding on to Arcene’s.

Gamm reached forward first and introduced himself, holding his hand out for Artek, who reluctantly let go of Arcene and shook Gamm’s hand perfunctorily, paying him absolutely no attention. Letje wasn’t given much more than a quick glance either, before Artek returned his gaze to Arcene.

"And you, I know you my dear. You are Arcene," said Malessa.

It was as if Arcene came out of a daze and realized where she was and just what kind of girl she was.

The spell’s broken, for now, thought Letje.

"Huh? Oh, yes, I’m Arcene. How do you do."

Did she just curtsy!

"Very well my dear, and my son is certainly a lot better for finally meeting you."

Arcene stared back at Artek, head tilting from side to side, clearly curious about the strange looking man. "You’re Devan then? The man that got me into so much trouble?" Arcene pouted, red full lips that Artek was practically salivating over.

"I'm afraid I am. I do hope that I can be forgiven for my deception, but I simply had to find a way to get to know you. So when the opportunity arose I'm afraid that I took it. I apologize if you got into trouble though, and nothing bad happened?" He scowled deeply at Letje, the look promising untold hurt if she had harmed the woman he was evidently besotted with.

I can’t believe we missed this, it’s the most important piece of information we now have. That and his mother is still alive. He’d told Marcus she was dead.

It was clear that his mother had a strong influence over Artek, and it was also more than evident that she held the rest of them in contempt. Certainly Arcene was not worthy of her son, that much was obvious; Artek didn’t seem bothered in the least.

There’s something going on there, he’s not worried by what his mother thinks.

Arcene answered Artek’s question with a shrug. "Nothing too bad happened, but I did get told off and we all had to change our passwords."

"Well, sorry once again. Now, why don’t you all come inside and we can get to know each other better?"

"I don’t think we will be doing that just yet," said Gamm, stepping forward as if it was imperative he put himself between the two women he was with and Artek. "We just came to say hello, and to let you know that we found you. But for now we shall say our goodbyes. I’m sure we will meet again soon enough."

"As you wish," said Artek, turning to Letje and Arcene, asking, "Is this what you ladies want? I do hope you aren’t being forced to act in a way that you would rather be different. You are more than welcome to come inside."

"Um, no, we’re fine," said Arcene. "Just popping along to say hey, but we have to go now, don’t we Letje?"

"We do, but we’ll meet again. Goodbye."

"We certainly will meet again, and goodbye Arcene, it was so lovely to meet you in person," said Artek.

"Um, yeah, you too. Come on Leel."

They walked away, the strange atmosphere dissipating once they made their way back into the countryside that surrounded Bridewell.

They kept walking and didn’t stop for an hour. Nobody spoke a word, which really put Letje on edge — Arcene couldn’t keep quiet for five minutes normally, even if her life depended on it.

~~~

"I don’t like him," said Arcene in a sulk. "Why did we have to go and meet them like that? Why bother?"

"Well, what other option is there? Let them just find us and take us, without us having met them and at least learned some valuable information?"

"Like what?"

"Like the fact that Artek is clearly besotted with you, and that he’s been chasing you, watching you, for years. You almost fell for him too, I could see it."

Arcene was on her feet, Leel jumping up quickly, wondering what they were going to be doing. "I did no such thing Letje, you take that back. Ugh, I don’t want anything to do with boys, no offense Gamm. But, well, I did feel a little funny when we first met him, like I wasn’t quite myself. I had this weird picture in my head of wearing a crown full of shining jewels and some big dress that swept down across the ground, with him standing beside me with his silly hair and… Dunno, it was weird."

"That’s why I wanted us to meet him. Them. We learned he has a very powerful mother that is clearly a big influence, know he’s in love with you—" Arcene interrupted with a snort, "and is very powerful in The Noise. I could feel him trying to do things, trying to make us forget what we were doing there, forget that we were even talking to him, and he was going to open the gates and take us inside. All of that is valuable information."

"It was a risk though Letje, a huge risk."

"I know, but we have to start this. We have to know a little of what we are up against, and that was about the best I could come up with. It was that or simply wait until they bothered to come out to find us somewhere, and that certainly wouldn’t have gone as well as that meeting just did. Remember, this man, or more likely, him and his mother and some other help, have been taking people for who knows how long. Not only that, they have been taking my friends, people that I bet are inside that horrible building right now, maybe not even knowing that they are actually prisoners."

"He didn’t say hello to Leel."

"What?"

"Artek, Devan, whatever," said Arcene, waving a hand dismissively. "He didn’t say hello to Leel, he just ignored her totally. That says a lot."

"Hmm, maybe you’re right Arcene, who knows? Not everyone loves dogs, certainly not as much as you do, that’s for sure."

"Everyone that’s nice loves dogs. Look at her, she’s beautiful." Arcene rubbed a knuckle over Leel’s head; she squirmed with joy.

"Will you be careful!"

Arcene was moving about too much, forgetting again about the sword that she had in her hand — even sheathed she could do some serious damage.

"Oops, sorry. Anyway, what’s the plan now?" Arcene stared at Letje accusingly, as if everything that had happened was her fault, not in some part Arcene's for the information she had supplied to Artek.

"Well, now that you happen to ask."


HIDE AND SEEK


"WHAT DO YOU mean we’re going to run?" Gamm stopped poking the fire, a pathetic small thing, but burning fiercely hot, not a wisp of smoke giving away a hint as to their location.

"I mean that we know a little of what they want. It’s obvious just by where they are that they have people imprisoned in that building, that’s what it is after all. We also know that they, well, Artek, wants Arcene. So we should run."

Should I be playing with them like this? Is it fair? But they aren’t just going to let themselves be captured, are they?

Letje knew there was nothing for it but to be captured if they were to get inside so they could try to stop Artek and his mother from doing what they were doing. She also understood that the risk was enormous — not only to her, but to everyone else in the country too. There were a few hints of people’s lifeforce visible inside the sprawling complex of the prison now known as Bridewell, but most of it was blocked to her — Artek and his mother were powerful, there was no mistaking that. The only answer was to infiltrate the place, and the more Letje had tried to formulate a plan as they got closer, the more she came to realize that this was exactly what Marcus had wanted to happen: he knew they would be captured, expected it.

If that was the best that he could come up with, a man that understood the world they lived in better than any other human being, at least in terms of what was possible for The Awoken, then she doubted very much she would come up with something better herself.

"We should leave and see what happens, see what they do. There is no way we are going to get inside and save everyone. You have seen the place right? I can guarantee there will be traps and there will be measures put in place to make certain that nobody leaves unless they want them to. So we should leave and see what they do. Maybe Artek will come out after us, after Arcene anyway, and we can deal with him when he’s alone."

"That’s stupid," was all Arcene had to say on the matter. She was itching for a fight and the more ‘deathy’ she’d got along the way the more her bloodlust seemed to rise.

"Letje, this is making no sense. We came to find them and now we have, so we need to formulate some kind of a plan so we can get inside, try to save everyone. What else is there? We have no army, no reinforcements, there are no people now, just us and whoever is left inside. So we need to make that our goal.

Maybe if they are aware of the decision then it will work better? No, if I tell them then Artek or his mother will know too, and then they might act totally differently. They will know I am powerful if I have got us captured on purpose.

The only problem was the deception: she hated lying to Arcene and Gamm.

Letje came to a decision.

"Alright, I’m sorry, but I have to tell you something. And you’re not going to like it."

~~~

"You lied! Traitor. How come it’s alright for you but when I do something then you put me on trial? It’s not fair." Arcene was livid, stomping about like she’d been grounded until she was at least three hundred, constantly turning and letting more accusations fly at Letje — who hadn’t been able to get a word in since she admitted her treachery.

"Maybe we should give Letje the chance to explain herself Arcene? And can you please tell your dog that my leg is not a toy and that I rather like wearing my own boots and they are in no way designed to be eaten?" Gamm shook his leg, trying to get Leel to release her hold on his boot, a boot that fit easily into her mouth and that she had developed a real taste for.

"Fine. Leel, bad girl, you let go."

Leel dropped her tail low and released her grip, skulking back over to Arcene where she instantly perked up as she got a pat on the head for being a good girl. Suddenly she was occupied by a very exciting stick and lay down tearing at it contentedly.

"Thank you Gamm. Now, I’m sorry okay? As I said, I couldn’t, can’t, see any other way, and I’m sure that this is what Marcus knew would happen too. We have to get inside and we have to then find a way to save everyone."

"That’s no reason to lie. Lying is bad, bad, bad."

"I know, but this is important. More important than any of us. It’s the future of everything."

"Well what is the plan then?" asked Arcene, sitting and trying to pull the wedge of stick out of Leel's mouth where she'd trapped it sideways, her jaw craned wide open. "Stupid dog," she muttered.

"The plan is that we get inside, let them take us, and then we stop them."

"That’s not much of a plan Letje," said Gamm.

"No, but they won’t know that we’ve let them take us, will they? Will they Arcene?" Letje stared at her sternly, knowing that Arcene did rather like to talk, and wasn’t the best at keeping secrets. Not that Letje could say she was much better at the moment.

"Hey, why pick on me? Gamm could be a right old blabbermouth for all we know."

"I’m not," said Gamm, offended.

"So let’s leave like I said, and wait for them to come and capture us."

"Then what? Ah, got it, don’t do that again Leel. Silly girl."

"Then once we are inside we will know that they know we know, and they will know that we know they know."

"Huh?"

"I’m with her, I don’t get it."

"It’s a game, it always has been. They are playing theirs and we are playing ours." Letje didn’t know how to put it better than that.

"So are you saying that they will know that we wanted to be captured? If so then what’s the point? Why not just walk up there now and ask them to open the doors?" Gamm looked confused, and rightly so.

"Because Artek and his mother are going to think that when we just met them they managed to influence us and think that they messed with our heads, that’s why. They will think that we’ve forgotten all about them, but we haven’t. Have we?"

"Forgotten about who?" asked Arcene.

"What are we talking about again?" asked Gamm.

Oh no, not already. I was sure I stopped them from making us forget.

"Haha, got you," said Arcene.

Gamm just smiled guiltily. "Sorry, I couldn’t resist either."

"You nearly gave me a heart attack. So you do remember?"

"Of course we do," said Gamm. Arcene just nodded, smiling happily at fooling Letje.

"One thing though," said Gamm. "I still don’t get it. As soon as they capture us then it isn’t going to make any difference how we got inside, whether they think we remember them or not. Is it?"

"It is. It shows that we can’t be fooled; it shows that he’s not able to do it to everyone, not if I’m there anyway. And it shows that we are better than them."

Gamm didn’t get it in the slightest, and the more Letje thought about it the less any of it made sense even to her.

~~~

"Did it work?" asked Malessa.

"Mother! Of course it did. They won’t have a clue what they are doing; they will be as confused as newborns, thinking they have some kind of a plan, that they could resist my influence. They just don’t understand what they are dealing with. I wonder if even you do Mother." Artek looked into his mother's cold eyes, defying her, not looking away.

"And you, my son, underestimate me. Now, tell me what you did." Malessa waited as Artek continued his staring. "Please."

"I could feel that Letje was powerful, no doubt about it. Probably the most powerful woman I have ever met, and yes, that includes you. But she already had a plan, one she was going to keep secret from the others. Stupid really, as all it involved was getting captured, making us think that we had the upper hand."

"Well, we do, don’t we?"

"Absolutely. I just kind of mixed it up a little, so they will allow us to ‘capture’ them, but she thinks she can resist my influence, she thinks she has the better of me." Artek stopped and thought for a minute. "It’s all kind of pointless really. If Letje was to allow them to be captured then I don’t know what she is playing at making it something she keeps from the others. No matter, she will tell them, they will all be confused, we will have them soon enough. And Arcene, did you see her? How beautiful."

"Yet far from elegant," said Malessa in disgust. "She’s worse than the nuns — a savage."

Artek’s face turned as red as his hair. "I’ve told you before," he spat, "do not talk of her like that. Ever." Artek left the room. He had plans to bring to fruition; his Queen would be with him soon.


LOST FRIENDS


LETJE KNEW THAT parts of her were missing, as if The Lethargy had taken hold, stripping her of access to segments of her mind — memories and experiences locked behind closed doors, the key out of reach.

She was happy though, sort of, yet knew that it wasn't right, that there were things she should remember, things she was supposed to know, and do, yet she couldn't quite bring them to memory, found she was unable to act as she didn't know what she was supposed to be trying to accomplish.

Locked up for extended periods in the selection of rooms that were their quarters, she knew that it wasn't right, that she really should object, but there didn't seem to be any reason why. Life was good, there were routines, things were alright. Weren't they?

They were there, the memories, just below the surface, waiting to be grabbed hold of, to allow life to make sense, for events to fall into order and reveal their true meaning.

Letje felt like she was in a daze, able to think clearly yet with a cloud hanging over her, obscuring the truth of her reality, yet try as she might she just couldn't quite grab hold of the tenuous threads that would link it all together.

She was wandering the halls, footsteps echoing down the empty corridors, roaming the place she now called home, knowing that she had done such things before, knowing that she wasn't really supposed to be allowed yet for some reason today she was able to leave her quarters, the door unlocked, to wander the dark and depressing place that had row after row of cells, most doors open, empty, nothing but ghosts remaining.

A happy tune was whistled as she wandered aimlessly, yet at the same time she knew it was a fake happiness, only going so deep, not a true reflection of her state of mind, somehow forced yet she was unable to care.

Things were wrong; things were how they were meant to be.

The steel thudded dully as she ran a hand along the bars to the cell doors as she passed, but then she stopped. A face, a beautiful face, shone out from the gloom of a small room containing little more than a bed, a wooden chair, and a table with assorted creams, lotions and the usual items found at a ladies dresser.

"Letje?" said Umeko, "Is that you?"

"Huh?" Letje stared at the features of the woman that had spoken, a countenance that was almost radiant, hinting at a beauty that would shine out fiercely if the woman was living a life that would make her happy. Have children, a husband, the things she had always wanted more than anything else. Her skin was like the color of a plum…

"Umeko? Umeko, it's you!"

Everything came flooding back, memories of Umeko, of a warm day when she stood in the middle of an overgrown road and watched as Umeko met a man, her joy ringing out into the air at the realization she had found the husband that would allow her to bear children.

That was merely the tip of the iceberg. Memories poured into her mind, the reality of her situation slamming into her like a cell door closing on her memory loss. How could she have allowed this to happen? How could she have been so easy to fool? To be living a life under lock and key when she was meant to be saving everyone, finding a solution to the problem?

This was the risk she had taken; the realization that she had failed was hard to take.

How could she have been living in what amounted to a cell herself, although it was well-appointed and luxurious, sharing the space with Arcene who Artek was besotted with? How long had it been now? Months, it had been months, and memories of her feeling convinced at being able to overcome the power of Artek came back to her, the feeling that she would be more than a match for the man, confident she would find a way to stop him and his insane quest to empty the country, subjugate an already much diminished population.

Now Umeko. Had she met her here before? No, she would remember, but she recalled in vivid detail seeing others in similar situations: Stanley, Kirstie and other people, staring at her from behind bars, pleading for help or lost in a haze of forgetfulness.

"Can you get me out," whispered Umeko, poking her head between the bars as much as she could, staring up and down the corridor anxiously. "You have to help me. This place isn't right, everything's wrong."

"I will, don't worry. I'll get you out."

Letje felt like a fool, to have been taken so easily, to have been defenseless like a child, when she should have been able to tear apart the mind of the man at the heart of the problem.

"Ah, there you are," said Artek, walking toward her calmly, feet tapping on the dull concrete floor. "I do apologize, you weren't supposed to be out here you know Letje?" he chided. "But no matter, there is no harm done."

Letje felt herself slipping, felt the past wrap her in a warm, fuzzy embrace. Everything was good, she was happy, she wanted to go back to her quarters and check on Arcene.

Artek led the way. Letje followed, whistling a happy tune as she went.

It had happened before, a number of similar meetings. It didn't matter, Artek always found her eventually.


DEFIANCE


"YOU DARE TO do such a thing without me agreeing? You have no right." Artek was angrier than he had ever been with his mother, and he had been plenty angry with her plenty of times.

Malessa stood proud and erect. "I had every right, and besides, they were disgusting," she answered defiantly.

"Well I liked them, they would have come in useful, and they knew things. We could have found out so much more from them, now we can’t."

"They were useless. Just stupid little ugly creatures that were eating our food and taking up time that could be better spent elsewhere. I made the decision and now it’s done."

Artek got up close to his mother, grabbing her by her bare shoulders, the tight fitting green dress sitting just perfectly across her chest. "They were mine. I brought them here, just like I did nearly everyone else, and I," Artek pointed at his chest, "decide who gets to stay and who doesn’t. Not you." He jabbed his mother hard just beneath the collar bone and she staggered back in shock.

"You dare to assault me? Your own mother? No son of mine was ever brought up to be so disrespectful. Mind your manners child, or there will be consequences."

"Ha, I think not Mother. Those days are long gone. I am a man and I will not be treated like a boy." Artek stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

Just like a child, thought Malessa, smiling. Glad that she had finally got her way, even if it did annoy her son. He’d be fine though, in a day or two he would have calmed down. Her decision had been for the best — she couldn’t stand to look at those vile creatures. Just knowing they were there was enough to turn her off her food.

~~~

Artek walked out into the huge courtyard accessed from quadrant 5 of Bridewell, the place where the bodies were dealt with. He turned up his nose at the smell, but had to make sure that what he had been told by that horrible guard Victor really was true. He knew it was; he went to look anyway.

He wasn’t disgusted by the sight of death, he had seen too much of it, dealt out so much of it, that it didn’t touch him. Usually it made him happy, as it meant the world was a little cleaner of sub-species that would be no use in the future rule of his family through the ages — they had to begin with only the best possible subjects to create a new world full of perfection.

The smell though, that was always an issue — the assault on his nostrils always seemed to come as a surprise. The bodies had only been out for a day but already they were fairly ripe. The warm weather meant insects had gathered in the thousands, and the bloated bodies gave off gases that reached even where he stood, well away from the huge pile.

For such small people they actually made quite a funeral pyre. The men, women, and even the children, although it was hard to tell the difference as they were all about the same size, were piled haphazardly on top of each other in the huge pit, arms and legs in positions impossible in life. It seemed that Victor hadn’t even wanted to waste bullets, so the bodies were badly damaged. No respectful mercy killing was this, it was brutal and uncalled for. Something would have to be done about his mother’s chosen aide.

The pile was a mix of faded nun’s habits, bloodied garments and obvious signs of barbaric beatings about the heads, now swollen to an even more grotesque degree than they had been in life. Finally throats had been slit, and by the looks if it Victor had flung many of them onto the pile while still alive, letting them bleed out while they lay atop the dead and the dying of their strange small community.

He'd had high hopes for The Sisters — much as he hated to look at them with their huge heads and sharp teeth Artek knew that they held secrets, had powers and knowledge that would be invaluable for the security of his family’s future. They knew things nobody else did, and now they had taken some of that knowledge to the grave with them. Artek moved over to the pile of mangled bodies, walking around it, looking for something.

Just in case, just to be sure his mother wasn’t up to anything else.

No, there she was. Mother Superior, eyes defiant even in death, her nun’s habit torn and bloody. Her cornette was off her head, revealing her strange hair and the extent of the beating she had been given before her throat had been cut. She was covered in her own blood and Artek could see the trail of it leading down over her Sisters and the few men they had always thought of as second class citizens. Well, they were all equal now. Death — always the great equalizer.


BAD CHOICES


IT HAD NOW been four months, and Artek had to admit that he was getting somewhat frustrated with the situation he found himself in — a situation he had brought to fruition so he had nobody to blame but himself, and his mother of course.

She was getting too much, her domineering behavior was escalating to levels he had never seen before, and he found it increasingly tiresome to be in her presence. Didn’t she know he had other things on his mind? He had a child growing inside of Arcene, a little baby boy that was to be his son and heir, and however much he was regretting the infatuation he had with the uncouth child — for that was all he could think of her as, certainly not a lady, a woman, and definitely no Queen, he was sorry to admit — she would certainly not be ‘got rid of’ as his mother put it.

Arcene was, when all was said and done, entirely too willful. When left to her own devices, something he had to do on a regular basis as he was unsure what effect it would have on the still-forming child if he kept her constantly unaware of her situation and what was happening, Arcene was almost entirely out of control. Artek couldn’t understand how she had so much energy, why she loved that stupid dog he dare not get rid off in case she became so distraught she lost the child, and he simply failed to understand why she refused to even try to act in the correct manner.

It was frustrating beyond belief and he became more exasperated by the day. After months in her company, and with the child growing inside of her, she was showing absolutely no sign of slowing down, accepting what was happening, or giving him the least bit of the recognition that he clearly deserved. She had no recollection of their pairing most of the time, and it was something Artek himself wished he could forget. He had kept her mindless enough so that there was no struggle when they lay together, but she was still almost impossible to control — she acted like a wild animal, like he was committing a heinous crime, and Artek found the whole encounter entirely unsatisfying.

When all was said and done it was like taking advantage of a child — not what he had expected at all. Arcene was not curvaceous and womanly as he had imagined her to be now she was a little older. He thought she would have grown fully to womanhood by now, but it was not the case at all, and the single coupling had left him miserable and distraught for days. His dreams were dashed; this was not how it was supposed to be. She had been his ideal woman for so long, now he found out she was still a girl. The worst thing of all was the knowledge that she was to be the mother of his child. His child! Not some snotty brat that didn’t know its manners or how to comport oneself properly.

What would the boy grow up to be like when he had such a wild mother teaching him who knew what kind of terrible things? No, it would not do at all, not at all. So he simply changed his mind, altered his plans and took the burden on himself for the mistakes made, vowing to rectify them. It was for the best really anyway — he should have known it would turn out like this. After all, weren’t all women way too much trouble to deal with? Sure, he had minimal experience, mostly consisting of his domineering mother, with intimate encounters limited to a few girls he'd taken pleasure from over the years, but that had never left him feeling much afterward apart from disgust for the giving of themselves so freely to a man they hardly knew.

He had believed Arcene to be different. He had enjoyed her willfulness, loved watching her as she grew older, thinking the independence something to admire, worthy of his children so his offspring too would have such a streak of confidence, be headstrong and know their own minds — it would stand the boys in good stead for what was to come.

Then the reality hit — he couldn’t live with a woman like that, couldn’t allow such crazy behavior in his household, and he certainly would not stand for such juvenile antics from one that should know better.

He did his best though, kept his intrusions on her mind to a minimum as the baby grew, allowing her to live in comfort and even to share her quarters with her friend Letje — a woman definitely kept under tight control as if not he knew that she would get the upper hand over him sooner or later.

One thing Artek definitely couldn’t stand was the gloating of his mother after he had unburdened himself to her, admitting the mistake he had made.

~~~

"I told you she was no good," said Malessa, actually smiling, something she never, ever did.

"You do not have to look so pleased about it Mother, it is most unbecoming. Should you not be showing concern for your son, who has realized he has lost what he believed to be the love of his life, only to find it replaced with a headstrong child that is as wild as the animals themselves?"

"She can’t be tamed, she lived too long out there." Malessa pointed out of the window as if all it contained was dirt and shame. "She’s feral, like a cat that you expect to sit on your lap when really all it wants to do is rip the heads off things and gouge out your eyes."

"I wouldn’t put it quite like that; she is just not to be controlled. She could never be Queen, she’d start eating her food with her hands when we had company, or make my son do unspeakable things like play in the mud and think he was the same as everyone else. Why can’t you offer me a shoulder to cry on Mother?"

"Because you deserve your sorrow, you idiot child." Malessa slapped Artek hard across his left cheek.

Artek was so shocked he didn’t even raise a hand to his face as was the automatic reaction. "You go too far Mother, much further than I will permit. It was you who wanted me to take a wife, who was to know that Arcene was so uncontrollable?"

"I told you. I told you she was nothing but a savage. It’s your fault." Malessa swung out again at Artek’s cheek, but he caught the hand and forced it back down.

"Once, you get to do it once. If you so much as dare to mention her name ever again, or raise a hand to me like I am one of your servants, then our time together has come to an end. Do you understand me?"

"How dare you! I am your mother. I gave birth to you; I brought you up in the correct manner. Everything I have done has been for you, and this is how you treat me? Shame on you child."

"Child!? CHILD! I am over a hundred and fifty years old, can control the minds of all, take what I want and do as I wish. I will not be talked to like an imbecile any longer." Artek stamped his foot, the noise from the well polished boot echoing around his opulent quarters before being sucked up by the wall hangings.

"Well act like a man then, rather than a little boy. I didn’t bring you up like this. Oh, boo-hoo, poor little Artek, his little child wife turns out to not be what he wanted. So sad, so pitiful. Arcene is useless and so are you. You’re no man, you are as much a child as Arcene is, and—"

"I told you never to mention her name again Mother, you had your chance and now it is over."

~~~

Artek stepped over the prone figure of his mother, thick blood oozing out of her throat where he had stabbed deep into her flesh, as cold in life as it would soon be in death. She stared at him with almost lifeless eyes, eyes that didn’t believe what had happened.

Artek had no clue how he would feel about the passing of his mother but the one thing he would never have expected was the sudden lightness of spirit he felt, a loosening of his muscles, knots that he never knew he had unraveling in an instant.

He felt buoyant, like he was reborn.

Free.

"If I'd known it could be this simple Mother, I would have done this years ago." Artek frowned as he noticed a spot of blood on his shirt. "See what you've done? Now I shall have to go and get changed."

He turned away from the corpse of his mother and slowly began to unbutton his shirt.


MISSING HOME


STANLEY WAS AS happy as he could possibly be, standing at his favorite spot, at his very own well-stocked pond, fishing rod in hand, the sun shining. What could be better than this? He had food, he had water, he had his house to repair and he had the beautiful, if overgrown gardens to wander around and slowly get to grips with.

Life was perfect.

Finally he had found his sense of place, his position in the world as one of caretaker for a property that had once been grand and would be again. There was much to do, yet he felt no guilt for his leisure activity. There was no rush, after all he had all the time in the world.

Some things could wait; fishing could not.

Stanley felt himself begin to get sleepy, the sun was lulling him into an almost hypnotic trance, so he reeled in the line and moved back into the shade of the large willow.

He really was the luckiest man alive.

~~~

Stanley woke up to absolute quiet. No birds were singing, no insects were chirping, he couldn't even hear the sound of the frogs in the pond — something that was usually a constant at this time of the year.

He opened his eyes, confused by the presence of a ceiling. What was happening? Where was he?

A dream, he had just been having a dream. He was in his cell, the same room he'd been in for years now.

The only time he was ever happy was when he managed to sleep and not have nightmares.


A LONG DAY


"MAKE IT STOP Letje, make it stop. I don’t like it, I don’t like it at all. Argh. Ow ow ow. Aaaaaaargh. What was that? What’s going on? Is it over? Is it done? Letje? Pleeeeeeease."

Letje tried to get some feeling back into her hand but it was no use, Arcene was gripping so tightly she didn’t have a chance of being able to free herself. All she could do was try to calm her down, which wasn’t easy. It had been going on for hours now and there was no end in sight yet. "It’s okay, I’m here, I’m here. Hush, try to take deep breaths like we practiced. Remember?"

Arcene was soaked in sweat, her hair plastered to the side of her face, forehead shining and her normally pale skin was bright red. Her face was puffy and somewhat blotchy and as she tried to breathe in a controlled fashion she interrupted herself again to scream.

"Letje, make it stop. Ugh, ugh, ugh… Argh. I’m being ripped open. It’s torture. What’s happening? Why is this happening to me? I didn’t do anything wrong, why am I being tortured?"

"Hush now, it’s alright, don’t worry, you’re just having a baby is all - perfectly natural."

"But something’s wrong, this can’t be normal… Argh. Why me? I’m a good girl. Aaaaarggh."

Letje smiled. "Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Just calm down, nothing’s wrong, this is what happens when you have a baby, everything’s fine. You’ve got hours yet, this is just the beginning, you just started labor, you aren’t even that dilated yet."

"Dilated? What isn’t very dilated? And… ugh, ugh, ugh, no way is this normal. Nobody would have babies if it was as bad as this. Hew hew hew, hew hew hew."

"That’s it, good girl, keep doing your breathing, you’ll get there, you will be fine. Just relax." Letje didn’t have the heart to tell her that it seemed like she was actually having a very easy labor so far but that it would get a lot worse very soon. Arcene was only young but many fifteen year olds had children as there was always the risk of Lethargy rearing its ugly head. It became commonplace for those as young as thirteen to bear children, something that used to be the norm even in the UK since many years before The Lethargy.

In some regards post Lethargy UK was a lot like Victorian Britain in terms of how such things were thought of. Letje wasn’t concerned about how the labor had gone so far, she was more concerned with how it was going to go when the time came to give birth. Arcene was a slim child, woman, she must think of her as a woman now, she would be a mother very soon, and Letje’s main concern was that the birth would go smoothly. Arcene had stayed very slender right through her pregnancy and her hips were still as narrow and tomboyish as they had ever been - it wasn’t a good sign at all.

Letje had read up all that she could, learning about how the hips widened as pregnancies progressed, or did so in most cases, but Arcene seemed hardly changed at all in physical appearance apart from the bump of her baby where the skin was so taut Arcene had voiced her concerns countless times that her skin would just split and the baby would pop out onto the floor while she tried to stop the rest of her insides from spilling out after him.

To put it mildly, Arcene had been, and still was, not wholly in-tune with either her pregnancy or becoming a mother.

Letje didn’t blame her in the slightest.

It's all that damn—

"Letje! What was that? What’s happening? Is he out? Have I had a baby? Phew phew phew… Argh."

"No, afraid not, just a bit longer to go yet. Stay calm, it’s not good for you to get so worked up." Letje shook her hand gratefully as Arcene released her iron grip. Her hand was as white as Arcene’s hair but it slowly turned red as the blood rushed to fill the cut off veins and arteries.

"Hey! What are you doing? You can’t move, you’re having a baby. Lie back down."

Arcene had her legs over the side of the bed, her favorite kilt a mess of blood and amniotic fluid from when her waters had broken a few hours ago — a sure sign things were not as they should be. "I’m not staying in that bed any longer, and I am not having this baby. It hurts too much, I don’t want to do it. I’m going for a walk, and I want to see Leel, and Gamm. Where are they? Why aren’t they here?"

"You know why, you shouldn’t ask. And be careful, you aren’t in any condition to be walking, you’re having a baby Arcene, you need to lie down."

"Well I don’t want to and I want to see them and I want to go home to The Commorancy and I want to see Marcus and Fasolt, even if he has got the stupidest bony bum. Argh."

"Arcene!" Letje rushed over to Arcene and grabbed her just before she crumpled to the floor — she had let go of the side of the bed and was half way across the room before she began to fall. Letje was there in an instant, Awoken reflexes firing off neurons at double her pre-Awoken speed. Letje put her arms under Arcene from behind, grasped one in the other and pulled her up.

"I feel horrible. Look at my belly, my skins going to rip and look at all those red stretch marks on my tummy. It used to be all flat. I could see my muscles now I’m all fat and ruined and it hurts and I want something to eat."

Aha, that will work, thought Letje, brightening as a distraction came instantly to mind.

"Mm, I’m hungry too. I wonder what would be the best to have right about now? I kind of fancy a nice big slab of beef with mustard and fresh bread, or maybe with potatoes and gravy, and a nice cup of tea too. What about you?"

Arcene visibly brightened. Some things never changed and food was, and always had been, a total obsession for the young mother-to-be. She didn’t even notice Letje helping her back to the bed while she voiced her thoughts on what she would like to eat.

"Do we have beef? That would be lovely. Ooh, or what about chicken? The way you do it when you fry it and make it all crispy on the outside and inside it’s lovely and white and we always burn our hands as we can’t wait to eat it. Agh, urgh."

"We? You mean you, as you always try to eat it too fast, you always have done. Remember when we first met and you stole my rabbit, you were the same back then."

"Hehe, I re— ow, argh, uh oh. Wassat? What happened? Argh. Letje, help please I think I’m breaking again. Argh."

"Okay okay, hang on, lay back, I’m just going to take a look and see how things are doing. Stay calm, think about chicken and potatoes."

"Argh, hurry up Letje, it’s not working, I can’t think of food, something must be wrong, something must be really wrong."

Letje went cold. It didn’t look right, even in her limited experience. Her non-existent experience. She had read books, watched the supplied recordings closely and over and over again, but nothing had prepared her for quite how messy and scary it all was, and Arcene hadn’t even given birth yet.

Beep beep beep beep beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep. Beep beep beep beep beeeeeeeeeeep.

"What’s that? What’s happening?"

"Don’t worry, just the stupid monitor, I think it’s faulty." Letje turned it down as there was little to be gained from Arcene getting even more stressed out. But it wasn’t going according to plan, not that this had been the plan at all anyway. "Okay, here we go. Are you ready?"

Arcene wriggled so was more upright in bed and looked at Letje with pure and utter fear. "Ready for what?" she asked cautiously, like events had sneaked up on her.

"Ready to have a baby silly. Are you ready?"

Arcene flopped back onto the pillows heavily. "No, I don’t want to."

"Well, tough. Get ready to push."

"Push what?"

"Push the baby out. You’re going to feel it any minute now and then I want you to squeeze down like we practiced and push as hard as you can, okay?"

"Argh. Nooooooooooooooooooo. Phew phew phew, grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr."

"Good, again."

"Phew phew phew, grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr."

"Here it comes, her it comes. Push."

"Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr. Ugh, help Letje, it hurts it hurts so much, stop it stop it now."

"Just a little longer but take some breaths, relax."

"RELAX?!"

"Okay, try to relax then, just think calm thoughts. The baby has moved down, I think it won’t be long now."

It went on for hours.

~~~

Arcene was drenched. Not just damp with sweat but soaked from head to toe and shining like she’d just emerged from the ocean; she smelled just as salty. She also smelled like old seaweed rotting on the shoreline. It had gone on all through the afternoon and into the night, now the moon watched the scene through the window, shining pale lunar light on the struggle to continue the human race.

It hadn’t gone well and it wasn’t over yet.

Letje reached out for Arcene’s hand and her grip slipped as Arcene’s palms were so slick. The poor thing lay back against the sodden pillows completely exhausted as tears trickled slowly down her burning cheeks. Arcene’s labor was as complicated as she herself was. No sooner did Letje think that the contractions were getting short and it was time for her to give birth, than they receded somewhat and the whole process was repeated over again.

Letje wiped her wet hand on her overall and went to check again.

"This time. This time Arcene, we have to do it now or you will be too tired," said Letje excitedly.

"Hmm?" mumbled Arcene, so exhausted she didn’t seem to care any longer. "Argh. What’s happening?"

"It’s coming, for real this time. Okay, let’s do the exercises. You ready?"

"Ugh, argh. Nope, but okay."

"Pant, pant, push"! shouted Letje.

"Phew, phew, argh."

"Good. Again."

"Phew, phew, aaaaaaaaaaaaargh."

"Good. Okay, I can see the top of his head, not long now."

"You can? Cool. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh. I'm being ripped, stop it Letje. Argh."

Arcene dilated as the baby crowned, her perineum stretching tight and paper thin, a tear beginning. "Hang in there, here he comes. Push. Push harder. Harder. One more."

"Argh, ugh, grrrrrrrrrrr. Grrrrrrrr, ugh."

Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa. Waaaaaaaaaaa. Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.

"That’s it, you did it. It is a boy; he’s lovely." Letje placed the wailing baby on to Arcene’s chest where it instantly clenched its tiny fingers around her finger and promptly fell asleep.

"He looks weird, is he alright?"

Letje smiled. "He’s fine, he’s just a little goopy and needs a clean up. He’s perfect."

"I can’t believe I did it. Thank you Letje. Hello little man, and how are you? You took a while you know? Mummy and Letje have been having a hard time of—"

"Thank you, I’ll be taking that." Artek snatched the newborn from Arcene’s chest while Letje stood there doing nothing as it happened.

The door closed behind them.

There was a shift in the atmosphere, as if time had been reversed a few seconds, which to all intents and purposes it had.

"Is it over? Have I had him?" said Arcene, coming back to herself now that Artek was gone. "Ugh, I feel something."

"Huh? Oh, what?"

No, not this time, this is enough. Letje knew she had been violated, she was beginning to remember already. No more lost memories, she remembered them all. It came flooding back to her in vivid detail, month after month of forced forgetfulness, coming to and not understanding how Arcene was so pregnant and now the baby was gone, ripped from its mother seconds after its birth.

"Letje? I feel funny. Am I having the baby?"

"No Arcene, it’s the placenta. You already had the baby."

Arcene sobbed into her pillow as she passed the afterbirth of her missing baby boy.


THIS COULD BE A PROBLEM


ARCENE WAS UTTERLY exhausted. She was on the verge of death, that much was obvious. The birth had been long and dangerous, the hours leading up to it fraught with complications, and Letje was sure that neither her or the child was going to survive. All the while their lives were lived in a haze of half-memories, falsehoods and forgetfulness.

Arcene simply wasn’t suited to bringing life into the world, not yet. Her body was still that of a child — years of living from one desperate meal to the next meant that she had not developed as quickly as many of her age, if they were lucky enough to have slightly more regular feeding and didn’t have to be quite as self-reliant. The result was a very slim body, tall and becoming quite lanky, but still rather flat-chested and narrow at the hip. When Letje had looked deep enough into the body of what she still thought of as a child, even though Arcene was fifteen, she could see that her friend hadn’t accepted the pregnancy as well as she might have: hormones were not quite right, her body hadn’t quite got ready for caring for the child that had just been born. Milk ducts hadn’t adapted correctly so it would be a struggle to rear a baby by breastfeeding.

Letje could see that Arcene’s pelvic girdle was stretched to snapping, and the prolonged delivery had drained her of every ounce of energy, coming close to eating up the last of her life force, sending her to The Void before she got the chance to finally deliver the child that seemed to know that it was safer inside its mother than outside in the world where it was ripped away from her, Arcene believing she’d never seen him or even had the chance to nestle on her chest and greet the reluctant mother before she slept the sleep of the dead. Letje would help her to remember, she had to at least have that brief memory of her baby clutching at her — it was too precious to let Artek take that away too.

It was now twenty four hours later and as Letje walked into the room, the air thick with the lingering odors of birth and what came afterward, she came to a halt like she’d slammed into the invisible walls of The Shower Room.

What has she done? What has she done? Oh my god, I can’t believe it. You stupid girl.

Arcene was still sat in bed, sweaty even though Letje had cajoled, then finally forced, her into the shower after she’d slept for what must have been eight hours after giving birth. Yet now she was slick with a sheen of sweat like she was still in the throes of labor. Her silver hair was plastered to the side of her head, sticking to her shoulders, unkempt, knotted and crazy.

Worst were Arcene’s eyes: they were dark hollows, the life almost gone from them. Unfocused, unsteady and uncaring.

Like she’s just stopped thinking. I can’t blame her for that.

Arcene was slumped into the pile of pillows like a dead weight. She just lay there, unseeing, body still beneath the thin sheet that covered her nakedness. Leel sat to the side, head resting on the bed; Arcene wasn’t even stroking her head.

Things are worse than I thought.

But even Arcene’s inattentiveness to her beloved new pet was as nothing compared to what Letje could see beneath the surface of her young friend. Arcene had Awoken. Letje saw the signs not long after the birth, saw the changes happening within Arcene that signaled the beginning of a true Awakening, not a partial one. A true Awakening that would see her grow in power as she aged and understood the gifts she now had, to become much more than merely Whole — the Awakening that Arcene had been saying she wanted for years now, forever whining it wasn’t fair that Letje was Awoken and she wasn’t.

Letje had felt her too young, certainly still too immature, although she had grown up considerably over recent years, but now it seemed that the decision had been taken out of her hands — Arcene was truly Awoken, had power from The Noise, and had the ability to alter her own body chemistry at will. She had done a terrible thing with her abilities.

"What have you done? Arcene, you can’t change it back you know? You’re stuck now. Forever." Letje wanted to simultaneously shout and scream, hit and kick at the prone figure, grab her, hold her tight, and cry for the static future that Arcene had inflicted on herself. Letje wept for the things her friend had done, for the girl she thought of as a daughter, forever a child in her eyes, now no longer just the feelings of her older companion, but a reality she had inflicted on herself for the rest of her life.

"Go away. Leave me alone," said Arcene moodily from the bed. "I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to anybody. Ever."

"But why? Why have you done this?"

Arcene opened he eyes angrily and stared into the very soul of Letje. "Why?" she shouted, spittle hitting her chin, Leel whimpering and trotting over to Letje where she patted her head to tell her everything would be alright, even though it wouldn’t. "Why? So that I stay like this. So that no other man will try to do what Artek did. He’s a pervert, sleeping with young girls before their time, but I won’t let anyone else do it to me, not ever. I’m just a girl," she sobbed, tears soaking into the pillows. "I didn’t like it Letje. I don’t want to have babies and have them taken from me, so I’ve stopped all that, and I will not grow any older than I am now. I’m staying like this and there’s nothing you can do about it."

It was true, there was nothing Letje could do for her dearest friend. It had been Arcene’s decision, albeit one she was in no fit state to make, and the result was irreparable. Arcene had stopped her body clock, she would never, ever, for as long as she lived, age another day. Letje could see it, understood that Arcene had that power within her, something very few Awoken could control with such depth of certainty.

That wasn’t all, she would no longer ovulate, hormones had been altered so that Arcene could never again conceive a child, she was to stay as a pre-pubescent now and for always. She’d had her moment of puberty and now it was reversed — she was back to how her body performed a few years previously, when she truly was still a child. Arcene looked her age but she would never grow to look a day older even if she lived to be a thousands years, which was a very distinct possibility.

Unless she does anything else stupid.

Letje went to her, to her friend, the broken wreck of a woman now a child again, and hugged her tight. What else could she do? She cuddled her, stroked out the limp hair, and whispered nonsense in her ear while they cried — both of them weeping for the things that had been done to Arcene, the world they lived in and what had been lost. More than anything though, they cried for the baby — the baby that was to be Arcene’s only chance at motherhood, ripped from her arms by a man they both hated more than anything else in the world.

Nothing but emptiness remained. Emptiness and tears.

The rest of the world was as nothing in comparison to the loss of innocence, something that could never be returned once stolen, however much they both wanted it.

Arcene was a girl, a woman for a brief moment but now she would always be what lay crumpled in the bed, weeping for countless sorrows, waking to the reality of what she had done and what had been taken away from her.

"I want my baby. Where’s my baby Letje?" sobbed Arcene, stroking Leel who sat obediently by the bed once more.

"I don’t know Arcene, but we’ll find him. I promise."

"And we’ll kill Artek, won’t we?"

"You can count on that. If it’s the last thing we do then he will die for what he’s done to you, for what he’s done to countless others. He’ll pay alright — with blood."

"Good."

"Do you remember? We’ve been tricked Arcene, in a daze, our memories taken from us. But do you remember your baby?"

Please let her remember. At least give her something.

Arcene stared at her through drooping eyelids. "I remember," she said, smiling for the first time in days." Then her face darkened. "I remember it all now Letje, everything that has happened."

"Me too, me too."

Arcene was asleep, her body depleted almost to extinction. Letje knew that she was lucky to be alive, the labor and birth had almost killed her, and what she had done to herself in her state of sorrow could well have been the end for her, but somehow she’d pulled up hidden reserves, changed herself forever, and managed to survive with the consequences of her rash actions.

Letje would let her sleep. She had things to do, important things if they were ever to finish what had turned into the worst of times.

Letje walked to the door, turned when she heard a whimper, but it was just Leel jumping up on the bed, cuddling in tight to her mistress. Letje left her there. At least when she woke up Arcene would have a familiar face to greet her — unconditional love, she certainly needed it.

Letje wandered down the echoing hall, knowing that what she was going to uncover was going to see the nightmare they found themselves in continue for a long time to come.

Maybe it would never end.


BABY THEFT


IT WAS A shame, so much time invested in the girl. He had thought she was so sweet but she turned out to be entirely unsuitable for one such as him. Artek hated to admit it but his mother had been right. Oh how she would be smiling if only she could see him now, but it was he that was smiling — she was in The Void, where she belonged.

Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.

Artek peered down at the newborn child, his son and heir, and tickled him gently under the chin. He clutched the boy tight, vowing that he would never treat his own child as his mother had treated him. Sure, there would be rules, what was life without rules? But the coldness? The aloofness and lack of love? No, he would never treat any child of his in such a manner.

Artek spoke to Ahebban through The Noise, telling him to speed up, to head to the east and he had better be quick about it if he knew what was good for him.

Behind them was a long convoy of horses from various herds, only the strongest and largest, the rest slaughtered, butchered by captive men who were dispatched quickly once their work was done. Now the dried meat was carried by oblivious parents or offspring, fortunate in one way only: they didn’t know what their loads contained. Ahebban knew though, and he knew that as the days, weeks and months passed then the convoy would dwindle as more meat was consumed.

The people were entirely minimal in the convoy however — Artek had decided that hardly any of the countless thousands of people he had kept alive until very recently would be worthy subjects, so an epic cleansing had taken place in the days leading up to his child’s birth until all that now remained were those he felt absolutely essential to the future of his rule. They were mostly adults, but also a few children that he saw potential in and believed would be suitable playmates for the heir apparent, although his son would remain prince for many centuries to come.

And the wet nurse of course. He couldn’t very well have a child without a female to breastfeed his son. The woman’s own child was born with The Lethargy and was promptly dispatched — no point wasting valuable milk and emotion on a child that would die anyway.

Artek congratulated himself on his practical thinking, although even he had squirmed at such a decision and the end to the child’s life was done by another, a man that was himself put to death soon after, this time by Artek’s own hand.

As those left alive at Bridewell slowly came to their senses, realizing what had happened to them, so Artek and his small retinue were already miles away. He found it strange to be out in the open with his new child, and it certainly wasn’t what he had expected from his future. But if truth be told he was actually rather surprised at how good he felt — the freedom was exhilarating. This hadn’t been the plan, he’d expected to marry Arcene, get annoyed by his mother for eternity, and rule a country that comprised Whole people that were suitable as his subjects. Now everything was turned upside down. He’d pretty much eliminated everyone apart from a few, and that would mean his plans were seriously compromised, but in a way he understood it had all worked out for the best.

Now he had time. Time to bring up a son, time to find a properly suitable Queen for himself and a wife for his own child when he was old enough, and with the country devoid of human life for the most part he could pick and choose where to go — there were still pockets of life he hadn’t had the time to look into yet, so the chances were good that somewhere, sometime, he would find what he was looking for.

In the meantime he was happy just to be out from under the clutches of his mother, glad that he’d seen the light when it came to Arcene, yet after all that he had changed his mind he’d still felt enough for her to allow her to keep her life, and for Letje to be left alive too. He’d thought long and hard about that, finally deciding that she would be of more use alive than dead. After all, she was needed to run The Commorancy, there were still people there behind its mysterious walls and they needed her to allow them to Awaken — he could deal with her in the future, and it was always fun to see just who came out of The Commorancy and what they had to offer once they were truly Awoken to their full potential.

Artek headed east, day after day, running Ahebban and the other horses hard, heading for a future he knew was going to be just perfect. After all, who was there to stop him from making it exactly what he wanted it to be?

~~~

Gamm was bound with his hands behind his back, a long length of rope securing him to one of the horses in the middle of the convoy, just as a few others were. The small group of people were mostly sat upon the horses but Gamm was deemed too large and heavy to do anything but walk. After all, Artek had to ensure the horses made it in good health for as long as they were required.

Lost in a haze of forgetfulness, Gamm found it impossible to recall much of anything. He knew his name, remembered some of his past, even half-formed memories of staying in The Commorancy, and he recalled quite vividly being given his Ink, as much a part of him now as anything else. He had a picture in his mind of a strange bulbous head, sharp teeth and a strange hissing voice, but he didn’t connect it to his Ink.

He trudged along, awareness clouded, until one day his Ink began to glow ever so slightly. He paid it no mind, unsure whether or not it had always done such a thing — uncaring either way, lost in a dream where all there was to do was walk, eat, sleep and feel content with his lot, unknowing of what he once was, what he could possibly be again.


EMPTY HALLS, EMPTY PROMISES


I PROMISED HER everything would be alright. And it isn’t.

It was far from alright, and Letje almost, but not quite, let the misery overwhelm her. There was one saving grace: Bird had come. He nuzzled her ear with his dangerous beak, then took flight, gliding down the empty corridors that made up the prison, or Bridewell, as it was perversely known. Death camp would have been more appropriate. Letje poked a finger into the deep hole Bird had made as he had landed, the blood dull in the low light, power sources turned off, no longer needed by Artek — he’d left.

Letje had already walked some of the halls, narrow corridors and open spaces of the place that had held almost all the remaining Whole of the United Kingdom prisoner at some point or other. She’d known it was deserted the minute she came out of her dream-state a few hours after Arcene’s baby was taken. There were puzzles upon puzzles that haunted her, and she understood that she had to get to the root of exactly what had happened — she knew she wasn’t going to like what she found.

Artek had left, that much was clear. He’d left and his spell had been lifted. Too much had been done to too many people for the effects to last after he no longer cared whether they recalled their imprisonment. He had what he wanted, or at least a part of what he wanted anyway.

So much came flooding back to Letje in a barrage of memories it was hard not to collapse under the weight of it all. The things the man had done, the things he’d dome to so many people, but especially to Arcene. How could she have let it happen?

Because I didn’t remember, that’s why. I tried to stop him countless times and each time he simply made me forget. Like ripping pages out of a book and rewriting the story. Time, after time, after time.

It had been elven months since they had first stood outside the gates and had a brief conversation with Artek and his mother — some kind of convoluted plan half-formed in Letje’s mind about letting them be captured so she could infiltrate them, discover what exactly they had been doing and if anyone they had taken was still alive. Letje had thought herself powerful, she was, after all, more adept in The Noise than almost anybody else, and had better control over her body than she had thought possible.

But it wasn’t enough. If you dedicate yourself to one aspect of what is obtainable once Awoken then you can surpass all others, and Artek Ligertwood had clearly spent his entire very extended life perfecting techniques so that he could get his own way at all times — he was the master of memory manipulation. You could live the same few seconds over and over for a lifetime and you would never know it unless he decided he was bored and let you come back to your own reality intact — most never had that luxury, they were killed in the middle of their dream lives, never knowing if it was the first time they had tried to cross him, or the millionth. Either way, it ended up being the last for the majority.

Letje continued her exploring, knowing that Arcene was sleeping, that what she had done had almost taken everything away from her. No matter what she looked like there was now no escaping the fact that Arcene was a grown woman — such acts committed against her had forever taken away her innocence. Letje just hoped that not all of it was gone for good.

Letje was a failure, she’d let everyone down and now they were either dead or gone. How could she not have seen it? She was strong, powerful and deadly, yet Artek had got the better of her so easily. It was unforgivable and Letje still didn’t understand how he could exert such influence, yet knowing at the same time that such things were possible, and much more besides.

It would be avenged; Arcene would have her son back.

~~~

Letje sat in the small cell, staring at the body of Umeko, beautiful even in death. She had hunted but there was no sign of the others, not alive anyway. Stanley, poor dear Stanley, he was gone. She found him in his cell, just like Umeko, like he'd just been turned off as Artek had decided he wasn't worth the trouble. Kirstie was nowhere to be found, so at least there was a little hope, and she dare not think what had become of Umeko’s family. She just prayed they were alive, being kept safe by Artek as he felt them worthy of his rule.

Umeko lay on the thin mattress on the cot, serene and still, never to put on her makeup again, never to draw others to her with her beauty both inner and outer.

Letje left her, going from cell to cell, level to level, checking through the building thoroughly — there was nobody left alive, just her and Arcene, nothing else but death and the remnants of Artek’s corruption.

It was time to go; there was nothing left here. They wouldn’t find peace within these walls, nobody ever had, now nobody ever would.

All that was left was what was outside.

Letje went to check the extensive grounds — just in case.


A HABIT'S A HABIT


MOTHER SUPERIOR UNDERSTOOD it was time to move, the only problem was that the decomposing bodies of her Sisters were rather a hindrance. They were piled on top of her, making it impossible to move more than her head, and even that hurt her neck. She hissed curse after curse through razor sharp teeth, calling forth all manner of demonic forces that had become part of her religion as it warped and grew over the centuries to accommodate the world she found herself and her many generations of Sisters living in, only her watching them all unfold, the others never Awakening, just living Whole lives, each and every one of them. In the entire history of The Sisters Of The Lethargy this was the first time a single Sister had died by anything but natural causes — Mother Superior would have her revenge and it would be terrible.

That foul man with his red hair and his green shirts and his impossibly smug smile, how she hated him with a vengeance she never knew she possessed. He would die and it would be the most terrible of deaths, she would see to it if it was her last act on earth before she made her way to The Void to join her Sisters.

She was actually surprised that she had managed to survive, and not a lot surprised Mother Superior, mostly as she couldn’t care less about anything apart from her Sisters and a continuation of her religious order. When that sadistic man Victor had first begun entering the cells and dispatching the men that had served The Sisters for so long she had been annoyed and angry that such valuable resources were being wasted, but when he began beating on The Sisters, then unceremoniously slitting their throats, well, she was livid.

It went on for hours, him entering the cells, the screams rising as beating after beating was administered, until Victor realized that he was getting tired from all the dragging of corpses and made the remaining Sisters and their men walk out into the space designated for quadrant 5 so he could save himself the trouble of carrying them. Then the horrors mounted as he made The Sisters watch while he walked down the line they were standing in and picked one at random, beating her terribly in front of the others before cutting her throat and throwing the small body onto the growing pile.

The Sisters didn’t scream anymore, didn’t show fear or try to run: they knew there was nowhere to go. If this was to be the way they entered The Void then they would do so with dignity; Mother Superior was immensely proud of the way they greeted The End.

Then it was her turn. She was pulled forward roughly, waving goodbye to the remaining Sisters before she blacked out as a huge hand slammed into the side of her head. She was conscious again in a second and this time she was ready — she let herself slip between the cracks of reality, went deep into The Noise and settled there to wait. She watched with interest as the small body she had inhabited for centuries was pummeled mercilessly, then as it crumpled to the ground Victor bent and with his dark-stained knife he swiped it across her throat, the cut going deep, blood pouring out.

Her body was thrown onto the pile and soon more bodies were added. Mother Superior could feel the weight of her Sisters but much heavier was the weight of her responsibility as the life force ebbed out of her.

She was almost gone, but not quite. Mother Superior focused deeply and as she did so her Ink shone as bright as the clearest of skies. Energy flowed through her decorated skin, a clear energy that was The Noise in concentrated form, the power given by all the Sisters combined, immensely potent in one such as her — truly Awoken. She sent it to where it was needed, focusing the energy on the slash across her throat where her decorative tattoos were sliced in two. Energy that was almost as clear as water and had substance jumped from one split end of The Ink to the other, connecting the pieces, reaching deeper and deeper, fixing the damage to the skin, penetrating flesh, sealing the wound, repairing it so the energy could flow freely once more.

Mother Superior departed The Noise as the work neared completion, and she watching internally as her body slowly produced more blood to compensate for what was lost.

She felt the burden of her Sisters once more, and there was a promise made: those responsible would die. She would remain on the earth until justice was done; her Sisters would not go without their recompense for the crimes committed.

It took a long time for the repairs to be complete, then Mother Superior put her body into stasis, awareness all but lost, biding her time, waiting for an opportunity, a sign that she would be able to escape and have her revenge.

Months passed, empty days and nights where she hibernated, knowing nothing, just waiting. Her time would come.

She slowly began to surface from her dreams, then days later, sensing the difference in the air, the knowledge that those she sought had either died or left, she opened her eyes for the first time since her ordeal began and stared at the horrors so close to her face. Her beautiful Sisters, so pure and dedicated, nothing more than stinking rags and covered in flies.

She would avenge them, nothing would stand in her way.

First she just had to find a way to get out from under the pile of their corpses.

~~~

Letje unlocked the thick door made up of steel bars and walked out into the large courtyard for quadrant 5 and promptly nearly turned right back around when she saw the piles of bodies. Mound after mound of them, large and small, smoldering or bloody, every act that resulted in the death of a person carried out, clearly some of the deaths committed over extended periods of time, and with delight.

Something caught her eye though, a hint of red and green in the far corner, close to the fence, before the death scene was repeated in the next enclosure, and on and on it went, seemingly into infinity.

Letje walked through a cloud of flies, shutting down olfactory senses to suppress the gag reflex, and picked her way between fresh or rotting corpses, heading towards the body she recognized. It was her, Artek’s mother, no paler in death than she had been in life, although she was somewhat greener. It was strange, as Letje could tell just looking at her that the body had been cold for a long time, many months, yet there was no rot, no maggots eating her eyes, no sign that this wasn’t a body freshly killed. But it wasn’t the case, Melissa had entered The Void many months ago, her life force and energy accumulated from The Noise over centuries slowly seeping out over almost the whole term of Arcene’s pregnancy — the power so strong it would take many more months to dissipate.

It was a strange sight, and Letje couldn’t help wondering if maybe a part of Melissa was still in there somewhere, aware of the energy slowly fading, no final rest for the likes of her, a ghost that was trapped in the body, just waiting for it all to be forgotten — like a victim of The Lethargy that just slowly faded away, a little death happening every day until finally there came peace.

"Over here. I’m trapped," came a voice from behind, barely more than a whisper. More a hiss than a normal human voice.

Letje felt like a fool. As soon as she heard it The Noise lit up the small but very powerful presence like a bonfire — now was not the time to be lax and let surprises that were easy to look for creep up on her. Letje knew she had to stay constantly vigilant, and was annoyed with herself for such a basic lack of care — her life, Arcene’s, her baby’s and countless other lives depending on her now. She had not done well so far so she should know better.

The hiss of a voice came again, directing Letje even though she could clearly sense the presence of life. As she walked toward the survivor Letje shut down the effects of the devastating carnage that surrounded her. The number of bodies was breathtaking, there must have been thousands. No doubt there would be more, many more, some still inside the building in the few places she had yet to search, others buried in the fields outside the fences — there was no mistaking the large rectangular patches of bare earth, meters to a side, that were the mass graves of those found unsuitable for life by Artek and his mother before she too was seen as surplus to requirements.

Nuns, it’s small nuns. The ones that guided us here.

Letje wept silently for the scale of the atrocities, not understanding what Artek hoped to achieve by such actions, but nonetheless it was done, and she had failed to do what she had set out to do: stop him from destroying what was left of the population. How could she have been so easily outmaneuvered? It was shameful. But it wasn’t too late, she would finish what she had begun.

Carefully, and with the utmost respect, Letje cradled the small bodies on the pile, bulbous heads lolling like the dolls she had never owned from centuries past, and one by one she lifted them from the pile before placing them on the ground. Mother Superior watched her silently and Letje didn’t say a thing; there was nothing to be said, just a job to be done. Letje got the feeling Mother Superior was a woman that talked little anyway, and when actions spoke louder than words there was no need to fill the silence. She was beyond such banalities, and Letje was glad of it.

Eventually the bodies were removed and Mother Superior was free. Her habit was in tatters, ripped from her beating, and the washed-out gray was hard to discern beneath so much dried blood. Letje held out a hand for the strange small woman, who took it without hesitation. It was a child’s hand, yet wrinkled and dry, but there was great power there, and Letje spotted Ink running from her fingertips up her arm, hidden by her habit. The large head was bare, gray hair visible, and dancing underneath, covering the entire dome of her head, tracing down the back of her neck, curving around ears before disappearing, were incredibly complex patterns, raised and proud, energy flowing through them, pulsing and rushing like a stream after a flood.

Letje didn’t think she had met a stranger person in her life, but then she realized the nonsense of such thoughts — had she not just rescued Marcus, a man that was triplicate? And Fasolt, what stranger man was there than that? Or maybe when she crouched by the side of a pool until her legs cramped and conversed through The Noise with a man that was no longer a man but was a sentient hivemind in the form of crayfish? Yes, when she looked at it like that then Mother Superior was rather normal in comparison, just odd looking.

"Thank you," said Mother Superior, voice hissing like a snake, air whistling between her strange teeth, the mouth as thin as the livid scar across her throat.

"You are welcome. I am Letje, and I assume you are Mother Superior?"

"I am. We have justice to deliver I believe," said Mother Superior, staring at her Sisters, her face creasing in distaste.

"We do indeed. It’s just a matter of finding him first. He’s gone, and he took my friend’s baby with him. His baby too, but he stole him from Arcene."

Mother Superior waved away such nonsense. She cared nothing for Letje, her friend, the baby or anything apart from revenge for the death of her own kind.

She’s a strange one, and no mistake.

"We will find Artek, that foul man. We will kill the man that did this to my Sisters," hissed Mother Superior.

"Well, we just need to know where to start," said Letje.

Mother Superior stood motionless, eyes rolling back in her head, before then quickly staring at her arms, spinning slowly in a circle, stopping when the Ink pulsed brighter. "We shall find them. Gamm, he was here with you?" Letje nodded. "And now he is with Artek. We shall follow them." Letje nodded again — it was clear Mother Superior was not going to be big on conversation.


GONE


"WHAT DO YOU mean gone? What do you mean they stole Arcene’s baby? What happened?"

"I mean we woke up and there were thousands of bodies all dead, and they had gone and he had taken Arcene’s baby with him. At least I hope he did," said Letje, looking worriedly at Arcene. "Sorry."

"He took my baby, and I’m going to get him back. And she’s going to help." Arcene pointed to Mother Superior, who had remained silent, still stunned by the small portion of The Commorancy she had seen upon arrival as they made their way to the kitchen.

"I guess I’ll have to go and deal with this mess myself then, won’t I?" said Marcus, eyes flashing dangerously: black then blue, then darker than Letje’s shame.

Letje was a child, a useless little girl that couldn’t do anything right. Couldn’t save her friend from the sorrow no woman should ever know, and here she was, standing before the most powerful man she had ever met, feeling unworthy, knowing that she had failed and that it might be too late now. After all, it had taken them months to get back to The Commorancy. Arcene was like a person lost to The Lethargy, and the trip was slow and arduous, having to rest for days on end between short bursts of activity.

What a mess.

Now Marcus was going to take over and Letje would never be in charge of The Commorancy again — he wouldn’t trust her if she couldn’t even take care of the matter she had been sent to deal with.

"Ugh." Letje woke from the dream, shivering and pulling her blanket tighter around her shoulders. She’d been having similar dreams for days now, each time waking and feeling inadequate. Her confidence was knocked, the dreams telling her that she was out of her depth, no match for those that were much older and wiser than herself.

She had to keep reminding herself that this was at the crux of the matter though: Artek was a lot older than her, had been able to hone his skills probably to perfection long before she had even been born. He would have been setting plans into motion even before he Awoke at The Commorancy, which was many normal lifetimes ago. No wonder he had got the better of her; she was silly to have expected to have come out victorious when dealing with such a man.

Letje poked the fire, adding a few thin sticks, then a larger branch on top. The heat rose along with her confidence.

She may still be young and inexperienced but she was powerful. She would become victorious and she would resume her rule of The Commorancy, the job entrusted to her by Marcus, guarantees given that she was to continue to be the caretaker once she returned — with answers.

There was no way she would go home before the matter was settled — this was her task, her responsibility. Her mess. Letje looked over at the sleeping figures of Arcene and Leel, bonded as never before over the recent days, Arcene clinging to her for comfort more often than she sought out Letje’s embrace, or Letje went to her when she was obviously finding it hard to continue.

Mother Superior was sat opposite Letje, staring at the fire, a wicked grin on her impish face, large head flickering with the shadows from the fire. She had cleaned her habit best she could, repaired it with patches taken from the clothing of her Sisters, and as far as Letje knew, the woman never slept.

Here was another Awoken that made Letje’s life so far seem insignificant. The woman was older than Marcus or even Fasolt, the oldest person she had ever met, and there were depths to her that Letje could only guess at. Conversation with the strange nun was stilted bordering on impossible, and as she showed little interest in talking anyway Letje had spoken just a handful of words to her since she had freed her from the pile of corpses. There had been no gushing thank-yous, no talks about what had happened and the plans for the future, all there was between them was the pulsing of her Ink and the direction she took — Letje, Arcene and Leel followed, there was nothing else to do.

The only consolation to the whole sorry mess, and the terrible destruction of the already limited population, was the glaring fact that not only had Artek managed to easily take Mother Superior and her entire Sisterhood, keeping them under his spell for so long, but he had managed to fool Marcus easily too, something that Letje would have believed impossible. So it wasn’t just her that had failed and been enthralled by his skills, it was the oldest and most powerful people on the planet as well — or so she thought.

Doubts would continually creep in. Maybe there was no way to stop him, not if he could make you forget yourself, forget him, make you lose yourself in realities that bore no similarity to what was really going on all around you.

Just how do you go about stopping a man like this?

It was clear that what Letje had believed she could do, that she could resist his influence, was a mistake, so she needed to come up with something that would ensure his demise in a way that allowed her to carry out such an act without him simply making her forget all about her plans, leaving herself wide open to attack, and death.

Arcene snored loudly, grunting as Leel turned to move her floppy ear away from the disturbance. Poor Arcene, yet how brave she was. She had been so sore Letje was amazed that she managed to walk as much as she did — being able to move at all after such a difficult birth was incredible, but walking such distances was not something Letje would have thought possible.

Yet Arcene did it, day after day. Resolute, serious; determined.

It wasn’t only the drive to get her son back, although that was what made her do what she did, it was the power that sprang open like a cracked dam after she Awoke. In her despair, Arcene had gone deep and then deeper into The Noise, seeking out the information she needed, understanding in an instant how it was that you could alter your body and control anything to do with how it functioned.

It had take Letje a long time to understand such processes and there was more to learn, but Arcene’s interest was limited in scope — she shut down the aging process, halted it forever, and understood how to repair the damage done to her from the birth. She finally managed to remove the terrible pain she felt every time she moved. She healed herself in less than a day, numbed the pain until she could feel normal again, and was obviously content that she would never again have to go through the terrible experience of laying with a man and having a child whether she wished to or not.

It was the most heart-rending thing Letje had ever experienced. Her friend had done something terrible to herself, all because she had been forced to become a woman before her time.

Letje settled down, hoping for a dreamless sleep, although the sky was already beginning to lighten and before long they would all be rising anyway, continuing their journey to take back their sanity from a man that had done much more than twist their minds: he’d twisted their hearts too. Letje knew that there were three woman more than happy to return the favor — happy to each twist a knife deep into his heart until he was dead and soon nobody would remember that such a man had ever lived. She just prayed it wasn’t too late, that the damage he had done to the population wasn’t irreversible.

What a stupid man. What use is a king without subjects to rule over?


A MORNING CUPPA


LETJE WOKE GROGGILY, back stiff from yet another night sleeping on hard ground — perversely, the extended stay at Bridewell had made her body used to comfort, even if most of it was a blur. The fire was crackling away nicely though and she felt warm. Arcene and Leel were cuddled up tight, snoring fitfully, their favorite occupation.

Mother Superior passed her a steaming cup of tea and smiled, at least Letje thought it was a smile, it was hard to tell with those thin lips and devilish teeth.

"Surprise, that’s what you need."

Letje didn’t understand. "Surprise?"

Mother Superior nodded, while slowly, as she sipped on her tea, bits began to drift away from her head, tiny pieces just breaking loose and floating into the air as if she was nothing but ash, splintering apart as she cooled after being taken out of the fire.

Letje watched as more and more of Mother Superior dissipated, until all that remained of her head was her chin and mouth, those devilish teeth gleaming brightly as her lips drew back to blow on her tea before taking a loud slurp. Letje did the same, cupping her drink in both hands and sipping carefully at the piping hot beverage. She stayed calm, relaxed and thoughtful as she drank, watching Mother Superior slowly float off into the clear sky, dancing with the mist that was rising all around them as the heat of the day burned off the dew of the early morning.

When it was over, when there was nothing left but a half finished mug of tea placed carefully on the grass by the side of the fire, Letje turned her head slowly to check on what she knew she would see — Mother Superior, sat opposite her, staring into the flames, lost in thoughts of revenge, eyes bright and menacing. Letje got up, picked up the tea, and gave it to Mother Superior — she took it with a nod then drank without saying a word.

Easing out the stiffness from her limbs, Letje did a few stretches then returned to her makeshift bed and continued drinking even though it was now almost cold.

She had no idea who had made the tea, wasn’t entirely convinced it was actually even real, but had decided that the best thing to do in these situations was go with it, not freak out, and soon enough the dream would pass and she would be back to her reality. At least, she tried to convince herself she came back to reality, there was no way of knowing really, all you could do was live in the world that your mind told you was the truth.

Since getting away from Bridewell, and the fog of Artek’s manipulation finally lifted, Letje had been finding herself more and more confused by events happening all around her. It had got so that she found herself in strange places without knowing how she got there, or one minute she was having a conversation with Arcene only to discover she was actually talking to a rather confused and bored looked Leel. Or she was simply seeing things that were impossible, bits of her own body floating away — sometimes tiny pieces, sometimes large. One time she saw a whole foot just take to the air, sprouting tiny wings before disappearing into the clouds.

It was the after-effects of going into The Room For Dreams, she understood that after just a few days. With Artek’s influence gone, and with her mind functioning normally once more, the effects of her adventures in the Room were once more taking hold and playing out in her mind with disturbing regularity. At first she had freaked out, feeling like she was going mad, or would do soon, until she realized that the only way to get through the terrible confusion was to accept it as if it were real then just carry on regardless. The result was that the dreams were becoming less and less disturbing. She was able to stay calm while they happened, and as she let them do what they would Letje came to realize that they were all leading up to something — trying to tell her something important. Finally it came.

As Letje sipped on her now cold drink, she felt a wave of clarity wash over her, the dream finally dissipating for good, leaving her back in her true reality as if she’d only been half there until now. The swirl of dream-lives still danced in the back of her mind, but it was unraveling, fading and leaving her, as if once accepted their job was done, the message given, so Letje could come back to herself, carry out the mission she had taken on, and succeed.

It all came down to one thing: surprise. The vision of Mother Superior actually speaking to her had been the catalyst for the end of the confusing dream-states she had been zoning in and out of for days now. The message was delivered. It was so simple, yet not something Letje had even considered. In her mind she had believed the confrontation with Artek would have to be head-on. A battle of wits and powers that would be terrible in its intensity and might well lead to her death, but the reality was that the best chance of actually dealing with such a man was to have the element of surprise, defeat him without him even knowing his end was due.

It felt like the coward’s way, sneaking about and killing a man without him being able to fight back, but as she thought about it then such a demise made perfect sense. After all, wasn’t that exactly how Artek treated people? Didn’t he control their thoughts, stop them from remembering him, even kill them without them ever even knowing they were no longer of use to him?

It fit perfectly.

Now all Letje had to do was come up with some kind of a plan where they could get close enough to somehow eliminate him without putting themselves at risk, or endangering Arcene’s baby and whoever else Artek happened to have with him now — if anyone.

Letje missed Gamm.

~~~

Day after day they walked, guided by the intensity of light emanating from Mother Superior’s skin. Time became meaningless; they just walked. Mother Superior may have been small but she set a fierce pace, and by the end of the day all of them, apart from Leel, were exhausted, falling into a deep sleep before repeating the same thing the next day.

Letje felt herself becoming something else, something more than she had thought she was. It was as if the time she’d spent under Artek’s spell was preparing her for the world that was to be her future. Now out from under his influence, and with the remains of the dream-state gone, Letje felt Awoken like she never had before. There were things taking shape within her that were both beautiful and terrible. It was terrifying and exciting.

She couldn’t help think back to years ago when she had sat around a table with Marcus and Arcene and he had told of what it was to be him. At the time Letje had found it horrifying: the things he knew, could do and see, made him seem impossibly alien, living in a world not meant to be experienced by a mere human. But now Letje understood that such a future awaited her too, and with a clarity of mind that was finally unleashed she didn’t know whether to accept such a responsibility and knowledge, or do whatever she could in her power to ensure such a life was never hers.

There was no choice, she had chosen her path long ago — chosen to Awaken and become something more, and now the truth of the choice was taking her over, exposing the world for her in ways she hadn’t really believed possible.

Letje saw everything as it really was, as if her life had been a lie, the world hiding from her, never telling her the truth of what it was to really be a human being. She understood so much now, seeing everything through new eyes that were unaccustomed to the truth. As she sat staring at the fire in the evening, her companions each lost in their own thoughts, Letje could make sense of the flames. She understood the truth of such a complex number of chain reactions that allowed energy to be transformed but never die, all tied up into ever more esoteric systems that governed not only combustion and energy transfer, but how it equated to the rest of the planet, then out into the Universe, everything already there, nothing really changing in the end, just swapping states, becoming something else for a short period of time before returning to the nothingness that was all enduring. All that there had been, all that there would ever be.

She simply knew how reality functioned. She saw the fire and the knowledge went deep yet was instinctual. She understood how it worked, the mixture of gases that were needed for such a miracle to occur, the changing of the wood into flame as molecules danced ever faster, a cosmic vibration that played out in infinite ways throughout the Universe. She saw the ground beneath her feet for what it truly was: a complex ecosystem that could never be sustainable without millions of elements all coming together at the right time to allow it to thrive. From soil acidity to the need for worms and microbes, bacteria and countless other things she had no name for yet could ‘see’, knowing that each played a part, that each was as important as the next.

Trees danced in terrible complexity, leaves whipping as fast as a strobe light or moving as slowly as the cosmos. Time could be flashed through or taken as a snapshot, all of it there for her to know and understand on an intuitive level, not a knowledge gained by reading and learning, but real knowledge, ‘knowing’ things, understanding them. Seeing the consequence of a caterpillar chewing away on the fresh buds on the trees, the wind not catching those leaves that would have been, thus blowing differently across a tiny part of the countryside, taking a direction it never would have taken if the caterpillar hadn’t taken its meal.

How each act had consequences rippling through time, making infinite futures play out in infinite universes through the smallest of acts — Fasolt’s story of the ant played out forever in each and every single event that occurred at each and every point in time across universes that multiplied by the day, the hour, the second, the millisecond and down to where time had no meaning — it expanded, split in ways that allowed everything to happen somewhere, somehow.

It was easy to get lost in such knowledge, for what did one Letje matter when there were others living lives almost exactly the same as hers, completely different, and every degree in between? Yet it did matter, that was the whole point of such knowledge. Everything had a point, every thought, act, decision and movement had consequences and it was wise to consider how you acted, what you did with a life that was both absolutely meaningless and as important as anything else in the entire Universe she found herself, this self, making her way through precariously.

Such a responsibility was terrible; knowing so much an impossible burden. Such things she saw as she stared at the ground, understanding that with each step she took she changed the future of an entire universe forever in ways too subtle too imagine and in ways that could determine the path of her entire species. Letje became lost in it all, seeing madness beckon her with its infinite crooked finger. As she took a step, watching her foot land, she saw the future diverge across timelines, the placement of her step determining what would play out, what would have been different if she had landed just a fraction to the left or the right. She saw the fractured timelines, watched them spread and split in countless directions, following the paths down twisting, torturous routes that resulted in futures almost exactly the same, or futures that were so different to the one Letje lived in that it seemed impossible that a footfall could have such far reaching consequences.

In the end the only answer was acceptance. To let it all just play out in her mind, to watch herself watching such things as if she were an observer. Just standing in the shadows, a witness to what happened in her mind, not becoming an active participant, not taking on the responsibility of creating countless futures with every action.

There was no blame — there couldn’t be, the only alternative was to never have existed at all. As Letje accepted the new insights and knowledge so it receded, not leaving, just moving to the back of her mind to become a permanent part of who she was now: a new her, reborn with the knowledge that everything meant the world even though it was all completely meaningless. And to try to change the future was a fool’s errand — everything happened somewhere, so it meant little whether or not it happened in her insignificant timeline that this her just so happened to be making its way through. As each second brought about a different timeline, all of them diverging, some staying close others going off at impossible tangents, then the knowledge that truly there was no actual timeline for her meant that the responsibility was lifted. She walked through the future one step at a time, making her way as best she could, knowing that all possible futures were happening somewhere. In some the end for her was good, and in others it was very bad indeed — worse than she could have ever imagined.

So she didn’t need to imagine, her Awoken state showed her it all, everything that could happen, everything that was happening, somewhere.

Letje did all that she needed to do — she watched her steps and watched futures spread out around her, lines diverging in all directions: in front, behind, up and down, into the sky, down into the earth. She followed the one that led her to a future that she wanted to play out for her, in this life, for the her that was thinking such thoughts, even though there were countless other hers thinking almost identical thoughts. It didn’t matter, she knew who she was, this her here, thinking what she was thinking, the other hers would have to make their own way, follow their own footsteps, taking routes that led to a blissful future or one so tortuous she wondered how any of the countless hers could ever let such a future come to pass. But then, everything was possible so everything had to happen somewhere.

Just not here, not to me and my friends.

Letje wasn’t expecting to have the opportunity to test out her new abilities quite as soon as she had to.


ARCENE RETURNS


ARCENE HAD BEEN morphed from a girl full of life and vitality, naughty and curious, into a subdued and beaten woman. The spark was gone, the manic energy that drove her and made her do things she knew she shouldn't was replaced with a lassitude of the soul that threatened to shroud her in its cold embrace for eternity.

She was transformed since her ordeal into a broken woman — almost.

Letje could see the spark still inside of her, see it fighting for room to expand and engulf the young girl once more. There was nothing Letje could do — this was a battle of the spirit that Arcene had to overcome on her own. She had to fight her demons and come out victorious, so all that Letje could do was offer her support and be there for her friend. The final outcome was to be Arcene's and hers alone.

It was terrible to watch. To have to endure the misery that emanated from Arcene almost dragged Letje down too. It was palpable, the only one seemingly inured was Mother Superior, who simply didn't care — she had her own world that she was firmly entrenched in and it consisted of her religious order and what had been done to it by Artek, nothing else mattered to her but revenge, then a resurrection of her previous life.

Arcene was broken, terribly lost, and Letje was unsure if she would ever be anything like the girl she had known before or if that child was now lost forever. Her innocence was certainly gone, never to be replaced. How could it be after the abrupt end of her childhood caused by a man that took her against her will and then compounded the injustice by taking the perfect child that was the result of such a terrible coupling?

She spoke little, was evasive and avoided eye contact most of the time, but what Letje found the most heart-wrenching of all was that Arcene wouldn't confide in her. Letje felt like a mother to Arcene so it broke her heart to know she was going through so much pain yet wouldn't, or couldn't, bring herself to talk it through with Letje. Arcene just couldn't face it, so Letje didn't push it.

Arcene's Awoken state was one that was centered around her internal abilities, ones she had used in such a dramatic fashion, and as far as Letje could tell that was to be where they stayed focused. It took so much energy to develop powers through The Noise and the severe halting of her body-clock, more dramatic that Letje had seen in anyone else, even herself or Marcus, meant that Arcene was unlikely to have a similar experience to her and in some way Letje knew it was for the best.

She couldn't imagine the outcome if Arcene ever came back to herself and became the mischievous girl she once was, then began entering the minds of other creatures — it would be chaos on a grand scale. She couldn't help smiling, imagining the mischief she would get up to if she was let loose on the animal population and decided to be a bear for a day or enter the mind of Leel — the two of them combined would send a shudder through the body of the strongest of warriors.

So day after day, as they followed the diminutive nun, Letje had to watch Arcene first sink deeper into despair but then, gradually, and to her immense relief, come out the other side — stronger, more powerful, more determined and laser-focused on her goal: getting her baby back.

It came to a head as they approached a steep gorge, a slice through the landscape that cut across the rough terrain, all loose scree and terrible paths, just goat trails that were so narrow they had to walk single file, making their way down the steep side, one hand touching the rock on their left for stability as they scrambled over boulders, constantly checking their footing on the sliding ground, praying no loud noise would disturb the loose shale above them.

Arcene was in front of Letje, Mother Superior leading the way, Leel at the rear, where Arcene had ordered her, there to keep guard and also keep her more subdued away from her mistress. Suddenly Letje realized that Arcene was back, maybe not back to how she was before, but there was something different — her body sparkled in The Noise like it used to, bright and mischievous, full to bursting, a strong life force that hinted at vitality and yes, naughtiness. Letje could see it if she looked in that certain way that was open to those that were Awoken; Arcene shone brighter than she ever had before.

It was because she was Awoken, but it was also as she had halted her body to forever be fifteen. It meant not only that she would look the same, but her hormonal level, and everything else, would remain stable and right for the girl of that age. Sure, her mind could mature and grow, but it wouldn't be the same as if her body aged too: the complex way a body worked was tied up with the brain developing, and with one halted then the way Arcene's mental faculties grew would also be different to if she aged normally.

It all combined to convince Letje that Arcene was fast recovering from her lassitude, almost as if she'd had The Lethargy. She could see it falling way, dead light in The Noise replaced with a shimmering that touched all around it and lit up The Noise.

Arcene was back.

Letje was focused on the tassel swishing on the hilt of Arcene's sword — something she had kept with her at all times since finding it at Bridewell before they left. Now it seemed to have a certain swagger to it, a pronounced swish that Letje realized was matched in Arcene's gait. It was the confidence of youth returned, Arcene awake to her surroundings and once more feeling invincible, ready to get 'deathy', which was just as well.

Arcene turned and smiled at Letje, a smile she hadn't seen for so long. It was as if her face became alive once more, and it brought memories flooding back to Letje, memories of Arcene stuck in strange contraptions, pulling levers and the ever familiar image of her eating, always hungry, as if her insides were hollow. Her eyes were still haunted though, skin sickly and hair lifeless in her now familiar pigtails. But she was back, Letje knew it, and so did Arcene. Leel picked up on it too, letting out a loud bark she tried to push past Letje, nearly knocking her off the narrow ledge to her death.

"Leel, no. You stay. Good girl."

Leel obeyed in an instant, sitting down right behind Letje, her breath tickling the back of Letje’s neck as Leel panted heavily.

"Stupid dog," muttered Arcene, smiling at Letje.

"Hey," said Letje.

"Hey," said Arcene, both of them knowing that the worst was behind her, nothing more needing to be said. Arcene fumbled in a pocket then pulled out an acorn, smiling again at Letje, confirming their bond.

Letje nodded once more, trying not to let the tears flow.

"Boar," came the single word from Mother Superior, nothing more than a statement of fact.

Arcene turned, skirt swishing, tassel dancing wildly as the sword was pulled from the scabbard with a motion as fluid as water. Leel started growling and Letje had flashbacks to that awful day when Sy lost his life to one inhabited by the mind of an Eventual.

Mother Superior stepped back against the rock face, her tiny body almost disappearing into the stone as her habit blended so well with the gray shale. She seemed calm and totally relaxed, merely an observer in what was to play out, not threatened, confident that the animal would do them no harm.

It's going to kill us, we can't fight it on this ledge. Arcene's going to be first, she's already nearly on it and it isn't going to be happy.

Letje took one step forward and watched as an ever-expanding number of futures played out in an instant. All but one of them resulted in the death of all but Mother Superior — it seemed that this was not her day to die whatever future occurred. In each possible timeline she survived, some with her battered and bruised, but most with her unscathed, continuing her quest alone. The rest of the possible futures all saw Arcene, Letje and Leel dead, just in various orders and in various terrible ways. Letje took another step, as if in a dream, head spinning wildly with information overload that was out of time and space, an impossible volume of knowledge to filter all at once.

She saw it though, saw in a flash all the outcomes, recording each move they made, watching as each step, each shout or movement brought one specific future closer to being their reality in this universe.

There was a way to make it. Weaving through the myriad possible courses of action Letje watched one reality play out with minimal impact on other world events and with all of them surviving.

Letje halted the flow of time and took one step back, not physically taking it, but rewinding the clock for a heartbeat, stepping into her past to right the wrong that otherwise was committed with that forward motion. That split second had set them on a path that was impossible to escape, but if she took it back and let something different play out then they would be safe. She danced between the cracks in reality, took hold of her future and chose what it was to be.

The course was set now, there was no way to change what was about to happen — Letje had chosen the future for all of them.

She watched as Arcene moved forward, sword held high, ready to arc down and dispatch the beast, but it would be no good, she would find the sword stuck in a crevice in the rock wall, the boar gouging her from underneath as she crouched to try to pull the sword out. Letje knew what she had to do.

Letje put a foot out, spreading Arcene's legs a fraction. Her right foot slipped on the shale and Arcene slid over the side of the ledge. She dropped the sword and screamed as she began her descent. Letje made a dive for the floor just as the boar was upon them. It was huge, an ancient male with tusks as hard as iron, bristling with short fur standing on end like it had an electric shock. It was nothing but densely packed muscle, battle scars criss-crossing its hide like a history lesson in aggression. It snorted loudly, weighing up the people out of myopic eyes, pawing at the ground before it began to run right at them, gaining speed fast as it lowered its head, ready to gouge anything that stood in its path.

Letje watched it all in slow motion, reality taking on a clarity that allowed her to experience the odor of the boar, taste the fear in the air, and act calmly yet with lightning-fast reflexes. As Arcene's arms disappeared over the ledge, following her body, she reached out and grabbed hold of Arcene's wrist, lying prone on the ground, shale digging into her ribs. A split second later the boar ran right over her, hooves dancing in the air, jumping to avoid her body.

Leel seemed to understand the situation, looking around furtively for a way to avoid a collision, before copying Letje and simply laying down, legs sprawled out into the air, way too long to stay on the narrow path. The boar jumped the huge dog just as it had Letje, and in a second it was gone, only the clattering of its feet on the loose surface could be heard, echoing through the valley, before silence returned.

Easily coping with the weight of Arcene, Letje scrambled to her knees, stones as sharp as knives slicing through her clothes. She put a hand out and anchored it in a crevice in the rock and used the purchase to pull Arcene up slowly.

As she heaved on the arm Letje knew that Arcene was definitely back to being her old self as her head appeared over the ledge — a huge grin was spread wide across her face.

"That was a bit naughty Letje, you made me fall over."

"Haha, sorry about that. It was the only way we were going to get out of it alive, trust me on that."

"I trust you Letje, I trust you with my life," said Arcene, scrabbling at the ground then heaving her body back onto the path, arm reaching out for her sword, checking that Leel and even Mother superior were okay. "Leel, you can get up now. Good doggie."

Leel righted herself, looking rather embarrassed for not fighting, then walked over to Arcene and gave her a huge lick across the face while she was still lying on the ground defenseless. "Gee, thanks Leel."

Woof.

"I think we better run," said Letje.

"What? Why? It's gone hasn't it?"

"It has, but Leel's bark has just set off an avalanche," said Letje, looking up at the towering rock face that was crashing down toward them in a mess of loose shale and huge boulders.

"Mother Sup—" She was already gone, little legs kicking up splinters of rock as she ran for all she was worth away from the landslide that was going to be upon them in an instant.

She's not exactly a people person.

Letje heaved Arcene to her feet and they ran, Leel barking excitedly at whatever game it was they were now playing.

"Can you shut that dog up?" shouted Letje above the noise of the approaching rock.

"Why? She's having fun. C'mon, run faster. Faster!"

They ran as fast as they could, left arms trailing the rock for balance, as the cliff began to fall onto the path right behind them and tiny shards of death fell about them in all directions.


NOT JUST ANY BIRD


SON OF BIRD knew he was different to his brothers and sisters, he knew this as he was the only one that even had a concept of such a familial bond.

They were pure, free, unknowing and uncaring of the world around them. Son of Bird was different.

He knew he could have a name of his own if he wished, a name that only he and his father would ever know, but he liked the continuity, the taking of the name of what he understood to be the most powerful creature that had ever taken to the skies. Now it was his turn to marvel at a reality so few could ever witness. He became something more than just intelligent — as he grew to maturity he understood the gifts being given to him, and one day as he soared high, feeling the thermals, knowing the precise moment to tilt a wing to catch a hint of the change in the air and ride higher and higher, he truly Awoke to the knowledge only one other of his species had ever had the opportunity to witness.

It was then that he knew he should have a name of his own, that individuals should never be a clone of their parents, but should seek to forge their own path, to cherish family but also to think for himself, experience the world through his own eyes.

Bird, Son of Bird, became Demoulin.

Demoulin chose a name, chose a name from the memories of the people below, the people that allowed him to search their minds, take up residence for a short period of time just as they themselves had entered the minds of animals. Demoulin knew that his father had decided to remain simply Bird, a name signifying the first of what amounted to a new species. Now it was time for the lineage to progress, for their importance to be recognized as the skies would soon be full of Awoken ones from the line begun by his father and his mother. But Demoulin was the first of the new order that would expand above the rooftops of The Commorancy, the collection of what he understood to be a form of nest for the humans, the strange creatures that would forever be bound together with his kind — a symbiosis that would benefit both as long as there was the appropriate respect.

With vast knowledge came the burden of responsibility: for his family and for the world he now lived in. He was given insight from the man known as Marcus, his experiences shared, and also those of his father, telling him of the strange games played by man, their kindness and their cruelty, their sadness and happiness.

Demoulin accepted it all, his awareness expanding with the knowledge, and he went to seek out the one known as Letje, the female at the heart of the countless possible futures he saw spreading out in all directions via his insight into The Noise. Paths countless in number, but so very fragile, many of them leading to nothing but emptiness.

Yet there were certain timelines that promised greatness for not only the line begun by Bird but for the future of the species he couldn't help but feel sorry for. Demoulin went to help; he had chosen the path he wished to see come to fruition, bonding forever the two disparate creatures known as bird and human.

~~~

Letje felt the presence approach, her mind shooting up into the sky like an arrow: straight and true, her consciousness gladly accepted as the creature’s first sentient passenger, then the greeting was over, vast knowledge shared outside of time and place.

Standing on the top of the cliff, on the other side of the gorge they had barely escaped from with their lives, it already felt like days ago that it had happened. The truth was it was merely a matter of hours, but with Arcene fully back in the present, the new reality Letje was aware of, and the knowledge she now had, it felt like lifetimes had passed, not just a few hours carefully traversing the valley floor, deep in shadow and cold, before emerging without incident up the other side into the open skies and the cool wind that blew away the past, sweeping them towards the future.

The air parted as Letje welcomed her new friend onto her dead shoulder. She smiled sweetly as Demoulin gently teased her earlobe. It made her realize just how much she had missed Bird — he'd left shortly after his arrival, vanishing without trace.

"Hello my friend. Demoulin, such a lovely name."

He turned his head to face her, staring into eyes newly Awoken to the true potentials of the Universe, and let out a screeee so loud that Letje jumped despite herself.

"Haha, I couldn't agree more my young friend. Going to give your father some time to himself are you? Have some adventures of your own?"

Demoulin blinked rapidly, taking in the feel of his new friend, and found that he was happy with the woman. He took to the air, then swooped down and landed on the back of Leel, who uncharacteristically didn't jump around wildly or try to attack the bird, but seemed almost as if she was waiting for such a strange companion to complete the group.

Arcene looked on with wide eyes, knowing that such a passenger was right. Mother Superior gave the bird nothing but a perfunctory glance then paid it no more attention.

They began walking once more, the huge eagle hitching a ride on the back of the equally oversized Leel. A strange sight, if there had been anyone else to see, but there wasn't, and to those in the group it seemed like the most natural thing in the world.

Energy crackled and radiated around the small company as knowledge was exchanged, power combined, future paths explored. Even Mother Superior allowed her closed-off knowledge to be shared in part: a life so strange, her interests so esoteric that even to Demoulin it was a little too bizarre to be anything more than a curiosity.

Letje delved deep into the exchange, aware that there was much more to the ancient woman than met the eye.


AN EXTRA PAIR OF EYES


NOT WANTING TO pry, Letje noted that Demoulin and Mother Superior were now often communing via The Noise, but took it no further than that, giving them their privacy. The huge, still somewhat immature eagle, mostly rode on Leel, the dog seemingly fine as long as there were minimal piercings of her skin from the huge talons. When Demoulin had come in fast for landing and blood had bubbled to the surface, staining her coat, she had run around howling and crying for so long that Demoulin was careful from then on, landing as softly as a feather on lush grass.

This seemed to satisfy Leel, and they became almost constant companions for much of each day. But then he would take to the skies, exploring the way ahead, reporting back to Letje about what he saw, getting more information from Mother Superior. So the search continued, hope growing greater as the distance between them and their quarry lessened in equal measure.

When Leel wasn't rather stoically transporting live cargo — a job she seemed to take very seriously — her and Arcene bonded as if for the first time. They played, they ran and they rolled around on the ground like two small children. Which is how Letje thought of them again, inordinately happy to see her friend back to her almost usual fun-loving self.

Leel was gaining in confidence too — being back out in the open skies had seen her rather subdued, partly due to Arcene seemingly lost to herself, partly due to the overwhelming plethora of all the countryside had to offer. But as she got braver, and her curiosity had been satisfied once more, she was truly coming into her own. She warned of danger, both real and imagined, often emerging from a bush or a thicket with a rabbit, a squirrel, and most eagerly anticipated of all, a pheasant — meat they had all grown to love if for no other reason than the fact that it definitely didn't taste of chicken, which so much other meat did.

Yet however jolly a few hours might be, always looming over them was the theft of Arcene's child, the leaving of Artek, and the terrible piles of bodies he had left in his wake. Letje had no doubt that the man was a complete and utter maniac, somebody that was extremely dangerous and more powerful than she could have ever imagined.

She felt no fear, only a dogged determination to see events through to the end, following timelines as carefully as a child taking its first steps, watching each tiny event unfold, ensuring that it made the correct ripples through The Noise, that she was keeping them all on one of the few paths that saw a future for herself, her friends and companions, and for humanity as a whole. No easy task for somebody only recently aware of exactly what was possible for the human mind to understand.

Not only that, but to manipulate and play in the cracks between reality made a mockery of how she had been taught the world functioned. She had known of the powers hidden from her, but had never truly understood the knowledge Marcus had gained. Now she knew; it was a scary prospect.

Sad too. She had thought her innocence lost once before, when she Awoke, but that was as nothing to the true Awakening she had not long ago experienced, fully understanding the responsibility, the powers in constant turmoil all around her, ever changing but a constant, a flux that finally only ever led to one outcome: everything returned to The Void sooner or later.

Letje fought countless inner battles as they made their way toward Artek, trying to cope with the new insights into the world that were opening up to her almost constantly, battling to stay on top of knowledge and not let it swallow her up, succumbing to the realization of how blinkered she and the rest of humanity really were concerning the world they lived in.

It made her more determined than ever that Artek would never obliterate the remaining population. What the world offered them was simply too beautiful and terrible in its scope for humanity to not be allowed to experience it for themselves.

~~~

Days passed; each worse than the last. Try as she might Letje saw no signs of life, even when reaching deep into The Void, searching for people to help fill the emptiness that crept across the country like a dark, desolate stain. There was nothing.

They settled into a routine with their new friend. Mother Superior took to walking beside Leel, communing grim-faced, teeth shining in the light, taking no more than ten minutes before resuming her place at the front of the group once more, checking her Ink, fine-tuning their direction. Demoulin would then take flight, appear later in the day, report to both Letje and Mother Superior before then disappearing again until the following morning. He had much to explore, Letje knew, but he became a true friend, and took the place of his father on Letje's shoulder every day, if sometimes only for a quick nuzzle of her ear.

Arcene began to get extremely agitated, burning off nervous energy through rough play with Leel, who reveled in the craziness as much as her mistress. But there was a darker side to the play, Letje could see it. It was like watching young animals tumbling with their brethren to learn the skills for catching their own prey once they were older. The energy built and built; Arcene was clearly itching to come face to face with the man that had caused so much pain, to her more than anyone else.

Every day they walked, the miles now meaningless, their muscles accustomed to such daily punishment. They passed through woods, they skirted long collapsed towns and passed directly through countless small villages, now little more than collections of rubble, the buildings finally succumbing to the gradual erosion of the ever-encroaching plants that grew in crevices, pulling apart the bricks and the concrete little by little until it all came tumbling down, creating new homes for the animals that now lived contentedly where once their ancestors feared to venture.

They saw nobody. Not a single person was evident, not even with the explorations of Demoulin. The landscape was as devoid of human life as it was abundant with animals. Artek had worked long and hard scouring the land for people, eliminating many where he found them, taking others with him to build his new world how he saw fit, many of them dying of old age or infirmity before he had even made a decision concerning where his seat of power was to truly be.

Others were killed in much more terrible ways — the slightest hint of failure to accept Artek meaning their death was often slow and terrible.

At night they camped in the open, warmed by the fire, staring into the flames, each lost in their own visions of what they saw dancing in its searing heart.

Letje saw only one thing: the face of Artek. Orange hair, confident smile, features she hated more than anything and would see wiped from the surface of the planet if it was the last thing she ever did.

They were getting close, Letje knew it as well as the others did. All they had to do was keep walking and make sure that when they met Artek there was no way that he would be able to influence them, make them forget themselves, forget him, and wonder what they were doing standing before a strange man before he put an end to their lives without them even knowing why.

Letje knew what she had to do.


ME FIRST


"I WANT TO do it, I want to be the one that rips his smug head off. No, actually I'll do it with this, I'll chop it clean off." Arcene swung the sword around wildly, showing off moves she had perfected by practicing daily since she came back to herself.

Letje sighed, going over the same argument they had been having for days now. "Arcene, how are you going to do it? We've talked about this. If you are close enough to chop his head off then you're close enough for him to make you forget you even know him, or that you have a baby." Arcene's defiant stare lost its intensity and she hung her head, hair spilling across her face, hiding the tears. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I know it's hard, but we have to ensure nothing goes wrong. Come here."

Letje eased Leel to the side, the dog trying to comfort Arcene by rubbing her head against Arcene's side, and she gave her a tight yet cautious hug, keeping one eye on the sword.

"Okay Letje, I'll do as you say. But this can't go wrong, it simply can't. We have to get my boy back. I want to see him, give him a name, know what he should be called. But how can I do that when I don't even know what he looks like, not really?" Arcene began to sob again, Letje's heart breaking into pieces once more. Arcene wasn't equipped to deal with the loss of a child, she was still one herself, always would be.

"Hush, we'll get him back, don't you worry. And I will kill him. We'll end this; we will get Gamm too, get everyone that is left and make it alright again."

Mother Superior watched stoically, saying nothing, just staring at her Ink, watching the blue pulse rhythmically, the color getting brighter. She smiled, teeth glinting orange from the fire that was spitting fat as the rabbits cooked over the flames.

~~~

They were close now, Letje could feel it, knew it without being told by Demoulin, without looking at the pulsing Ink of Mother Superior. Life opened to her in new ways; everything was there for the knowing if she wanted it. She had only one thing on her mind: Artek.

The world vibrated for Letje, everything lit up, transparent, the sap visibly flowing through the trees, immense pressures in the trunk contained by the life-force within. She could see it all, the connections between every single thing on the planet, how she was at the epicenter of it all, her decisions and her future linked to the course of history for everyone and everything else. Reality shone in all its glory, layer after complex layer all now opened to her, telling tales of impossibly complex systems, how everything relied on everything else. Letje followed the path that weaved through the future, making certain with every heartbeat that she kept to the right path, trying not to get lost in the fact that she had in one respect already lived the future yet had to live it again to ensure it actually happened.

This was the madness that Marcus had warned about — making it hard to live in the present or to even care about what you did when you had already seen the future, experienced it, making reality lose its meaning. It was easy to get lost to insanity. She held fast, kept to the present, not letting the future overwhelm her, fighting against the after-effects of her deep dreaming that led to the discovery of Marcus, the true Marcus.

It was hard to accept the fact that they had found him, and however much Marcus insisted he was truly the original there was a nagging suspicion at the back of her mind that there was more to come, new surprises, new Marcus' to uncover in the seemingly endless complex that was The Commorancy.

Letje lay back on the grass, reveling in a rare period of peace and quiet, time to be alone. Arcene and Leel were dozing in the shade after devouring their meal as if it was the first they'd had in days, and Mother Superior was off on her own as was her usual way when not eating, which they all always did together.

Reaching out, she was gladly accepted to share the sights witnessed by Demoulin, who was now a few days walk ahead of them, watching cautiously as the caravan of people and horses wound their way toward their final destination. Letje felt Artek's presence below, the insanity radiating off him in fierce burnt orange sparks, and she sensed Gamm too, lost in a haze of forgetfulness, putting one foot in front of another, neither knowing or caring about his situation. There were others too, minds she could sense, some more aware than the rest, all of them under Artek's control to a greater or lesser degree. Some were conforming because they had little choice, others because they knew no different. She also sensed a familiar mind, that of a man trapped in the body of a horse: Ahebban.

Delving deeper, feeling his predicament through The Noise, Letje read the history of the mind, understanding that he was acting as a beast of burden because he had little choice. Here was an ally, someone that could help when the time was right, so Letje reached out to him tentatively, her mind connecting carefully to his, reaching down from Demoulin, making a link that she would have thought impossible before she truly came to understand the very fabric of the world and how she was now something so different to the rest of the population.

It was unnerving. She felt like a goddess; a magical being that could perform tricks that went beyond the logic of the Universe and allowed her to pass through the very nature of things and perform feats that would seem impossible to all but a handful of enlightened souls.

The new knowledge scared her. Letje understood that she was gaining access to something that nobody should have access to: The Void. The everything and the nothing that was at the heart of all realities, the place where it all began and it all ended yet never ended. The only thing that endured for eternity, in constant flux yet as static and ageless as reality itself.

She was a part of it, could sense vast minds on the periphery, ancient beings waiting their turn to be reborn in one of countless forms. There was sentience of all description: huge and small, the constant passing through of energy that held no regard for time, reconfigured in the past, the present and the future on countless worlds as creatures as varied as there were stars in the universes. The energy that formed everything was partially opened to her, allowing Letje to manipulate her world in ways that put her apart from any other person that had ever been, elevating her to a level that was terrifying — for with such power came an immense responsibility.

Letje snapped out of it, fearing for her sanity after seeing what was never supposed to be accessed by the minds of humans while still alive. Much of her wished she could go back to being the girl that she used to be, the one that lived at home and knew nothing of the immense powers at work in the Universe that could rip apart her mind like little more than a cosmic hiccup.

She missed her father, feeling guilty for not having thought of him much lately, caught up in events that didn't allow her to take time for personal reflection of such a painful type.

What must this be like for Marcus? How can he cope with such things?

But that wasn't the problem, was it? Had Marcus really coped or had he lost his mind long ago? Letje felt it was best not to dwell on it for too long, she had to hold on to her sanity, not let her new reality overwhelm her and leave her old self far behind. She must cling to her humanity, her young self, stay grounded and behave as she should.

Sorry Daddy, I still love you, and I always will. Letje smiled at the memory of him as a tortoise — what a truly bizarre world she found herself living in. Wondrous too.

Part of her wanted to give up fully to it all, let the immense energy of the Universe flow through her and become elevated to something that would hardly resemble a human being any longer. Just to know, just to finally know what it was that was possible. This was what The Lethargy was all about, she was sure of it now: to force sentient species to finally become what they were meant to be, take their place in the Universe truly understanding the immense powers that swirled around and through them constantly, experience the true nature of reality and marvel at the opportunity to be alive in the first place — something so rare it was next to impossible.

"I see you," said Mother Superior. "I see what you are, my Sister."

Letje shielded her eyes and stared at her, huge head looking even more distorted from Letje's position on the ground. She got to her knees and stared at the old woman, really, truly seeing her for the first time. "I see you too… Sister."

No more words were spoken, the two women had no need for them. They stared at each other, each seeing the truth behind the flesh. Letje saw Mother Superior for what she genuinely was: an incredibly powerful woman, full to the brim of strange energy, the force of The Noise flowing through her Ink, swirling around the complex patterns, dancing at the chance to be unleashed. There were many more once hidden depths to the strange woman — she may have lived in isolation but there was no denying that she was immensely powerful. She simply chose a different path through life, and Letje was certainly in no position to judge her, after all, look at where she had decided to call home.

Then it was over, the knowledge of each other shared, a connection made, acknowledgment of each other as equals. The first time Mother Superior had ever deigned to accept another as such.

"Hey, anything to eat?" asked Arcene sleepily, wandering back to the fire, rubbing away the sleep from the eyes.

Leel wagged excitedly beside her.

Letje shook her head in wonder; they really were made for each other.

Mother Superior just stared at the pair blankly — she really didn't seem to find much amusing.


ALMOST HOME


ARTEK FELT STRANGE. Somehow he found the knowledge that his mother was gone comforting. There was a freedom that he had never felt before and it brought the whole world to life. It was as if now the maternal bond was severed he was able to truly experience the world and his heart sang with the freedom he now had, the ability to do whatever it was he wanted without having to have that knot of dread in his stomach because his mother might disapprove.

It had been ridiculous and he knew it — a man of his age still tied to his mother, letting her run his life, direct everything from the way he acted to how and what he ate. Now he was as free as the horse beneath him once was, and his spirit lifted at what was to come, the life he would finally be able to lead.

Yet at the same time there was, if not fear, then something that came very close — for now his destiny lay firmly in his own hands. He was responsible and there would be nobody else to blame if it all went wrong. He turned and looked at the long line behind him, not as many subjects as he had hoped to start his reign with but it would suffice. It would only grow stronger year upon year.

He shook his head, red hair swaying, still amazed at just how few worthwhile people there were in the country. Over the years he had sought out them all, eliminating some on the spot as soon as he met them, seeing them for what they really were, knowing they would be useless in the future he had planned for himself and his lineage. How could so many of the remaining population be such a waste of space? Didn't they know they were supposed to grow as a person, be something?

But then, he supposed that was why he was who he was and they were what they were: King and subjects. It was actually rather sad to finally understand that most people had little to no aspirations and they just wanted to live their lives quietly — the most they aspired to was having plenty of food, somewhere nice and warm to live, and a family. He wanted a family too, his mother had certainly been right about the importance of continuing the family line, but he had plans, dreams and goals that he would allow nothing to stand in the way of.

He looked from face to face of those behind him, some on horseback, others in ancient wooden caravans known as vardo, drawn by stronger breeds of horse, plus many on foot. Staring at them, looking into their minds as if they were open books, he read their past, pulling it directly out of their heads, nodding each time his decision to keep them alive was confirmed by what he saw.

This was the best he could do, the best people left in the country. He'd kept either those that were intelligent but he could still easily control, or those that were relatively weak of mind so would be perfect as the working class, tending the fields, serving him and his new family. There were also women that he found beautiful and now would make up his harem, replacing Arcene, that disappointment that he still felt rather foolish for falling for.

And Awoken, many were Awoken. It was inevitable: he'd been taking people for so long that many with normal lifespans simply grew too old to be of use any longer.

All of it would be for him, and his son, and they would rule together as King and Prince, increasing the population through the subservient but beautiful women they would surround themselves with, dominating the country before spreading around the globe until the world was theirs and every person submitted to their rule — or paid the price.

All that was now left was to actually begin.

Turning in the saddle to face the front Artek shielded his eyes against the sun and thought he caught sight of his new home for the first time in many years. This was his, a home he had kept secret from his mother so she couldn't interfere, and a place he had spend a relatively large amount of time and energy getting right over the years as and when he was able. There had been sacrifices, not for him but for those that had helped to get The Castle just right, up to his standards and ready for occupancy when he found the time right. That time was now.

A few more days and they would arrive. Then he could finally set things in motion, ensuring that life ran smoothly and he could maybe even take a rest from the control he had to continually exert to keep people in their place. That would be nice, not having to constantly influence the minds of his people, to relax, enjoy it, let them get to their work, begin the tending of the countryside, plowing the fields, repairing the buildings that would be their homes and the homes of their families.

Initially he thought he would keep things rather contained, just a few miles surrounding the vast complex that was The Castle, housing his immediate retainers within the walls, gathering in more and more cattle. He had gone to great pains to have them herded into enclosed areas over large swathes of the countryside ready to be brought by his servants so they could expand milk, meat and dairy production to start transforming the country into the beginnings of an Empire. One that would be ruled with an iron fist but with leniency as long as everybody knew their place, understood that they were ruled but looked after, had plenty of food, bore children that were Whole, healthy and would one day Awaken.

He smiled at the thought of what he would create, of all that had been done so far to get to this point. The years of hardship, his constant traveling, sifting through the dregs of humanity trying to find those worthy and those that he could watch through The Noise and know for sure wouldn't be a drain on resources; people with skills, those that would remain Whole, and those that would bow to his will and be happy with their lot.

It hadn't been easy but here he was, son in his arms for a short spell before he gave him back to the wet nurse, the beginnings of the new order now set into motion.

All that was left was to deal with those that were following him. His final game, one he could have dealt with back at Bridewell, but he had decided to let them live, just to see quite how persistent they would be. They might be of use after all if they proved themselves worthy, the only thing he was a little surprised at was that the nun had survived, and he was infinitely pleased about that. She had a lot of knowledge, and once he had her then he intended to strip her mind bare, take all she knew, then maybe he would allow her to live, to head a new religion, one that dispensed with all the mumbo jumbo and had a proper figurehead, a real living God to worship: King Artek.

Yes, that was it. Why not? After all, wasn't he the one that was to save the country? Not Marcus with his damn Commorancy, but him, the man that had cleaned up the mess caused by The Lethargy, eradicating it almost entirely by getting rid of the inferior of their species, beginning again as it should be, with only the best surviving, able to transform the country through the force of his will.

Artek smiled broadly, he would be King and God. People would fear him, worship him, and he would rule for thousands of years with his son by his side — they would be invincible, but kind. You had to be kind too. After all, you wanted your subjects to love you as well, didn't you?


A SACRIFICE


AHEBBAN FELT THE change in Artek, felt his mood lighten, the jabs in his flanks becoming gentler, and he could see why. Up ahead, probably only a morning's trek away, was a huge castle set in the middle of acres and acres of pasture land, animals of all description fenced into separate enclosures, feeding on the grass, keeping it as short as a well maintained lawn.

There were people there, hard at work, fixing the fencing, hammering away at new posts to increase the acreage, and dominating everything else was the huge stone edifice of a castle that was clearly built long ago, easily withstanding the test of time. Built to last, this was once the seat of power of somebody that had clearly been wealthy, and it showed. Ahebban could see that as well as the castle proper, with huge crenelated tops that would give a clear view for miles in all directions, there were numerous additions, large and small, and outer courtyards complete with buildings he didn't doubt contained quarters for servants as well as stables for the horses and other animals that could be kept within the walls in case of siege.

Not that there was any chance of a siege nowadays. Artek had put a stop to any risk of that happening. It still seemed impossible, that one man could wreak such havoc, but it just goes to show that being Awoken really did change humanity. Why, he only had to consider his own situation to know it to be the truth. After all, here he was, once a man, now a horse and being degraded by carrying this crazed individual on his back.

No matter, soon it would all be over. Maybe then finally humanity would have a chance.

~~~

They made their way at a good pace toward the new base of power, Artek's excitement building as he shouted out orders. The few men he trusted enough they weren't held against their will were rallying around, directing those in a stupor, goading those that were lagging behind, slapping Ahebban's extended family on the flanks to get them to speed up even though the frothing at their mouths was a clear sign they needed rest, water and cooling down.

The sun beat down fiercely. Ahebban could feel the heat radiating off his body, steam rising like a boiling cauldron mixing with the air, flies gathering to take advantage of the moisture on offer.

None of it mattered, soon it would be over. Soon there would a reckoning and he would have to try to come to terms with the part he played in the destruction of all he held dear.

It hadn't been so bad anyway, life as a horse had given him a freedom from the constraints of a human body he never could have imagined. The things he'd seen, the things he'd done — there was no describing the freedom you felt running through the countryside on four strong legs, the wind blowing your mane, knowing that you were truly a part of the natural order, even if it had been achieved by rather unconventional means.

This wasn't the end anyway, just another change, a chance to do something good and to be a part of the next stage of evolution.

Ahebban couldn't wait.


EXTREME OMNISIENCE


MARCUS WAS IN The All-Seeing Room. A Room he had never truly taken advantage of as, if he was honest, it scared him. Marcus wasn't scared of anything apart from one thing: losing his sanity.

He knew that he was far from being a normal man, and would be classed as eccentric by any standards, but he felt that he still had a tight grip on his mind and unless he really had traveled so far down the rabbit hole of madness that he couldn't see the truth before him, then he truly did believe he was still sane.

Sort of.

Entering a Room such as this put it all in jeopardy, yet he had to know, he simply had to.

The outfit he wore had been picked out very carefully for such a solemn and dangerous undertaking, and he was rather pleased with his choice. For such a momentous undertaking he had chosen what at first seemed like a rather eclectic mix of items, but they all came together to create an ensemble piece that he was inordinately pleased with.

He wore a brown felt hat that had a history dating back to the frontier days in the American mid-west, worn by one of the many outlaws that later became immortalized by the press. He wore a striking pale blue paisley shirt combined with leather trousers and a brown belt, all set off with a rather dashing neckerchief and a pair of thin leather boots that fit him like a glove. He was tempted to wear spurs but thought that going a little too far, so instead had settled for a splash of silver with a belt buckle depicting the endless battle of good and evil in the stylized form of the yin/yang symbol.

All thought of his appearance soon vanished as he closed the door to the Room and took his seat in one of the more bizarre contraptions The Commorancy contained. He couldn't help smiling at the thought, as he truly did have some very strange pieces of machinery, functional and abstract.

This was different.

This was a chair for a state of mind. Not a chair that would hook him up directly to the scenes he wished to witness and feel a part of, no, this was intended to allow him to enter a special place, a place where everything and nothing resided for eternity. Marcus was going to watch the beginning of a new reality from the periphery of The Void — the most dangerous undertaking known to man.

He had sampled The Void on many occasions, impossible for nearly every other person on the planet, but he had done it nonetheless — witnessed incredible events, seen the very fabric of reality and what it held. Now he was going to go deeper, search out and watch the events that were soon to occur, but may as well have happened millennia ago for all it mattered in The Void, where everything that would happen and had happened played out simultaneously with no regard to the feeble invention of conscious minds that was called time.

Marcus settled back into the deep confines of the chair, let himself drift away from his body as he sank deeper, paying no mind as he spun around the room in an abstract pattern mimicking the dance of quarks through space and time until he was no longer in the past, present or future. He was everywhere and nowhere; he could witness everything that ever had been and ever would be, if he dared, but that way he knew madness waited, so he limited himself to a tiny portion of the globe where he could watch as if from the heavens, experience as if he was in the minds of those that played their games below, and feel the conflicting emotions that spilled out into The Noise, causing countless realities to be born and die in the blink of a cosmic eye.

Marcus was God, if for just a moment.


WHEN GODS COLLIDE


LETJE HAD DONE all that she could, mentally preparing herself, physically priming her body for what was to come. Demoulin sat on her shoulder, nuzzling at her earlobe, telling her the last of what she needed to know.

Mother Superior was as stoic as ever, but Letje was sure there was a hint of a smile beneath her dour countenance.

Probably looking forward to getting her revenge.

Arcene and Leel were practically brimming over with nervous energy, as excitable as two puppies let loose in the world for the first time. Arcene was fervently practicing her various moves, and even Leel knew to stay well clear of the flashing steel that arced through the air in crazy combinations too fast for the human or animal eye to see unless like Letje you had the ability to calculate the movements before Arcene herself even began her stroke.

It was time. Finally there would be a reckoning for what Artek had done.

~~~

They crested the rise of the gently sloping land, the vista opening up behind them, clear and rugged, swept by a regular easterly wind that stunted the growth of the native trees and rippled across the grass like invisible serpents. Then Letje looked forward toward their ultimate goal, their quarry in the distance, heading toward the magnificent castle, a fortification Letje would do her utmost to ensure never became the seat of power for a madman.

The minds in front of her radiated an almost empty silver in The Noise, devoid of that true spark of life that signaled independent thought, freedom and the ability to act for oneself unhindered. Yet some were clearly free to do as they chose, and were reveling in the opportunity to be a part of what Artek promised. These were the most depraved of people as far as Letje was concerned, their happiness based on the misery of others, just there as playthings to be dominated and manipulated for their own satisfaction — when they should be trying to rebuild all that had been lost by people that truly cared for others and wanted everyone to flourish.

At the spearhead of the group was Artek, coat flapping in the wind, red hair shining like a beacon of fire, power radiating off him in pulses of sickening green just like his shirt.

Letje nodded; the plan went into action as the very fabric of reality ripped apart and minds screamed at what she was about to do, minds that watched from miles away yet truly watched from that impossible vantage point: The Void.

Thunder ripped through reality as energies were mutated and her warning cry rang out across the landscape, scaring the animals in the fields and startling the horses out of their stupor, sending them rearing on hind legs, shaking their heads, manes tumbling in the air wildly. Reality came crashing back for them and immediately they yearned for their freedom, intent on making their escape, returning to the tranquil lives they had once known yet had forgotten were still theirs for the taking.

Letje could see Artek lift his head to look at the skies, trying at the same time to control Ahebban.

Now, do it now.

Ahebban responded to Letje's instructions through The Noise, and before Artek could clutch his mind in his vice-like grip Ahebban released his consciousness from the home he had enjoyed for so long and his very being leapt into the ether, shooting as fast as a fallen star directly into a young male's mind, a brother to Demoulin, Son of Bird.

Ahebban looked down from his new home, watching as his old body collapsed to one side, Artek still in the saddle. He soared effortlessly, his part in the fight done, and began to get to know his host.

Down below on a tiny patch of earth on the vast planet chaos reigned as Artek crashed to the ground, the weight of the now dead huge horse pinning a leg as Letje, Arcene, Leel and Mother Superior ran toward him across the wind-swept fields. People and horses were running in all directions, their minds freed for a moment as Artek lost his hold on them. Letje could see Gamm trembling much like the others were, suddenly confronted with a reality he didn't understand, unknowing of how he got where he was, trying to make sense of his situation.

Then he was still, and Letje watched in dismay as he walked over to where Artek was trapped and heaved at the corpse of the horse. It shifted slightly and Artek scrambled to his feet, face as red as his hair, brushing at his clothes, frantically patting his hair back into place as if all that was happening was that his wardrobe had got a little messy.

As Letje and the rest of her party got closer it was clear that the spell of freedom for those with Artek was well and truly over. They were still, docile and as vacant as those in the grips of The Lethargy. She had hoped that the fall would have caused him serious damage, the sacrifice of Ahebban more effective, but no matter, she would do what she had to do, ensure he never got to have the baby again.

The child was clutched tightly by the wet nurse, wrapped up tight against the wind, so Letje knew that at least he was safe — Artek would never risk the life of his own child, she knew that much about the man. Letje tore through reality into the future, watching timelines converge then split, echoes ringing back to the past, to her current time, countless choices viewed, weighed up against the other like a chess master, before she was sure once more what had to be done.

They were getting close now, close enough to Artek to see his features, the scowl that spread across his face as he looked at them, then the muscles relaxing into a smile, the utter confidence returning as he brushed at his shoulder and spread his arms wide as if in invitation for Letje to try to stop him. She saw the confidence, knew he believed that with his power he could simply shut them all down, make them forget he'd ever existed, leave them standing there as defenseless as Arcene's baby, for him to do with as he wished.

He's going to regret his confidence, I'll see to that.

Letje was firmly back in the present, yet she could see the timelines spread out in all directions. All she had to do was follow the one that allowed them to live, to overcome. She nodded to Mother Superior, who smiled wickedly, pulling back her makeshift cornette, letting her gray hair flow freely in the wind. The strange woman then pulled her habit over her head, as if wanting to savor the release of her hair before doing so, and then there she was, a strange little naked woman, body of a child, large head and filed teeth, covered head to toe in intricate swirls of raised Ink, pulsing with an inner blue light that strobed through the air, making it pulse with the rhythm of a thousand drums, boom, boom, booming, sending shockwaves rippling through the air and the ground, the grass flattening, matching the patterns on her body, pushing back the wind and the very fabric of reality, mesmerizing Letje with their beauty and their terrible inner power.

The pulsing hit Gamm like a physical blow to the head, and he clutched his skull, wailing just like every other person apart from Letje and Artek. Then he relaxed, staring around as if seeing his situation for the first time, before everything came flooding back to him and he ran the short distance between himself and Artek, slamming into the man's side, sending him hurtling through the air before crashing hard to the ground once more.

The pulsing slowed in intensity and Mother Superior ran screaming across the space between them and Artek, a wild, primeval scream of anguish for the abuse Artek had dished out, the death he had been a part of, a wail of pure revenge for the death of her Sisters, the ruination of her Order: a way of life for over three hundred years. It would have been funny, Letje couldn't help note as she stared at the wrinkled behind of Mother Superior, if it wasn't for the fact that she knew the small woman had every intention of ripping out Artek's throat with her teeth as soon as she possibly could.

Arcene and Leel, now free from the all-encompassing immobilizing effects of Mother Superior's Ink, were tearing across the gap toward Artek, Leel loping easily beside Arcene, keeping enough distance so that Arcene's sword, wielded high but already descending for a death blow as she overtook Mother Superior, didn't catch her before it met its victim. It was no good, Letje knew, but it had to play out like this, and so she ran toward her friends and her enemies, each step placed precisely, keeping to the timeline, knowing it was happening as it should.

Events unfolded as she knew they would, Artek tumbling away from Gamm, pulling the large man expertly into his place as he rolled away, Arcene's sword descending in an arc that would see Gamm's head split in two, brains spilling into the blunt grass.


A MEETING OF MINDS


MARCUS' MIND EXPANDED to fill a tiny corner of The Void, clinging to his sanity as it tried to take him in, make him a true part of the emptiness, bring him back where he belonged. He resisted; he watched the battle for humanity's future play out.

~~~

Letje sank deep into The Noise in an instant, stepping forward between the cracks in time, and as she watched Arcene's sword descend in slow motion she grabbed hold of the slender shoulders of her friend and adjusted her position slightly to the left before walking over to Artek, pulling her dagger from her side, and mischievously slicing half of his fringe away, lifting the hair to in front of his face, letting go and watching it ever so slowly begin to descend. She stepped back out of harms way, checking that she had the space that she needed, receding from The Noise as time returned to the usual speeds humans experienced it as it leapt from one present to the next.

Letje allowed the present to unfold, ensuring that her friends got their gift, their anger and hatred satiated.

Arcene's sword arced down evilly, slicing into the earth, gouging out a deep line. She frowned at her poor aim but pulled the sword up fast, turning, pig-tails flying as she moved at lightening speed. Artek stood transfixed, staring in horror as he watched red hair fall in front of his eyes. He put a hand up to his hair, touching his forehead, his skin turning almost translucent in shock at the realization that the locks falling to the floor really were his own. It was then that Letje truly knew the man was insane, more concerned about his appearance whilst madness reigned all around him.

Gamm got to his feet, crouching forward ready to take on Artek once more, beaten to it by Mother Superior who leapt onto Artek's back and sank her teeth as deep as they would go into the back of his neck. He hardly seemed to notice, until suddenly he came back to himself, howling dementedly at the affront to his personal appearance, clamping down with hard delight on his lapse of control over the minds around him. He bucked and shook wildly, finally reaching behind and flipping the gray-fleshed body of Mother Superior over his head, her body cracking as she slammed hard into the ground on her back, mouth stained red with blood and flesh.

Artek spun around, side-stepping Gamm's assault even as he lost his awareness of why he was charging, turning past then coming to a standstill in a daze.

Gamm's shirt practically melted off his body as blue light in spiral patterns began to shine through the material then sear it away in a blue/white pulse in time to the rhythm pulsing from the recovering Mother Superior now sat on the floor amid the mayhem.

Gamm's huge muscular frame shone brightly, patterns rippling across his broad chest, matching the beating of his heart, the rise and fall of his ribcage, getting brighter and drawing in energy from The Noise as he seemed to visibly expand, veins bulging, forearms knotted with muscles. He reached out fast and grabbed Artek by his hair, yanking him back hard, then lifting him off the ground like he was a rag doll. Gamm's eyes cleared and he snarled into the face of Artek before flinging him at the feet of Arcene, his gift to her, knowing that this was as it should be.

Arcene said, "Sit Leel," and the dog flashed her a quick look before obeying. Arcene turned to Letje.

Letje stepped forward, allowing her consciousness to expand, to encompass everything, to see into the Awoken mind of Artek Ligertwood and wrap her power around the delicate tendrils of invisible energy that were right now threading their way through The Noise, poised to shut down the memories of all of them, take away their reality and stuff them into a closed box of happy uncaring quietude. She tugged tight, turning his manipulation back on itself, making his own strength work against him, adding an image of her own to the struggling mind of the man just now getting to his feet while the others looked on.

What she showed him was simple: an image of how he looked from her vantage point. Clothes torn and dirty, hair ridiculous and his enemies all around him. She didn't stop there, she showed him his son, held tight by the terrified woman; showed Artek the future that lay ahead for the child, the place he would take in the rule that was one day to be his, how strong and powerful the boy would be, what would be his and how handsome he would be.

More, she showed him more. Letje couldn't stop, wouldn't stop, vast energies pouring through her into the mind of what she could now see was pitiful in comparison to her own. She showed him all that she knew would be achieved, of the distant future, the lineage that was not to be Artek's, for he would be forgotten, a mean-spirited ancestor that was to be wiped from the family tree and never spoken of again.

On and on it went, Letje pounding visions into the man's brain, making him watch as the future unfolded, a future that wouldn't contain him, showing him all that could have been his and was now taken away.

Then Letje took her real punishment and she presented Artek with what she had seen — something so terrible she hardly wished it on anyone, but it was not her decision to make, this was the reality for the energy that comprised the very fabric of Artek, this was a decision of The Void.

The terrible emptiness spoke to him through Letje; she let it.

She opened up the cracks in the nothingness, showed him his timeless wait of countless years, showed him the short pathetic lives he would live over and over again as The Void gave the pitiful life what it deserved for failing to live up to what it had been given, what it had been capable of. Over and over again it would happen, brief spells of life in countless forms, dying terrible deaths, living and dying in the dark as creatures without eyes or limbs, as tiny insects and strange things at the bottom of the ocean. As worms and slugs and ants and even as human beings, as alien creatures impossible to understand and as nothing more than terrible genetic experiments performed in strange places in strange lands in the far past and distant future.

She showed him it all, the punishment that was nothing to do with her, but his debt for squandering what was the most precious thing in the Universe: not just life but consciousness, self-awareness and the knowledge that his actions brought harm to others.

He was to be given his punishment on a cosmic scale, enduring if not for eternity then as close to it as could be understood by the minds of human beings. And maybe, just maybe, at some point there would be a chance, a glimmer of hope for salvation as he fought and clawed his way out of the primordial soup to strive to reach sentience one day and have another chance at doing something worthwhile with his life.

It was over.

Artek sank to his knees, already lost to the world, mind reeling at the punishment that was to be doled out by all that ever was, all that ever would be.

The Void wasn't cruel, but neither was it forgiving. It simply was.

Letje nodded to Arcene.

Arcene gripped her sword in two hands, trailing it along the ground, turning away from Artek before spinning fast, sword rising, cleaving the air before she lowered it once more and placed it on the ground.

Without looking at Artek she walked over to the woman holding her baby and gently took the child from her arms. She held him up high as he kicked out playfully then she gave him the first kiss she had ever given him and hugged him tight to her chest.

Artek stood up awkwardly, looking in horror at the ground as his hand went to his sticky head, screaming a silent no into The Void as he stared in disbelief at his scalp lying in sharp contrast to the green grass, the top of his head sliced clean off, his full head of hair mocking him as he fell face forward. The last thing he saw before he died was Leel grabbing the flesh and hair and throwing it into the air playfully before flinging it away disinterestedly then bounding over to see who the new addition to the family was that Arcene was talking to in hushed tones.

"Are you alright?" said Letje.

"Fine, absolutely fine," said Gamm. "You?"

"Better now. Much better." Letje couldn't help noticing just how muscular Gamm was, and brushed her long hair away from her eyes, the moment somewhat spoiled when a naked Mother Superior tugged at her leg and said, "That was a good punishment."

"Maybe, maybe not," said Letje. "But it's over now, the end of the journey."

"Oh, I don't know about that," said Gamm, smiling back at Letje. "I have a feeling it's only just beginning."

~~~

Marcus slowly emerged from the chair, eyes flashing colors dementedly.

He smiled, then went to make a cup of tea.


HAPPY THOUGHTS


BIRD WAS HAPPY.

Bird had a family, a true family: both human and his direct offspring.

Bird also had family that was a combination of both.

He soared high above The Commorancy, staring intently in approval at the ever-expanding numbers of his kind that filled the air, perched majestically on the myriad spires, rooftops, gargoyles and living Rooms that were now his family home.

Bird was once more amused by the games of man.

Why not? It wasn't as if they were going to outlast him and his lineage.

Were they?


HOPE


LETJE SAT ON the throne in The Room For Punishment — there hadn’t been any choice in the matter, and besides, it was where Fasolt spent most of his time now so it was nice to see him again. The body of the man that had tried to interfere with the running of The Commorancy in what, Letje had to admit, was a rather ingenious way, lay dead below, ceremonial death robes stained red — a familiar sight over the last three thousand years, but for the last millennia there had only been a handful of people that had to be dealt with. It seemed that finally people were accepting that The Commorancy did nothing but good, and as the population expanded so did the number of those coming and going from the home of humanity’s salvation.

Bird nuzzled at Letje’s ear, perched on a thick mound of scar tissue that Letje had finally had to control via internal body chemistry to stop it from becoming too inconvenient to her daily life.

Fasolt sat below on the steps, hardly moving, spending most of his time lost in The Noise, his body almost ashen now, so long had it been since he’d seen the sunlight. He lived in the Room now, and had done for going on two thousand years. His hair meandered down the steps, across the floor, weaving between the death chairs, twitching and curling to avoid the blood or the body. He didn’t speak much any more, the odd word every few centuries if he felt so inclined. It didn’t matter; it was as things should be.

His dreadlocks were gray verging on white now, alive with energy that drew sustenance from The Noise and kept Fasolt’s body functioning, but year by year he became less present, slowly seeping away, lost in worlds Letje couldn’t even begin to imagine, playing in time and space, following the threads of the past, dancing down timelines to watch civilization play out in infinite futures that all happened somewhere, just not here.

The Marcus’, thirteen of them now — they always seemed to find another one every few centuries — stood, sat, chatted or stared off into The Void, watching life through multiple viewpoints, each experiencing the world a little differently, happy to be together for a brief spell where they didn’t have to cope with living a life of such complexity. There had been more, many more of them, but some couldn’t take such a convoluted existence and chose to pass fully into The Void, others cut the connection and went to have their own adventures, never to be shared with the others, personal and private, almost like a normal person experienced life.

Other Marcus’ gave up their human bodies and spread throughout the world, some as animals, others as insect collectives, the many parts making up the whole, others drifting off into space as nothing more than motes that could stand the ravages of space, finally lost to the others because of the vast distances, the connection finally severed, but knowledge shared that grew those that remained in ways impossible to tell through words.

More Marcus’ lived beneath the ground, simple creatures with no thoughts, just happy to be a part of the ecosystem, unknowing that there was such a world all around them. Others were a part of Bird’s family now, some sharing bodies with the creatures’ initial inhabitants, others the sole occupiers, taking up residence as the life of Bird’s ancestors faded into The Void. They soared above the convoluted rooftops of The Commorancy, watching over the millennia as buildings crumbled and others took their place.

Arcene was by Letje's side, fifteen years old for eternity, smiling as a woman who appeared to be in her mid thirties whispered something in her ear. The woman had hair as silver as Arcene’s, as had each generation of grandchildren then great grandchildren, on and on over the centuries then the millennia, each eventually Awakening, helping the world to re-populate, spreading across the globe, hunting out the few survivors, taking husbands, wives, caring for children found alone. Doing things; ensuring humanity continued.

By Letje’s left side was a young boy, Letje’s seventeenth son, now of age and staring in wonder at the swirling patterns that danced with life across his chest and down his arms, his father by his side, an arm on his shoulder, Gamm as proud of the boy as he was when he had held his first child, a girl so beautiful he thought his heart would break.

Nestled on a red velvet cushion, munching contently on a lettuce leaf, heavy-lidded eyes half closed, was Constantine Alexander XXXII. One of the Marcus' shared occupancy with the tortoise, a constant through the centuries that saw so much else change.

Letje smiled.

She wondered what the next few millennia would bring; she was sure it would be worth hanging around to find out.

The End


ARCENE INTRODUCTION


WELL, THAT'S A wrap for The Commorancy I am afraid to say. This series of books has a special place in my heart — I feel like I know the characters so well they are like family now.

What can I say? I hope you enjoyed reading as much as I have enjoyed writing this series.

Want to know what Arcene gets up to next? She has two very special adventures in store, so please continue reading.


Arcene: The Blue Castle

(Arcene — Book 1)


STUPID DOG


"LEEL. LEEL! YOU stupid dog."

What's wrong with her? Why does she still keep doing this? Ugh.

Arcene managed to grab hold of Leel by a floppy ear almost as big as her own neatly plaited pigtails and the huge Great Dane finally stopped, whimpering slightly at the rather painful end to her antics. The sound was muffled somewhat because she couldn't actually move her mouth — the stick was wedged in tight, forcing her jaw open wide, pools of sticky slobber hanging from her muzzle like wobbly weapons.

"You need to be more careful. What if I'm not here when you get something stuck? You'd starve."

Leel stared at Arcene in shock; she definitely didn't want to starve. Leel loved her food almost as much as Arcene, the pair of them finding it hard to think of much else for a good proportion of the day.

"Stay still, stop moving." Arcene took hold of Leel's jaw, her pale hands looking like a small child's against the massive head, and tried to ignore the coating of warm saliva sticking to her fingers like honey. Leel panted heavily, the odor of the morning meal engulfing Arcene, making her stomach rumble even though it had only been an hour since they ate. "Leel, I'll leave it there if you don't behave, and that means no lunch for you." There was a pitiful whimper but Leel stayed motionless, so Arcene took the opportunity to grab the stick that was supposed to have been fuel for the small fire and with a twist it was free.

"Oi, geddof me. Geddof," shouted Arcene, laughing as she was pinned to the ground. Leel towered over her and licked wetly then barked with joy at the freedom. Arcene wiggled about beneath her friend and pushed ineffectively at the dog's belly, but it was like pushing a brick wall — Leel may have been a real softy but she was one big dog. Not just big, absolutely huge.

Arcene was of average size for someone of her biological age of fifteen, and Leel came almost to chest height when stood next to her. When sitting, her head was almost level with Arcene's. In other words she was gigantic, and when she was in play mode Arcene found there was only one course of action: go with it and suffer the slobbery consequences.

Leel sat and pinned Arcene's legs, then went in for one of her favorite moves: the full face lick. Arcene could see the mischief behind the huge hazel eyes of her permanent companion, a twinkle of amusement at what she knew was sure to be great fun, and, of course, just what Arcene wanted — who wouldn't? The head lowered, the tongue extended, and in one fluid motion Leel licked from Arcene's chin right up to the top of her head and across her silver hair.

"Haha, that is so gross, Leel. Ugh. Now shift it you big lump, we've got things to do today." Arcene waited; Leel just sat there, wagging excitedly for the next game.

This dog is so stupid, it's like she's forgotten everything I've taught her.

"Come on, up. Up."

Leel finally obeyed and jumped off, running around barking as Arcene got to her feet and smoothed down her tartan kilt, knees slightly grass-stained. Arcene frowned at the mess she was in, something she would definitely not have cared about a few years ago when she was little but a feral child trying to survive on her own in a world that showed little sign of caring.

Things were different now, and Arcene smiled at the memory of the scruffy child she once was.

Reaching down, she picked up the stick and grinned wickedly as she threw it as far as she could, shouting, "Fetch," rather pointlessly at the wobbly rear end of Leel, who bounded into the bushes surrounding their makeshift camp, startling a pheasant as she jumped over the squat growth, turning fast to chase the bird.

"Stupid dog," muttered Arcene, as she walked back to the fire, burning clear and strong, contained by a ring of rocks to stop any more unfortunate accidents — Arcene had learned long ago that fires had to be treated with the utmost respect. There had been an "incident" when she was nine and it had taken a long time for her hair to grow back. The surrounding forest had fared a lot worse.

She rummaged around in her leather backpack, a gift she absolutely loved. She'd never really been much interested in anything apart from food for many years, but the older she got the more she appreciated style and how well things used to be made many centuries before she had been born.

Sitting down next to the fire, feeling nice and warm despite the sharp breeze, Arcene unlaced her boots, then pulled off her socks. She replaced them with a new pair from the backpack, same color, same style, her absolute favorite, and part of what she now felt was her "look," and one that suited her outward appearance, if not her real age. She pulled on the knee-high black socks and retied her boots, then stood and admired the little pink bunnies intricately stitched up the outer side.

Cool.

Arcene stomped down on the short grass — they were nice and snug — the boots as well-worn as her winter gloves. She twirled once, never tiring of the feel of the kilt swishing around her thighs, loving the sound as it lifted slightly — drama, it was all about the effect.

Her arms were bare and slender, those of a child. Years of obsessing over her next meal, fending for herself since a youngster, meant Arcene's figure still showed traces of the undernourishment she had endured: her frame was willowy, her chest rather flat against the skin-tight black vest, her hips quite narrow with little sign of the almost-woman she was in body, and in mind really, even though she was older than her biological clock indicated.

Woof, woof.

Turning at the warning, instantly alert, Arcene's eyes darted off into the forest a short distance away, eagerness governing her movements as she put a hand to her face to shield her eyes from the sun. Leel might have caught the pheasant, their favorite meat. At least one of them anyway: rabbit was a favorite too, as was boar, deer, fish if she could catch it, well, anything really — if she could cook it then they would eat it.

Woof.

The smile of anticipation turned into a frown. That was not Leel's bark of happiness. She wouldn't come trotting out of the woods with a prize, this was her warning bark. Something wasn't right.

Arcene snatched up the plain wooden scabbard holding her sword then dropped it quickly as she'd forgotten about her hair. She grabbed both pigtails, now long and coming to her belly, and flipped them over to one side, holding on to them as she picked up the scabbard again, fastening the leather buckle before making a quick adjustment.

She reached over her shoulder to check the position of the sword, ancient and one of the finest swords that had ever been made in a place named Japan — somewhere far away where men used to defend their honor and the lives of those they were charged to protect with blades just as deadly as this.

Satisfied with the position of her weapon, comforted by the red pommel so soft in contrast to the harsh steel, Arcene readied herself for whatever Leel had found in the woods.

There was the snapping of twigs and the sound of branches whipping back into position after the passage of Leel, the barking becoming more incessant, with a repetitive yip, yip, getting closer as Leel either ran from whatever she had found or chased it from its hiding place in the dark cover of the forest.

Hope it's not just some poor animal Leel's playing with.

It was doubtful. Leel may have still been young at heart but she showed the proper respect when it came to hunting: she never toyed with prey, just dispatched it quickly and efficiently, never teasing it, or scaring it more than she had to before her thick jaws delivered the death hold.

Midnight flashed close to the edge of the forest, a blur of a shape weaving between the trees, lost in the twilight world of dense native trees that made it impossible to see more than a few paces into the thick growth of oaks.

Leel let out another high-pitched yip, and ran after the creature.

Arcene caught a glimpse of her pale-gray, almost blue coat, the white patch over the dog's eye making her stand out even without the huge bulk that was the adolescent's body.

Silence.

Leel stopped, her excitement swept away in an instant.

What's she doing?

It was hard to see, so Arcene crept forward cautiously, hand at the hilt of the sword, ready for action. She could just about make out the dark shape, motionless. It had stopped, turned to face Leel. Clearly the chase had not resulted in the outcome Leel had taken as a given.

"Here, Leel," whispered Arcene, her friend emerging instantly from the woods into the bright sunshine where her short fur practically glowed blue in the warm morning sunlight.

Leel padded over to Arcene obediently, obviously happy to have been given instructions that would get her away from the chase that hadn't gone according to plan. Leel sat next to Arcene, her fast panting hot on Arcene's neck. "Good girl. What you been doing, eh? Not being naughty are you?" Leel just sat there, keen eyes staring straight at the dark shadow lingering at the edge of the woods, where a glint of angry orange stared back at her menacingly.

What is it? It must be something bad for Leel to want to get away.

There was a slight movement from the woods and Leel stood, head craning forward, fur bristling along the ridge of her back like an island erupting from the sea.

"You not going to go check it out then?" asked Arcene.

Leel didn't even turn her head to look at her, just kept on staring, a deep rumble from her expansive chest giving warning to whatever it was that it better not try anything funny.

The silence made time slow, almost as if the birds, the other creatures of the forest, the very air itself were waiting in anticipation for events to unravel.

The heat built as the sun burned away thin wisps of intrusive cloud and the lethargic breeze brought with it the smell of decay from the forest, tinged with the scent of oak and rich loam. As Arcene squinted into the woods she saw the shadow move once again. She knew what it was, had encountered one before, actually got scared — something that didn't happen often and hadn't for many years. When you grow up alone and your main concern is your next meal you learn very quickly that nothing is quite as terrifying as not knowing if you will eat again for days.

Experience told Arcene how to act, so whispering soothingly to Leel she got her companion to lie down on the ground, reaching to tickle her friend's belly until she did as was asked, resting on the warm grass with her legs extended out in front of her, the huge paws comically large, claws as long as Arcene's own fingers.

Arcene crouched down beside her friend and controlled her breathing by thinking of nothing, just letting the moment wash over her, accepting the situation for what it was, feeling in-tune with her natural surroundings.

Nothing to worry about, just nature doing its thing. I'm fine, we're fine, and that… that panther is fine too.

Arcene waited; Leel waited. The forest waited.

Birds resumed their chatter, as if they too understood there was nothing to be afraid of.

Except there was, there was always something to be afraid of. Arcene was too innocent in some ways to understand when danger was very real — her positive outlook had saved her on numerous occasions, her intense curiosity and lack of sense of risk had also got her into many hazardous situations she could have avoided if she didn't have to climb "that" tree, or pull "that" lever just to see what would happen.

A bee buzzed around Arcene's face, freckles dancing wildly as she wrinkled her stubby nose when pollen-laden legs tickled a nostril before it buzzed away toward a patch of bright yellow buttercups.

The panther crept out from its hiding place, either curiosity or hunger driving it forward.

It's like watching a shadow. Look at those muscles.

Arcene stared in fascination at the creature, a large cat she had learned was not native to the British Isles, but rather used to be found only in zoos — which sounded like terrible places where people gave what was called money to gawk at poor animals kept behind bars or in pretend natural habitats for no other reason than to be stared at or shouted at by kids that were eating ice-cream, something Arcene would very much like to try: it sounded delicious.

It was only once The Lethargy came and nobody bothered to go to zoos, or anywhere else, and the people that were in charge of the animals never showed up for work, that some of them escaped. Over three centuries later some animals had bred and settled into the countryside until they were as natural as any of the native creatures — just a lot more dangerous.

Grrr.

"Hush, Leel, you'll frighten it." Arcene bent before reaching out to reassure Leel until she rested her head on her legs, never taking her eyes off the panther.

The sleek cat moved cautiously out into full sunshine, eyes taking in everything, senses acute. Deadly. It watched Arcene and Leel intently, moving like a predator waiting to ambush unsuspecting prey. Dense muscles made every movement precise and perfect, like water flowing over rocks, its head low, nostrils flared and tail bowed. It was almost crouching, its belly was so low to the ground, but Arcene could see the bunched energy, muscles coiled and ready to allow the panther to move at killer speed in a split-second.

Arcene watched; waited.

I hope it's alone, if it's got little baby panthers it might attack us.

Leel let out a quiet moan, wanting to please Arcene by being good, but also wishing to stand tall and proud, to show she wasn't scared — Arcene knew her friend, and it was obvious she ached to be the one in control of the situation.

A bead of sweat tumbled into Arcene's eyes but she didn't want to risk startling the creature so she blinked it away, staying motionless.

The panther crept to the west, heading where Arcene knew there was a fast-running stream. It had probably been on its way for a drink when it had met Leel and found its peace shattered by a very large and over-excited puppy. Hopefully it would keep going and that would be that. Slowly it moved away, walking almost sideways to maintain eye contact, until eventually it was past the cover of the woods and out in the open.

With a final look at Leel, then a glance at Arcene, it sprang into life and moved away fast, heading for the cover of long grass further away from the clearing.

It was gone.

"Good girl, Leel, good girl."

Leel let out a joyous yip and jumped to her feet, almost knocking Arcene over in her eagerness.

Woof. Woof.

"Okay, okay. We just have to tidy up first, and put out the fire. Hey, what shall we have for lunch? I'm starving."

Leel ran back to the camp excitedly, grabbed Arcene's dirty socks and threw one into the air, catching it and covering it in slobber.

"Leel! Now I'll definitely have to wash them. Hmm, maybe not at the stream though, maybe somewhere else."

Arcene busied herself breaking camp. It was promising to be a very nice day, and her adventure had only just started.

Being stuck in the body of her fifteen-year-old self and having a small child to care for had taken some serious getting used to, but after seven years she had finally been given a break — Letje, her very best friend, ruler of The Commorancy and probably the most powerful person alive, had offered to care for Lucien for as long as Arcene wanted, and although Arcene missed him terribly she had to admit it was nice being off on her own, having an adventure with Leel, who never seemed to grow old either, even though the daft dog was almost nine now.

But it would be decades until Leel was properly grown — she was part of a breeding program that had been going on for centuries so the dogs lived as long as the average human. Leel was just a puppy really, a perpetual child, just like Arcene. The difference being that Arcene had done it to herself, controlled her body chemistry to lock her physical age at fifteen — her response to events that would haunt her forever.

It brought a smile to her face just thinking of the final act of revenge, but Arcene had paid a terrible price for the violation of her body: she had Awoken and the first thing she had done was ensure that she would never become a grown woman.

Now she could never have another child as her body had stopped producing eggs. Although her actual age was over twenty, because of the chemical balance she had locked into place it meant that she would in many ways always remain a fifteen-year-old in spirit as well as body. She didn't mind, it meant she was always full of energy and perpetually inquisitive, just as she had always been. Some would call it naughty; Arcene liked to think of it more as just being curious.

She smiled at the thought of her child, but had to admit she was relishing her freedom.

"Come on, we've got an adventure waiting for us. Now, what shall we hunt for lunch?"

Woof.


HORRID BARE BUMS


ARCENE HAD BEEN away from The Commorancy for three days, and found she adjusted very well to a way of life she hadn't lived for many years. Now that she came to think about it, she had been living in The Commorancy for more than half her life, only leaving to track down the man responsible for taking the already dangerously low numbers of the remaining population known as Whole: those undamaged by The Lethargy.

The result had been terrible, their minds lost, Arcene taken advantage of, her baby stolen.

That was seven years ago and she had stayed home ever since, never having time to be bored with her boy to care for and the crazy Commorancy to explore.

But she had missed the call of the wild, so when the opportunity presented itself she grasped it eagerly with her forever-young hands and set off with nothing but her sword, backpack, some water, enough food for a day, and her best friend apart from Letje: Leel. Two crazy travelers off on an adventure.

So far nothing much had happened, just the panther and a "misunderstanding" due to some over-enthusiastic hunting of rabbits from Leel: the prize was devoured rather greedily before Arcene had the chance to cook it. With a few choice words, Leel was sent to look for more, this time coming back with three fully-grown rabbits held delicately in her mouth, not a mark on them.

As they walked, reveling in the open spaces, Arcene's mind drifted with the breeze, recalling how it used to be when she was little, dirty, unkempt and almost feral. How different she was now, yet she knew at the same time the crazy child still dominated.

Did she regret halting the aging process? A little; sometimes. But it was for the best. Most men would ignore her now — even with the population so low the majority were still interested in women, not girls.

What she regretted, if just a little, was knowing that her mind would never develop into that of an adult, not properly. With a static body came hormonal levels that remained those of a juvenile too. She would never mature into a woman physically or mentally. Her innocence was preserved, but at a cost.

She didn't really mind, she enjoyed being carefree and full of the vitality of youth. If she was to live maybe for thousands of years, which was possible for the Awoken — those who somehow came to understand the world on a deeper level, could control their bodies on demand, even enter and control the minds of animals, see the future, walk through the gaps in time if truly gifted — then what better way to experience it all than through wide-open and still partially innocent eyes?

No, not a child. She mustn't think of herself that way. Fifteen meant she was almost an adult anyway, but her life experience had been so limited during her true childhood that deep down she knew she was no woman, never would be.

It felt wonderful — it gave her an excuse to be mischievous.

Arcene smiled at that. Oh, the things she had done, the trouble she'd got herself into over the years. It was a long list. The weaponized military exoskeleton she'd been trapped in and nearly killed Letje with was one incident that came to mind.

Now here she was, just her, Leel and mother nature. It was nice to be alone. She missed her son but knew he'd be fine, and why shouldn't a young mother have a little break from parental duties and go off exploring for a while? It wasn't like time was precious, there was plenty to go around, and then some.

She'd been dropped off by Fasolt, the oldest permanent occupant of her home, in the middle of what was once called England, although Arcene had no notion of what that really meant or where the boundary was — such things were once important, not any longer.

The trip had been exciting, the hot air balloon exhilarating, marred only by Fasolt's dreadlocks that kept whipping in the wind, hitting her in the face like she was being flayed, and his bum. Ugh, his horrible bony bum that kept catching her attention every time he bent to do something.

Not to mention his willy. Why he refused to ever wear clothes was beyond her, but he was just stuck in his ways she guessed. Still, who wants to spent their time staring at a man's horrid willy when the views were so breathtaking? So she made the most of it, even though Fasolt spent most of the time screaming and saying he would never, even if he lived to be five thousand years old, go in a hot air balloon again.

When they landed Arcene reminded him he still had to make the trip back, at which point she saw fear in his eyes for the first time, but he still left in it, not wanting to leave it behind as that wouldn't be right.

Once her and Leel were alone it took only a few hours for it to feel like she'd never been away from what she felt to be her country. The air felt different: freer, just like her spirits. Leel loved it too, and for the first day they did little but run and fall over in the grass, play games and hunt for food.

Arcene set a simple routine in place, just so she knew what to do each day, and it comprised waking in the morning, eating as much as possible for breakfast, then traveling wherever the mood took her. The main thing was to walk, to see things, have adventures.

She tried to stem the guilt about leaving her child behind, something she worryingly found all too easy for long stretches at a time.

Was that bad? She wasn't sure.

Throughout the morning the weather turned very hot, the summer sky clear and bright, the stubby grass on the rough terrain replaced by verdant lush pastures full of insects and flowers as they found themselves on a large plain extending in front of them for what seemed like miles.

Bordering the open space were large swathes of forest — much like in the rest of the country the trees had dominated now farming no longer happened and the cities, towns and villages slowly crumbled to dust. Arcene had been told of how things used to be, how people lived, what the country looked like, but she had never experienced any of that, and found it all very hard to believe. Who would want to live in a city where there were endless people getting in your way, it was always bright and noisy, and all you could smell were foul fumes coming from cars? Those people must have been crazy. And that whole work thing, well that just sounded ridiculous.

Marcus had told her how everything worked, about banks and money and having to do jobs you hated just to pay for somewhere to live and then you had to pay for a car to get to your job which meant you were stuck doing it until you were old and then you died. Ugh, The Lethargy sounded better than that.

Why didn't people just go live in the woods and hunt? It sounded too far-fetched to be remotely credible.

She was glad she hadn't lived then. She knew she would have gone mad in an instant. It sounded insane. All Arcene knew was the tattered remains of civilization, where most buildings had long ago collapsed and the towns and cities were deserted, empty of everything apart from the wildlife and the plants and trees that were reclaiming that which man had lost.

Most of the country was the same: the asphalt gone, the concrete crumbled. She could only guess at the truth of living in such places as watching movies didn't really give her the right sense of it once being a reality, just a better idea of what it had been like — it was fun to watch but she wouldn't have wanted to have lived like that.

Thoughts continued to drift by as they walked through lush meadows where daisies and all manner of pretty plants parted in their wake, the bees returning to their feeding as soon as they were past.

Little birds flew out of the grass, startled by their presence, calling angrily from the air before returning to whatever it was they were doing in the secrecy of the undergrowth. Arcene stopped at a particularly bleached flower head as it was almost the same color as her own hair: silver. It was why she was named Arcene the moment her mother set eyes on her, meaning silver in French. At the center of the flower was a bright pink dome, full of tiny stamen that sparkled beautifully in the sunshine. Arcene picked it on a long stalk and placed the bloom carefully behind her ear. Once she never even contemplated trying to look pretty, but age had brought with it more of an interest in such things, even if it was solely for her own amusement.

"Pretty. What do you think Leel?"

Leel didn't seem that interested so Arcene picked another and tried to place it through Leel's collar, a belt with a nice thick brass buckle. Arcene had painted the leather red but it had peeled back to brown years ago.

"Hey! Suit yourself, don't look pretty like me then." Leel finished devouring the flower then looked expectantly at Arcene. "No, we don't eat flowers, we eat proper food."

Arcene's belly rumbled at the mention of food — it was never long before her thoughts returned to that most important of subjects.

Woof?

"Let's keep going and see what we can find on the way, okay? Keep your eyes open for something tasty and I'll cook what you catch. Good doggie."

Leel bounded off in front, swallowed up by the lush meadow, but every now and then Arcene caught sight of a tail or Leel would jump up in the air to check where she was and see if there was anything worth chasing.

Enjoying the fragrance and the colors, they eventually found themselves at the edge of the meadow. Stretching out in front of them was something really, really cool.

Look at that. Seems like things just got interesting.

"Leel, wait." It was too late.

Arcene ran after her. It was like chasing a horse, a fast one. Even with the backpack strapped to Leel she was just as fast. If anything she seemed to be quicker, as if the load gave her an important mission to be on, so she ran harder, leaped higher, barked louder too.

"Wait up. Stupid dog."


STRANGE COLOR FOR IT


THE STRANGE SIGHT that greeted Arcene was not something wholly unique to her. She'd seen castles before, lots of them, but she had been younger then, less interested in exploring than finding food and shelter. The adventures she'd had were a byproduct of that, but this was rather different. For a start it was painted blue, the whole thing, the massive walls, the main castle itself, sat high on a small hill with the walls circling beneath it. Blue, all blue.

What's all this about then? That's a lot of paint, wouldn't want that job. No way.

Leel was off in front, skipping about, running back and forth then left to right, as if trying to gather the courage to approach the large edifice. It seemed odd to Arcene that Leel, normally quicker to get into trouble than her, acted so reticent at what was, after all, just a crudely painted wall. Arcene moved out of the wild flowers to where the edge of the meadow suddenly gave way to stunted grass, as if it were partitioned. But there was no fence Arcene could see, although there were animals. Sheep!

Ah, that's what she's excited about. She's never seen them before. But why isn't she attacking them? Normally she'd be— "Ow! Ow, ow, ow."

Arcene jumped back in fright, her body tingling all over from the shock.

That's weird.

Scanning for danger she couldn't see anyone, and checking her body it didn't appear as if she'd been shot at with a dart or any other kind of missile. Looking down for a clue was fruitless too: the ground was just short grass, the high meadow a few paces behind. Leel continued to act strange though, running from left to right at the edge of the grass, whining quietly as if it would help.

"Here Leel, good girl."

Leel trotted over and nudged Arcene's hand insistently until she got a head rub, then sat down happily on Arcene's left side — she'd learned just how dangerous and somewhat flighty Arcene got with her sword, pulling it out if she thought she heard something, before slicing dangerously through the air, liable to take an ear off if Leel wasn't careful.

Why's it blue?

Arcene stepped forward again.

"Ow ow ow!" She jumped back and turned to catch her attacker, but there was nobody around. There never was, the country was almost empty. Leel stayed put, clearly sensing whatever it was that was doing the shocking.

"Well, that explains why the sheep don't run away, and why the meadow behind us is so long. Come on Leel, we're not welcome here."

Arcene knew that if somebody had buried a cable to keep the animals in, it was just as likely they wanted people kept out, and besides, whoever would go to the trouble of painting a huge castle bright blue was probably a bit nutty anyway, so although it might lead to all kinds of great adventures it was probably best to just leave them to it and find fun somewhere else.

Shame though, it looked like a cool castle.

The castle proper was set on top of a high mound, more a small hill. Just like the outer walls, the castle was daubed bright blue, with short grass circling it, interspersed with low drystone walls and swathes of what appeared to be crops at various stages of readiness. Beneath it, and skirting the base of the hill, was a high wall, solid, thick, huge buttresses jutting out and going beneath water circling the whole enclosure. It was a moat. Arcene had read about them in the books she'd eagerly devoured once able to read — what a frustrating, yet finally rewarding experience that had been. It was the one time Letje had really lost her temper with her, well the second actually, or maybe the third. Fourth?

On Arcene's side of the moat was just the grass and the sheep, the meadow behind her. It seemed to be the same all around the hill, although there were patches of trees coming right up close to the grass in a few places, but mostly the trees were thin, just a few, meadow stretching some distance away from the defenses in all directions.

"Let's go for a walk around a bit of it Leel, no point turning back. But we aren't welcome, so behave. We'll just wander a little way, then go over there." Arcene pointed to the north where a large expanse of forest dominated. This was where she was heading, for no other reason than once upon a time there was a large city on the other side of the hills the trees hid. Now and then cities were fun to visit, even though she definitely wouldn't want to live in one.

Leel waggled her floppy ears in agreement and walked in step with Arcene as they skirted the fortified castle, both staring with greedy eyes at the sheep, mouths watering, stomachs grumbling in unison. Arcene tried to ignore the nagging at the back of her mind, saying: "Go on, it's just a little electric shock. Go, just take one sheep, nobody will mind, there's plenty there."

No, naughty stomach, you be quiet. That's stealing, and I don't steal now… Much. Arcene eyed the sheep once more, shook her hair, pigtails thumping against her back, and tried to avert her eyes. All she saw were walking chops; her stomach growled in anger at the missed opportunity.
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After ten minutes of walking, Arcene realized she had underestimated the size of the castle and its moat. It was as if she was walking on the spot, the scenery unchanged. It was just grass, meadow, the dark moat water reflecting the flaking blue walls, and the sight of the towering castle itself.

This really would have taken an awful lot of paint.

Woof. Leel bounded ahead.

Something had taken her interest, but to Arcene everything looked the same. Arcene picked up the pace, not wanting to lose Leel — who had a terrible habit of disappearing for an hour or so at a time, coming back frantic, whining, tail between her legs, completely out of breath and in a panic. Arcene had often been tempted to slip into the dog's mind to join in on the fun, but held herself back as it felt too much like snooping on a child reveling in her freedom.

"Daft dog couldn't find her own tail," muttered Arcene as she ran. She refrained from shouting however, somehow it didn't seem like the right thing to do, as if she was being watched. Like the castle itself was spying on her.

"What are you doing, you silly girl?" Leel was just sat, head craning forward, staring at the castle. "Oh." It was a drawbridge, raised but at least it was a feature in the otherwise blank walls. There were large holes high in the wall where Arcene could see thick chains that would control the rise and descent of the bridge. Ugly and weather-worn gargoyles sat on top of the openings, silent sentries guarding against marauders. The underside of the bridge was black with thick mold, so Arcene assumed that it must be lowered quite often, the damp from the moat causing all manner of strange things to breed on the thick planks.

Not today though, today the bridge was firmly closed. No visitors welcome.

On their side of the water was a ramp rising from the earth at quite a steep angle, reinforced on the sides with the same stone that made up the castle itself, except these were natural stone color, not the peeling paintwork that someone who really, really liked blue had splashed over everything else.

"Well, we can't go in that way. Come on Leel, I don't think this is a very friendly place. And anyway we haven't found lunch yet. You haven't," accused Arcene.

Leel lowered her head in shame, and let out a little whimper before lifting a paw up high, almost knocking Arcene over when it landed on her shoulder.

"Hey! Be careful. I've told you before, you've got to be gentle. You're quite big you know; normal dogs would fit in your mouth."

Leel wagged happily and lowered her paw a little, looking at Arcene expectantly.

"Fine." Arcene took hold of the paw and shook it fast. "How do you do?"

Woof. WOOF!

"Ssh. Stupid dog, wish I'd never taught you that trick." It was impossible not to smile — Leel really was the best.

Woof?

"Fine. Come on then, we have lunch to find."

Woof.

Leel bounded away, yelping as she got too close to the invisible barrier and got a shock for her trespass.

"Be careful, it's dangerous." Arcene didn't actually think it could do much damage. She'd had much more serious encounters with the effects of electricity and some of them had been quite hair-raising — literally, but it didn't mean she had to tell Leel that.
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They walked for a while longer, skirting the perimeter, then moved back into the meadow where meandering swathes of poppies dominated, huge heads of bright red petals, others just dried balls that burst open as they passed. The bees seemed to be mad for the fresh blooms, the buzzing getting into Arcene's head like the time she'd tried using a chainsaw and had accidentally chopped a desk in two in her attempt to do a little bit of creative carving.

The view of the castle was lost to flowers as they moved deeper into the head-high meadow, heading toward the shade of the trees — it was getting seriously hot and even the poppies seemed to be wilting in the heat, drooping and making the bees work that little bit harder.

"Watch it!" Arcene crashed into the back of Leel — it felt like walking into a wall — and steadied herself by grabbing hold of the backpack. "What is it girl? You got a scent?" asked Arcene, a sparkle in her eyes.

Leel was rigid, standing with her nose pushed far forward, nostrils moving like bellows, grunting like a pig. Her body was coiled like a fat spring, thick muscle ready to move fast. Just like the panther.

Arcene turned quickly to her right as she heard the sound, but she was no match for the well-honed reflexes of Leel. Before she even caught sight of it, Leel had pounced high above the flowers, catching something in the air that emerged from the drooping poppy field.

Squawk.

As Leel descended amid scattering petals Arcene heard the gentle crunch of bones breaking. In one fluid motion Leel landed on the ground and dropped the prize at Arcene's feet.

"A pheasant! Good girl Leel, who's a clever doggie then?" Leel wagged manically, tail swishing the plants, knocking over the otherwise robust poppy stems, no match for an excited and happy tail. Arcene picked up the dead bird and scratched behind Leel's ear, then gave her a proper hug around the neck. "Clever girl. Let's go find some wood and make a fire. Then we can eat. Yum, yum."

They moved off through the meadow, heading toward the dense forest, and hopefully lunch.


PATIENCE GRASSHOPPER


"WAIT A MINUTE."

Woof.

"I said wait. What's the point of me going to all this trouble if you're going to eat it half-cooked?"

Leel ran around the small fire in circles, barking and wagging with excitement, almost beside herself with anticipation. Arcene wondered why she bothered sometimes, the stupid dog would be happy to eat it raw anyway. Maybe it was so she felt like she had company? She wasn't lonely, but still, it was nice to have somebody to sit with while you ate — civilized.

Arcene turned the bird on the makeshift spit, drooling as fat sizzled on the hot coals. This was the bit she hated about cooking: not only did it always take ages to build a fire, but then the wait for the flames to die down, and the coals to be just right so she didn't just frazzle her food in a second, drove her mad. Then you had to do the actual cooking.

She didn't really mind the prep, never even thought about it — in two minutes the bird was gutted, the head and feet chopped off and then she simply skinned it. No point messing about with plucking a pheasant as it took too long and wasn't worth the trouble.

Almost ready. Come on, come on.

Arcene willed the bird to hurry up and cook as her belly growled louder and louder, almost drowning out Leel's barking as it grew more and more insistent.

"Oi. Don't you dare," warned Arcene, as Leel made a lunge for the wooden spit, very nearly succeeding in grabbing it and making off with the juicy prize. "Why don't you see if you can catch anything else, we have to eat tonight too you know?"

Leel sat and cocked her head, as if to question Arcene's sanity. There was no way she was falling for that trick again — the one other time she had done such a thing she returned to find little more than bones left and Arcene dozing contentedly by the side of the fire. Leel had sulked for the rest of the day, only perking up after Arcene cooked the evening meal and let her have the majority of the food.

Hu hu hu hu. Hu hu hu hu.

"Leel, stop panting like that. It's driving me crazy. Look, I'm hungry too, but I can't eat it unless it's cooked. And anyway, you're a lucky dog, do you know pheasant is supposed to be hung up for at least a week before you eat it? No, of course you don't."

Hu hu hu hu.

Leel didn't take her eyes off the meat even as the breeze fanned the flames and made them jump. Arcene thought that maybe Leel was trying to bring the bird back to life so it would fly into her mouth. The silly dog was panting so hard it was amazing she didn't keel over. A long line of drool hung from her mouth like some kind of weird appendage, all shiny and swaying gently as she moved her position to better will the meal into her mouth.

That's it, I can't stand it any longer.

Arcene picked up her knife and stabbed at the meat; the juices flowed out clear, the flesh giving way nicely to the blade. With expert movements she lifted the stick used as a spit — soaked in water first so it wouldn't catch fire as the meat cooked — and slid the pheasant off with her knife to save burning her hands. She dropped it onto a nice flat rock she'd placed by the side of the fire and deftly cut the whole thing in half.

Now came the really, really hard bit. Steam erupted from the crispy meat, warning it was too hot to eat, and Arcene and Leel both moved forward, bending down low to stare at the teasing flesh, willing it to cool.

They managed about five terrible seconds then Arcene said, "Take," and snatched her share as jaws as deadly as any animal on the planet lunged and grabbed the other half, almost taking Arcene's hand with it. Luckily, she had great reflexes and knew what to expect from her friend. She didn't blame Leel, she was a big dog, and big dogs needed a lot to eat. But then Arcene wasn't exactly bulky, far from it, and she needed a lot of food too, always had.

As Arcene tore at the flesh with her teeth, trying to blow on the meat unsuccessfully while it was in her mouth, making that strange noise only a person with piping hot food on their tongue can make, she wondered if her fascination with food came down to the fact it had once been such a struggle to find.

When she was very young, when her mother first succumbed to The Lethargy and became more distant by the day, Arcene had no choice but to take over all manner of chores, including hunting for food. For weeks her continued existence had been borderline — she simply didn't know how to go about catching animals. The learning curve was steep.

It was the most scared she had ever been — you don't understand how fragile you are until you haven't eaten for a few days and you can feel the lifeforce ebbing away as you get weaker. But she'd made it, she'd learned; survived. Now hunting and cooking were second nature to her. She took another bite, the flesh somewhat cooler, and savored the taste of the meat before she licked her fingers clean of the thick, rich juices.

"Um, a little bit of space if you don't mind. And your breath stinks; you need to chew some bones." Leel blinked then poked out her tongue. So close was she that Arcene could see individual eyelashes on her friend's face, the innocent eyes focused intently on the meat as it moved to Arcene's mouth. "Leel! Move away, there's a good girl. That's very bad manners you know?"

Woof.

"I know, but I'm hungry too. Later we'll try to hunt for something big, maybe a boar, and then we can eat until we can't eat any more. Okay?"

Woof woof.

"Good. Now, let me finish in peace."

Leel lay down with a whimper and watched as Arcene finished her meal then collected the bones, putting them in the shallow hole she'd dug where she had placed the parts of the bird that weren't needed. She kicked the soil back into the hole and jumped on it a few times — it was a habit that had returned as soon as she found herself back out in the countryside.

Arcene had learned at an early age that it was best not to attract unwanted attention from people or animals, and that meant not leaving signs of food lying about. It wasn't only her that was preoccupied with where the next meal was coming from.

It was a lesson she had been taught only once. When a half-starved badger scares you to death as it tries to steal the scraps from your meal and almost bites your hand off then you don't need a second lesson about keeping your camp as clean as you can — when it comes to waste, you bury it, or you leave, fast.

Since Arcene wasn't in any hurry, she got rid of the traces of their meal and once satisfied there was little to attract a hungry animal, or person, she rummaged in the backpack and pulled out two juicy prizes that survived her gorging when she'd found them the day before, saving just two by carefully placing them in a small wooden box where she also kept the precious lighter.

She licked her lips as she held a large strawberry up high, the ruby-red color as close to perfection as anything in the world. Arcene glanced across at Leel who had dozed off; she quickly bit into the fruit.

Stay asleep, stay asleep.

"Damn! Oh, hello Leel. You move pretty fast, don't you?"

Leel stared eagerly at the fruit so Arcene reluctantly gave the other strawberry to Leel. She swallowed it whole then stared at Arcene's own.

"No way, you just had yours. And you're supposed to savor it. Strawberries are the best." Arcene popped the rest into her mouth and let the juice trickle down her throat. "Yum."

After a drink of water and adding a few small twigs to the fire, more for creating a sense of place than for warmth, Arcene moved away slightly, then lay back against the large belly of Leel, already dozing again, confident there was no food she needed to keep an eye on.

As satisfied as she was going to get for now, Arcene moved onto her side and held on to Leel's huge paw, still amazed at just how big it was, and drifted off to sleep to dream of strawberries, panthers, and wondering what had driven people to paint a castle blue, and when.


AFTERNOON HUNTING


"EH? WHAT? UGH." Arcene reached for her sword, only to realize she had been jolted awake by the twitching of Leel's paws. "Stupid dog's probably dreaming she can chase panthers and they'll be scared of her." Arcene lifted her head off the warm belly of Leel and sat up, still groggy.

The sun was high in the sky, meaning it was early afternoon — there was still plenty of the day left. Time for more walking and the chance to just enjoy being free for a while.

She looked around, half expecting to see her son smiling at her — he had the most beautiful smile in the whole world. Being away from him was strange, he'd been a constant in her life now for seven years and there wasn't a day that he wasn't the center of her world. What would he be doing right now? Probably driving Letje mad, getting up to all sorts of mischief, roaming the endless rooms of The Commorancy, pulling knobs, pressing buttons, nagging Marcus to show him more of the never-ending weird stuff that made up his home.

He loved The Room For Clothes, the vast collection of outfits Marcus had collected over the years and obsessively categorized and re-categorized — he really adored the fashions of the ancient civilizations.

Arcene wanted a cuddle, wanted to play with her boy, marvel at how clever he was and how much he'd grown. But she also knew that this was doing her good, asserting her independence, becoming revitalized, proving to herself she was still the same person she had always been, and although she felt guilty for even thinking it, the truth was she was enjoying not having the responsibilities of bringing up a child, just for a while.

Still, a cuddle would be very nice right about now.

Leel stirred in her sleep, whimpering as her legs twitched faster. Arcene hugged the beast's belly, having to make do with Leel rather than her own flesh and blood, then set about breaking camp.
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"Come on sleepy head, you can't just doze all day. We've got things to do, places to go, stuff to check out."

Leel opened an eye, hoping for food, and let out a low moan once she realized it wasn't time to eat.

"Come on, we're going."

Moving slow like a tortoise, Leel got up, yawned, and stretched out her lean body. She shook, bits of twigs and dirt flying in all directions. She was an impressive creature, almost like a small horse, but packed with lean muscle beneath her short blue-gray fur. Arcene smiled at her friend. It felt so good to have a dog, she'd always wanted one and now she had the best dog in the whole wide world.

Woof?

"Yes, now. Do you want a drink before we go? Silly question."

Leel padded over to Arcene and slurped greedily as Arcene tried to fill up the bowl with water, but Leel drank faster than she could pour.

"Slow down, slow down. You're so greedy." Arcene tried to push Leel's snout away but she may as well have been pushing against the ground itself. Sometimes she wished her dog was a little bit smaller, but then, that would make her just another normal dog, not special like hers. "Leel, stop! Let me pour it." Leel finally moved back and sat on her haunches while Arcene poured the water. "Should have brought a bigger bowl, didn't think this through." It was fine when they were at a stream, but having to carry water for Leel took up a lot of room and it was the most tedious of all jobs — Leel would drink and drink and drink, seemingly unable to fill her belly with sufficient water. "You’re like a fish, like a fish dog. Take, good girl."

Leel slurped away while Arcene doused the fire with a little water then kicked soil on top.

Clang, clang.

"Leel, it's empty. Stop being so noisy. Jeez."

Arcene returned the bowl to the backpack, then struggled to get Leel to stand while she strapped it onto her back, doing up the numerous buckles to ensure it didn't slip off. Last was her sword, adjusted so it was comfortable — they were ready to go.

"Let's get into the shade, it's so hot out here. I feel like I'm melting into a pool of goo."

Leel bounded out of the clearing and back into the trees, Arcene right behind her. The cool of the shady woods was welcome and Arcene felt her spirits lift as they moved in deeper. The castle was some distance away to Arcene's left as they followed the edge of the forest as it skirted around the strange building.

Arcene couldn't help keep glancing over when there was a gap in the trees, wondering what was going on behind the walls and what secrets they were hiding. She shook her head, trying to knock back the insatiable curiosity that had got her into trouble so many times over the years.

Must resist, must resist.

She knew she was kidding herself, knew that there was no way she could give up an opportunity to explore. But how was she going to get inside? There had to be a way.

She almost turned around and headed back the way they had come, back to the drawbridge to see if she could find a way in somehow, but taking stock it made more sense to keep going and see what she uncovered when she was heading back in this direction, back to where Fasolt was supposed to pick her up when she made the call to Letje.

At the thought, Arcene had a sudden panic and whispered for Leel to stop. She fumbled in one of the outer pockets of the backpack and pulled out a large acorn.

"Good, it's still here."

This was no ordinary acorn, this was the equivalent to a flip-talker but without having to stay in range for the signal at The Commorancy to work. Arcene always seemed to lose hers anyway.

No, this was special. Years ago, when they were out on their mission to discover what had happened to the ever-diminishing population, they had gone to The Oak, a tree that stood amid the ruins of endless bridges, ramps and roads that Arcene learned had once been called Spaghetti Junction, a maze of roads on the outskirts of a large city called Birmingham, now little more than jagged shards of skyscrapers ruining the landscape.

The Oak was a tree warped into unnatural growth by a religious sect called The Eventuals, the leader of which Marcus had killed, and when Letje and Arcene had visited the tree Letje had given a little of herself to it, Arcene likewise. The power they had offered passed from The Noise through them into the tree, meaning that now the acorn acted as a personal messaging system, allowing them to stay in contact with each other through The Noise no matter how far apart they were.

Arcene still didn't understand The Noise, not in any depth, but nobody did, not properly. The Noise was the source of so much yet it wasn't an actual thing, it was a place but not a place, kind of the opposite of The Void, except The Void was where everything returned to eventually and where everything came from.

The Noise was what allowed you to talk without speaking, a special kind of energy that gave you the chance to see the truth behind the facade of a world invisible to those not Awoken. Well, Arcene was Awoken, she had mastered her own body, could see the sap rising in the trunks of the trees, stare at the earth and see as clear as day the worms and the beetles and right on down to tiny little specks of life, and she understood how every single tiny thing was connected, that it was all a part of the Whole, understand on an instinctive level that every single thing in the entire world was just as important as every other thing.

Basically it made her head hurt, so she kept to the normal way of living as much as possible. Her mind was not developed enough to take it all in — even with the halting of the aging process Arcene was still adult enough to know that it would never reveal all its secrets to her. Not now, not ever.

It didn't matter. She had Leel, she had her son, she had her friends at The Commorancy and right now she had a damn bad itch she had to scratch: how could she get into the castle and uncover its secrets?
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The day wore on and Arcene was shocked when some time later they came to the edge of the forest and stepped out into blistering heat that made her gasp.

"Ugh, it's like jumping into a fire. Humid too. I feel like I've stepped into a warm bath or something. Yuck."

Woof.

"Yeah, I know."

Arcene looked up through the heat-haze — it was like they hadn't made a single step since they first saw the castle. Here was the same bright meadow, and past it she could see the short grass, sheep grazing contentedly, the blue walls and castle proper in the distance behind its moat.

A drawbridge too. That was a drawbridge wasn't it?

"What's going on? Have we gone the wrong way Leel?" Arcene checked the sun's position. There was no mistake, they had been skirting around the castle to the east, and if she had to guess then she would say they were directly opposite the drawbridge seen earlier.

"Why would they have two? Seems daft. Just more ways to get in, more to defend." Arcene looked up at the castle wall, almost the same as earlier, with maybe a slight difference in the stepped wall on the top. What were they called? Was it battlements or something else? It didn't matter, but it was certainly worth investigating.

"Come on Leel, let's go see if anything is different about this side."

Leel perked up, keen to explore something new, just like Arcene.

We make a great team. The best.

Arcene whistled as they battled through the poppies and the huge daisies, sneezing occasionally when pollen tickled her nose as clouds burst into the air from their passage. Bees buzzed in anger at the interruption to their work, then resumed after they'd passed.

Soon enough they made it to the edge of the meadow once more, greeted by the pastureland like they may as well have not bothered going anywhere at all. Arcene stared up at the drawbridge — it looked just the same. Maybe a little darker, the wood even slightly rotten in places, but apart from that it was identical.

"I wonder if the invisible shock fence is still here too. Want to go see Leel?" Arcene turned to her and Leel backed away until her behind was in the meadow. "Coward. Guess I'll do it then."

Moving forward to where the grass changed from long to short, Arcene pushed a tentative foot forward little by little, expecting a shock at any moment. "Hmm, nothing. Looks like we're in the clear then. Ow, ow ow! Yowee!" Arcene jumped back, hopping on one foot. "Ugh. That really, really hurt. It feels worse than last time." She looked at her leg suspiciously, then sat on the grass and rubbed at her calf until the tingling passed. Leel whimpered behind her.

"It's okay, it won't kill you Leel… I think."

Arcene knew there was only one thing for it: if she wanted to get closer then she would have to get past the electrified perimeter, and that meant…

"One. Two. Three. Jump." Arcene jumped as far as she could then kept moving forward as she lost all control of her body, rolling on the floor in agony. Every nerve felt like it was on fire, as if her skin had been stripped off and someone was sticking pins into flayed flesh. She couldn't move her limbs, they were no longer her own, so she did the only thing she could: roll around on the floor moaning.

Ugh, I'm an idiot. I'm Awoken, I can stop this. Haha.

Sometimes she forgot what she was capable of, but as soon as she looked inside at her own body, took control of nerves and nociceptors, the effect was instant: no pain, just a dull background sensation of feeling a little different to normal.

What a relief.

Arcene stood and dusted herself off, paying special attention to her kilt, pushing it down so the creases were right again, smacking the dirt from her socks and pulling them up over her knees.

She shouted, "Your turn," to Leel, who stood close to the invisible boundary sniffing the ground suspiciously, whining pitifully at Arcene's antics. "Come on, it's not that bad. Not for long anyway."

Leel stared at her, trust in her eyes, and backed up before running fast toward her.

Leel let out an almighty yelp and crashed to the ground, rolling fast at Arcene. It was no use, there was no time to react as Leel was too quick even when out of control, and she piled into Arcene, sending them both flying back, almost slamming into a sheep that was paying them absolutely no attention.

"Geddof, you're too heavy Leel. Shift it you big lump."

Leel whimpered but righted herself, shaking so hard that Arcene actually got hit by her tail, almost getting knocked over again.

"Careful."

Arcene dusted herself off once more then said, "Sorry girl, but hopefully it will be worth it. Let's go check out this castle then."


THE PROBLEM WITH MOATS...


ARCENE FIGURED THAT it was best to explore the ramp first, so they walked across the short strip of stubby grass, dodging sheep droppings — at least Arcene did, Leel seemed to have acquired a taste for them.

"Leel! That is so gross, what's wrong with you? Stupid dog."

Leel swallowed her prize in one gulp then ran to Arcene. "No way, I'm not touching you with all that stink over you. Dirty girl. Argh. Dirty."

Leel hung her head for all of a millisecond then bounded toward the ramp.

"No Leel, this way first. Come on."

Leel ran back down the beginnings of the steep slope and joined Arcene at the side. At it's height, right at the edge of the moat, the ramp must have been about fifteen feet high. The sides were just solid stone, heavy, immobile. The earth would have been piled on top, the grass growing over the years. Arcene peered over the bank into the water. It was dark, but there was no smell and nothing nasty floating so it must actually be flowing somehow — if it was static it would be stagnant and absolutely stink.

Bending forward, careful not to slip, Arcene peered at her reflection in the still water, a black mirror, impossible to tell how deep it was. The water couldn't have been flowing fast for it to be so still — another mystery.

She studied her reflection, pleased with what she saw.

It had taken some time to decide on her look years ago, back when she genuinely was fifteen, not just looking it, but she was happy with the result. The socks were the perfect inky black, and the best possible length, meaning they hid her knobbly knees, the one part of her body she was less than impressed with. The kilt was exactly right, stopping just a fraction before the top of the socks.

Arcene flexed a bicep, pleased as always with the little lump of power on her otherwise slender arm, although she did note that she was getting a little bit of color to her pale skin from being outdoors so much the last few days.

The pigtails still hung low, but were a little lifeless, so she would have to wash her hair that evening if they could find a stream, and they definitely needed redoing, which she wasn't looking forward to. Letje always plaited them and when she did it herself she always made a mess of it, looking like an old doll she'd once found amid the rubble of a building, a ragged thing with pigtails just like hers, a forgotten companion of a young owner dead centuries ago. It had fallen apart in her hands when she'd picked it up. Shame.

Arcene wrinkled up her nose as she studied her features. She wiped a hand across her forehead, trying to get rid of the dark stain.

Should have packed a mirror. I look a right old mess.

Leel's reflection interrupted her, a huge distorted creature whose head was probably twice as large as her own, powerful shoulders made impossibly large as a gentle breeze painted ripples on the water. It looked quite inviting, but it would be freezing. You could catch your death by jumping into—

"Leel! No." Too late. Leel smacked at the glassy surface, fat circles spreading across the water, sending waves slapping against the castle's fortified outer wall, sloshing over the bank. Arcene jumped back, narrowly avoiding getting soaked. "You naughty dog, now look what you've done. You'll freeze."

Leel acted unconcerned by the dire warning and swam around in the moat happily, tail wagging as she turned in one direction then the other, barking with pleasure as the water fought with the heat of the day and won. Steam rose from her head as she cooled.

Arcene had to admit it looked like fun. Not fun enough to jump in though — there was one clear problem Leel had failed to give due consideration.

Arcene waited, wondering how long it would take Leel to realize the terrible mistake she'd made. It didn't take long.

"See, now what are you going to do?" asked Arcene, as Leel tried in vain to lift her paws out of the water and gain purchase on the bank. The gap from the ground to the water was way too high for her to reach. She was stuck.

"Come on, try harder. Leap, or… um, something like that."

How do dogs jump from in water? What would I do? Hmm, well, I wouldn't go in for a start. Maybe.

Leel began to panic and tire. She kept trying to reach for the bank, getting as much of her body out of the water as she could, but each time she went crashing back, coughing and spluttering as she submerged.

Arcene was getting worried, how long could she keep it up? What would happen then? She couldn't lose her, wouldn't lose her. Not now, not ever. Could she pull her out? Arcene didn't think she would be able to, but now it seemed like she would have to at least try. How much did Leel weigh? Lots. Lots and lots.

"Stupid dog." Sighing, Arcene unbuckled her sword and put it carefully on the ground, then picked it up again and moved it further back from the bank — better safe than sorry.

She lay down on the ground and inched forward on her belly as far as she dared without risking being pulled in by the weight of Leel, if she even got hold of her.

Letting her hands dangle as low as they could go, Arcene braced her shoulders for what was to come and said, "C'mon then, good girl. Here Leel."

Leel looked at Arcene with desperation and paddled forward slowly, she was exhausted and wouldn't be able to keep going much longer. As she reached Arcene, she gave a burst of energy and propelled herself out of the water. Arcene made a grab for her and clutched a front paw in each hand.

Oh boy, she is crazy heavy. Ugh.

"Quick Leel, use your back legs. Come on, come on." Arcene tried to pull Leel out but it was impossible, she was a dead weight and Arcene knew she would have to let go soon. Her arms felt like they were being pulled from her sockets and her shoulders burned terribly.

Leel seemed to understand that this was her one and only chance and even understood Arcene's instructions. She moved her back legs manically in the water, getting herself right up close to the edge, and must have found purchase on the brick-lined wall that ringed the moat.

She kicked and kicked, searching for purchase, and in a flash she was moving up. Arcene dragged on Leel's paws for all she was worth as she inched back painfully on her belly, while Leel's claws dug deep into the palms of her hands. Leel scrabbled and splashed furiously, moving up the sheer wall. Then she bounced up high, finally getting enough grip to use her powerful hind legs, and Arcene gratefully let go.

Leel erupted over the side, landing on Arcene's back, trampling over her before jumping to the side. Arcene rolled over onto her back and got a thorough soaking for her trouble as Leel shook for all she was worth, water flying everywhere, moaning as she did so before pouncing right on top of Arcene, landing on her belly. She sat there, licking Arcene like they'd been apart for years, soaking Arcene to the skin.

"Haha, nice to see you too. Now get off me. I can't breathe, you big lump."

Woof.

"Well," said Arcene, sitting up carefully, amazed nothing was broken, half expecting to see her arms lying by the side of her, "I hope that taught you a valuable lesson?"

Leel looked at her, cocking her head to the side, misunderstanding. She moved toward the edge fast, getting ready to jump back in.

"No! Leel, don't you dare. It's not a game."

Leel stopped just in time, turning to look at Arcene quizzically, as if reprimanding her for not making up her mind. The dog was very stupid at times.

"Come on, let's take a look at the ramp. And no jumping," warned Arcene, pointing a finger at Leel who bounded over and licked it eagerly. "Well, suppose I asked for that. Come on."

Arcene wrung out her vest as they moved to the base of the ramp, moaning to herself about how much she would ache the next day, Leel being surprisingly good and staying by her side. The sheep seemed to be of little interest to the dog, which was probably even more surprising. Maybe she could tell the difference between wild and domesticated animals? Was she really that clever? It was doubtful, but at least it was one less thing to worry about.

It's probably because they aren't running away. Bet it would be different if they were.

The angle of the ramp was rather steep, covered in short grass like the rest of the perimeter, but it grew a little taller the closer to the top they got, where the sheep refused to graze. There was no sign of it being used regularly, if at all. No muddy patches, no well-worn ruts or marks of vehicles passing, just a nice grassy slope, nothing more.

At the top, Arcene lay on her belly once more and peered over the edge. It was quite a drop now.

"Don't you dare!" Arcene shrieked, as Leel stared first at her then eagerly at the water far below.

Woof?

"No. Bad girl. If you jump in again you'll just have to drown. I'm not made of arms and mine hurt too much."

Leel backed away from the edge and sniffed at the ground.

There was little to be seen from her new vantage point, the wall opposite and the underside of the bridge looked pretty much the same — impenetrable.

"Stupid castle."

There was nothing for it, they would have to leave. There was no way in that Arcene could see, and much as she would have loved to explore, well, without the ability to fly then she was stuck on the wrong side of the moat.

"Hello? Hello?" Arcene shouted at the walls. Maybe there was somebody there and they would be happy to have company. It wasn't very likely, it was only a few years since Artek, the foul man that was her abuser, biological father to her son, killer of almost every person in a country already dangerously underpopulated, had finally been stopped and although those still alive had returned to their previous lives it was still rare to meet people.

But there were pockets of humanity — he hadn't found everyone although he had been stealing people for a long time. Some were simply too well hidden, too remote, or had been overlooked somehow, plus people had been leaving The Commorancy once Marcus knew their time there was over, so there was a glimmer of hope for the future — humanity would hopefully increase in numbers over the following centuries but it wasn't guaranteed, nothing was.

"Let's go Leel, there's nobody home, or they don't like us. Their loss, we're lots of fun aren't we?"

Woof.

Arcene followed Leel down the slope then realized something. "You stupid dog, the backpack! Everything will be soaked through. My lighter! All the clothes and our blankets too. We'll freeze!"

This was going to be a problem. The leather backpack was good at repelling water when it rained — Arcene had oiled it methodically before their trip — but nothing could stop water penetrating if it was dunked in a moat.

Ugh, this will be a bit of a boring afternoon now.

"Right you naughty dog, we need to go. We need to hang everything up to try to dry it before the sun sets or it's going to be a very long and cold night."

Woof woof.

"Hmm."

Leel was at the border of the pasture and meadow, barking to remind Arcene that they still had to get back past the boundary.

Well, this time I won't have to get shocked.

As Arcene approached the invisible shock point she looked inside herself, watched via The Noise as tiny sparks traveled faster than the human eye could see from nerve endings to her brain, the signals that made sensation possible. She didn't shut them down entirely, because she got the feeling she would just collapse on the floor if she couldn't actually feel where it was, but she toned it all down, like turning a dial to low, until everything became almost, but not quite numb. More a gentle background hum, rather than it being acute.

The signals from the nerves slowed, nociceptors blunted like sealing them in an invisible sheath, and she told her brain to only allow the slightest part of their message to penetrate — recognized but not given much attention — was the best she could describe it to herself.

Arcene walked from short grass to the beginnings of the meadow.

Cool. Wish I'd done that before. Oh yeah, and I can raise my body temperature too, so I won't actually be cold tonight, but that takes lots of energy so Ill have to eat lots if I want to do that. Better to have a nice fire and a warm blanket.

Woof woof.

"Sorry Leel, just thinking." Arcene's body tingled, the electric shock manifesting as little more than a vibration, a gentle buzz like the world was kind of bouncing up and down really fast — or something like that, it was hard to describe and it didn't matter. She wasn't feeling like she was on fire, that was the main thing. "Okay, just run, really fast. Or I can you know… You want me to?"

Woof. Leel looked at her expectantly. She knew what Arcene meant, and although it wasn't something that Arcene had done more than a few times, as she respected her friends privacy, she felt it was the kind thing to do — Arcene was the one that had wanted to get close to the castle after all.

Should have done it when we went over before, but I didn't think it would hurt as much.

"You ready girl? Sit still then, let me concentrate."

Although Arcene was about as curious a person as there could possibly be, she found, much to her surprise, that she didn't like entering the bodies of other creatures, taking up residence in their minds, watching what they watched, feeling and thinking what they did, allowing her own mind to be open to her host too.

It felt too intrusive, but more than anything it felt too alien. It was hard to adjust to being another creature, and much as she had loved flying high and riding the thermals, she quickly found, just like most other Awoken that also had the gift, that it was easy to lose yourself, feel yourself drifting away from being a human being, becoming more and more like the creature you occupied.

There was a real risk of never being able to get back to your own body, as inhabiting another creature meant that you quickly took on their thoughts. You melded into them, mind slowing, warping as the chemical balances in the host body made your own thoughts slip away to nothing. It was easy to see how you could become trapped if there wasn't enough of your own awareness remaining to make the return.

Some were very adept at such things, able to keep control, do it as easily as breathing, but they were few and far between, often very powerful. Arcene found it entirely too odd, and because of what she had done to her own body she knew that she would never develop the skills it took to switch from one mind to another with ease.

But for Leel? For Leel she would do it, just for a minute. She'd do anything for Leel.

Arcene sat, letting herself relax, allowing her mind to slip between the cracks in the visible world and enter the place that in truth was more real than the visceral world. She let herself enter The Noise, or let it enter her, or just opened herself up to the truth of all things — she never was sure which way it worked, just knew that with her Awoken state the place that wasn't a place was always there, readily accessible.

The Noise was as much a state of mind as anything. If you let yourself become one with it then so much was revealed. Normal human senses became pale imitations of what was really going on all around you. People vibrated in intense colors, showing the truth of their personalities. Everything you looked at showed deeper meaning, hidden truths behind the facade unraveling, and if you went deep into The Noise then you could search for other life, summon up powers within yourself to become more than human.

Some could control the minds of others, slip through the imperfections in time, warp it, change things, see the future and the past, walk down timelines toward a fate of their choosing. Yet their power was a curse Arcene was glad she didn't have, for such lives were intolerable to her — she still found it hard to understand how anyone could live their life when they already knew what would happen. How boring would that be?

So Arcene spent little time consumed by The Noise, but this was to help her friend.

As easily as swishing her sword through the air Arcene cut through the gap between herself and Leel and slipped into her mind.

Hello my friend, let's get this over with shall we?

Leel responded with a rush of hormones, sending happy signals into her brain — their brain, for they were as one. It was like Leel could talk, as if they were having a real conversation but without speaking, for being this connected meant that Arcene was Leel and Leel, to a lesser degree, was Arcene.

Okay, I'm just going to stop you feeling so much so we can get over the nasty thing under the ground that does the hurting, then we can go try to dry the clothes. Okay?

Leel felt sad for what she had done. She thought it was a game, didn't stop to think about their belongings. She was sorry.

It's okay, it did look like fun.

It was, it was lots of fun. Leel would like to jump in again.

No, we can't do that. I nearly lost you. I couldn't get you out a second time.

Leel was sorry. Leel would be good from now on.

Haha, I very much doubt that.

It was done. While they communed, Arcene had shut down the appropriate sensations and walked Leel to the edge of the meadow — Leel hadn't even noticed, she was too excited about having her friend come say hello.

As easily as Arcene had entered, she withdrew. Her work was done.

"Right, come on you," said Arcene, standing and pulling at her vest to stop it sticking to her belly. "Let's go get dry. I suppose I'll have to try to light a fire. That's going to be fun. Not."


A BATTLE OF TWO STICKS


AFTER A TWENTY minute walk from the castle Arcene found a suitable spot to sort out the damage caused by Leel's exuberance. The forest edge a short distance away provided shelter, acting as a barrier to the prevailing wind, and the land was lush with short grass but open toward a view of the castle gleaming in a patchwork of blue and gray in the distance.

To the north, hills gently rolled into the distance, hiding the city Arcene had hoped to make it to by the end of the day. So much for plans, but it didn't matter, there was no hurry.

She camped next to a rather scraggly beech tree, the shade welcome in the heat of the afternoon. Twisted branches allowed her to string up a line and hang the wet clothes and bedding where the gentle breeze blew. The sun crept between the boughs, drying everything nicely.

There was a moment's panic when she remembered about the acorn, but it was undamaged, impervious to the water. Arcene tucked it back into its pocket for safekeeping.

The backpack's contents were spread out on the ground, including the soaked-through box that had contained the lighter. She should have sealed it in something properly waterproof, an oversight she would be sure to rectify next time. She'd never considered the importance of such a simple thing before — when she was young and wild it was as easy as going from empty house to empty house in the cities or villages, or raiding long since closed shops, taking boxes of ancient lighters. They were always there in abundance and she hardly gave it a thought.

But now, well, unless she trudged through the night to the city then she would have to make a fire the old fashioned way: with sticks.

Arcene had made her fire pit with stones from around the tree and gathered dry fallen branches, placed to the side at the ready. She hunted through her cache until she found a perfect flat piece of wood to act as the base stick, nice and flat on the top, and plenty long enough.

"Right, now for the plow." Arcene hunted through the pile again, finding a slender but sturdy stick that would be ideal. "Now to the carving." Arcene focused, tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth as she scraped a groove in the base stick along its top flat edge. The wood was hard but it gave almost like butter under the pressure of the blade.

Leel watched keenly, waiting for Arcene to throw what must be special sticks to need so much attention before they were to play. She began to shake, becoming too excited to wait any longer.

"Leel! No, this is for our fire. So we can eat and I can dry everything."

Leel halted, face inches from the special stick, and sat back on her haunches, watching in case Arcene changed her mind.

Once the groove was suitably deep, Arcene turned her attention to the plow stick. Using gentle strokes, she smoothed it with the edge of her blade, then whittled the end to a forty-five degree angle.

"Perfect. Now we need some tinder. What's best for that Leel? Eh? Do you know?"

Woof woof.

"Haha, didn't think so." Arcene peeled tufts of dead moss from the firewood and pulled it apart, making it nice and open before dropping it into the center of the empty stone circle. "Okay, now for the hard part. Wish me luck Leel. This is your fault, we could be hunting instead of doing this first."

Leel bowed her head sadly, just for a second, before something caught her eye and she bounded off across the grass.

"Stupid dog, probably saw a butterfly or a bee. She'll never learn." Leel had been stung several times, her face swelling until she looked decidedly odd — she didn't seem to get the connection.

"Okay then, let's hope this works, it's been a long time." Arcene was taught the technique as a child, but had thought it stupid since she could just use a lighter, and had thrown a bit of a tantrum as she tried to get it to work, resulting in two broken sticks and a cold supper for being naughty.

Arcene sat on the end of the long base stick to stop it from moving, wiggling her bum until she was comfortable. Not using too much force, she put the plow stick into the groove of the base stick nearest to her. Keeping it at a forty five degree angle she slid it back and forth.

"It's all about friction, just keep sliding until it feels smooth." The wood felt rough and uncomfortable to begin with but the more she slid it the more worn it became until after a minute it was relatively easy. She increased the pressure. "Keep going, don't stop. Press harder, move faster. Come on, come on."

There was a hint of smoke as the friction built. The groove darkened. It would work, it really would. "Faster, faster, don't give up now." Arcene's arms were ablaze, her muscles aching from pulling Leel out of the moat, now burning from the exertion. She began to sweat and her pigtails were getting annoying as they swayed with the effort. Sweat dripped into her eyes and the sun was getting way too hot. Maybe she should have not bothered? No, as however warm it was in the afternoon, when the sun went down it would be cold, and it was lonely without a fire and—

"Yes!"

The wood was black beneath her; tiny shavings at the far end of the groove began to smolder.

"A bit more. Harder. Faster."

Arcene slid the plow for all she was worth, hair flying wildly, sweat covering her face, fingers locked like claws, forearms, shoulders and biceps burning, skin slick. Shortening her push, she stopped short of the embers, making more with her movements until there was a nice little collection at the end, now smoking intensely.

Gratefully, Arcene stopped and managed to prize her right hand from the plow, fingers white at the joints. After standing she upended the base stick carefully over the moss. She put a little more on top before squatting down, watching the smoke eagerly, wiping away sweat with her arm.

It felt like a lifetime, just sitting there watching, but then, yes, it was a flame! She lay down and blew gently at the moss then sat back up, adding little twigs, careful to arrange them in a pyramid so air could flow through and fan the flames.

Five minutes later Arcene was the proud creator of a crisp, bright fire burning strongly.

"Ugh, I'm boiling. Making a fire means you're too hot to need one. Leel. Leel, come on, we have to go find something to cook on it now." While she waited for Leel, Arcene gathered more wood and built the fire up nicely, adding a couple of thick branches that would take hours to burn down, and sorted through her gear for anything that needed to dry out near the fire. She placed what she could circling the flames then checked on the clothes and blankets hanging from the line. Most were little more than damp so should be dry in a few hours, if not then she would put them by the fire when they returned.

Now it was time for hunting — Arcene style.


WHERE'S MY DINNER?


THE BEST THING about being fifteen when you are twenty-two is that you recover quickly. Arcene had always run fast, her metabolism was like the fire she'd left to search for food: quick to consume and forever in need of feeding. She had always been slender even when she'd eaten in abundance, and had always been full of energy, some would say mischief too. Well, everyone would, and what was cool was that she still felt exactly the same.

Almost.

She tried not to think about it, but some days the horror of what had happened to her in the past took over, the cause of her static age descending and casting a dark cloud over her normally perky and optimistic outlook on life.

It was taking her now, that darkness, the struggle with the past rearing its ugly head, the recovery from her exertions making her think about how nice it was to feel so restored with such ease, but the reason she was forever young coming back to haunt her. She'd been an innocent, not interested in boys let alone men, and she had been taken against her will, her mind made to think it was happy with what was happening when the truth was the opposite.

The moment her son was born he was snatched from her arms; Arcene knew what real despair was for the first time in her life.

Don't dwell on it, you have a beautiful boy, that's what counts.

Arcene sent the darkness away — it did no good to think about the bad when there was good in the world, always the chance of happiness if you let it into your life. That's how she'd always approached things, wasn't it? If today sucked you owed it to yourself to make sure that tomorrow rocked.

Anyway, it's been a good day. We saw a blue castle, ate pheasant, had a little adventure in the moat, and it's not even time for dinner yet. Anything could happen.

Leel bounded about ahead, paws with a life of their own. She often looked like she was skipping to Arcene: she never seemed to have proper control of her limbs, just like a young puppy, locked in her youth. The same as Arcene.

The open space around the camp would not be good for hunting so Arcene knew their best bet was to move into the forest, it was much more likely to offer up something good. Animals liked the shade just as much as she did, so that was were they headed.

Arcene's world was one where animals were everywhere. It was all she'd ever known, but apparently it wasn't always the case. Back before The Lethargy, before everyone gave up and humanity went from billions to near extinction, there weren't many creatures in the country. It was all to do with farming, roads and vehicles it seemed, and the meat people did eat often came from creatures kept contained, sometimes even in barns, never seeing the outdoors.

It all sounded very odd, the stuff people ate even odder. From what she'd been told it seemed like everything was often all mashed up and turned into things that didn't even resemble what they once were. People bought meat all wrapped up weird, never even knowing what it looked like in its original form. Mad.

For Arcene it was all about respect — she didn't waste food, she treated animals with kindness, only taking what she needed. Which, unfortunately for the animal population, was a lot. Still, having to hunt could get tiring. She'd got accustomed to not having to worry about such things at The Commorancy, but it felt good to be back to basics — like she was truly alive again and in-tune with the natural order of things.

They made it to the forest soon enough, but Arcene vowed that the following morning they would get an early start, maybe even skip breakfast, although that did make her shudder a little at the thought, and would travel to the city for some exploring — you never knew what you'd find in those places, even after they had mostly been abandoned. There were still a few people living in the old buildings, or there were. Maybe it was different now?

"Ugh, there I go again, depressing myself. Hold up Leel, wait for me." Arcene ran to catch Leel who had entered the forest, already sniffing the ground for a trail to pick up.
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It was quiet under the canopy, the diffuse light making it feel later than it was. It was calming, everything feeling sort of soft and squishy like the mossy ground beneath her feet. They needed to catch something good, something big if possible. Leel needed a proper feed and so did Arcene.

Her belly broke the silence, rumbling noisily.

Good job we weren't tracking something, that would have scared it off. Be quiet belly, you'll ruin your chances otherwise.

Arcene crept forward, watching her step, trying to ensure that she made as little sound as possible, ordering Leel to walk beside her or she'd be clattering about the place like a loon, scaring everything away.

They moved deeper into the gloom, the forest growing increasingly silent the closer together the trees grew.

"Ssh," whispered Arcene, stopping and grabbing hold of Leel's collar. "Over there, look." She pointed to a little clearing where dappled light hit moss thicker than a feather pillow and looked just as inviting. Lichen-covered rocks lined a small pool, a natural spring by the looks of it, pure water finding its way to the surface from deep underground, constantly replenished, the overflow seeping into the earth creating a lush mossy carpet before meandering deeper into the cover of the trees.

That was all very nice, but Arcene wasn't thinking about the fact that Leel could have a proper drink as the stupid dog hadn't even had one when she was in the moat, no, Arcene had her gaze firmly set on the baby boar snuffling in soft loam, rummaging through the rich soil looking for worms. Boar! Boar was the best, and baby boar was like… well, it was even better.

But you couldn't eat baby boar, not often. The risk was high as the mother was liable to attack if you went anywhere near her young, equally important was the fact that when it was bigger it would mean it was a much more substantial meal. But now and then over the years she'd found lone babies and they tasted like nothing in this world.

Arcene looked around, searching for the mother, holding on tight to Leel who stared at the animal like she could catch it by the intensity of her gaze, but knowing to keep still and silent until the time was right. They'd have to get closer first, but Arcene might not let her chase it, even though Leel knew it tasted like the best thing ever.

Result! Yes.

Although it was a sad sight, the remains of an adult boar partially hidden by the trees meant the young boar was now fair game. The adult was almost completely consumed, killed a day or two ago by something much larger and more deadly, maybe the panther.

Oh, oops. The panther, must remember about the panther. But anyway, result!

The baby wouldn't last long on its own; it must have scattered when its mother was chased and killed, but returned to where she was caught by surprise, not having chance to make a proper run for it.

There could be more, there could be loads.

Gurgle.

Oh no. "Go Leel, quick. Stupid belly." Arcene put a hand to her trim waist in admonishment as Leel went into action, moving so fast so quickly she got nowhere as she had no purchase on the soft ground.

Eventually she was off, yipping and yelping in that high-pitched way of hers that sent animals for miles running for cover — stealthy she was not. But she was fast, once she got moving.

Leel hurtled into the clearing, her huge frame making the baby boar seem even smaller, the disparity in size exaggerated by her huge lope, sending her high in the air as she bounded toward her prey.

It was over, the boar caught unawares, too young to understand the need for caution. Arcene jogged up beside Leel and said, "Good girl. Give Leel, you drop." Leel obediently dropped the lifeless body, a puncture wound in the neck showing it had been a clean kill. Arcene bent and picked up the limp body, checking it was dead, knife at the ready just in case. It was dead, painless and quick as it should be.

"Well, there's no chance of any others coming back any time soon now, you will have scared them all off, so let's make our way back and cook shall we?"

Woof.

"Good girl." Arcene reached out and patted the sitting Leel, her shoulder feeling exhausted as she lifted her arm to almost her own head height to pat her companion lovingly. "Oh, have a drink first, otherwise we'll be back again soon as you know what you're like."

While Leel lapped at the water, clearly thirsty, Arcene took a look at the corpse of the mother. It wasn't a pretty sight, it never was, but this was the way of things, nature doing what it had always done. It was very fresh but Arcene wouldn't touch the remaining meat, it could be tainted as she didn't know what the large female had died of, and never would.

Finally Leel finished, so they headed back to camp the way they had come, moving from the comfort of the little mossy clearing into the cover of the forest once more.


HANDS OFF


"OI, LEAVE IT alone." Leel kept trying to grab the boar, unable to contain herself now she knew it was almost time to eat. She acted like she felt justified in devouring it right now as she had caught it. "C'mon, you know we share. I've caught plenty of food and haven't tried to eat it all before you had any." Arcene felt a little guilty for her blatant lie, as she had tried to do exactly that on many occasions, but Leel's keen senses always outwitted her secret eating attempts.

With a final sad look at the prize in Arcene's left hand, Leel gave in and moved on ahead, following trails, nose to the ground, tail wagging like a demented snake.

She's a good dog really, just hungry. Always hungry.

Yip, yip, yip.

What's she up to now?

Arcene sped to a gentle jog, trying to keep quiet yet not wanting to lose Leel or whatever it was she was after. It was definitely her chasing sound, no doubt about it. There, over to the right, deeper into the woods rather than heading back to camp. She hoped this wouldn't take long — Arcene was worried about the fire going out and being unable to cook. By now the temperature was dropping and the shade of the forest was getting a little too cold for comfort.

With long easy strides, Arcene picked up speed and moved further into the darkness.
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"You daft dog, you could have got lost. Why are you barking at a tree? Squirrels is it? I've told you before they don't taste that great, well, like chicken, sort of, but it's not worth the trouble. You never catch them anyway."

Leel wagged in expectation, leaning back on her legs, belly almost on the ground, barking at the base of the trunk. The sound echoed back at them with a weird distortion.

"Let's go Leel, I'm hungry. Aren't you?"

Leel just yipped at the tree again. It must be serious for it to be more important than eating freshly cooked meat.

"Go away, leave me alone."

Yip, yip, yip.

Arcene got on all fours and from the lower vantage point realized that there was a large hollow in the old tree. The earth looked like it was excavated but maybe not by Leel as she had first thought. "Hello? Is someone in there?"

"Well, duh. You wouldn't be hearing me unless I was. Go away and take that beast with you."

With a rock backward Arcene squatted, frowning at the rude voice, before peering into the hidey-hole. "That's not very polite you know?"

"So? Don't care, go away."

Arcene stood and ordered Leel to move away and sit. She wasn't too happy about it but did as she was told, ears twitching, pulling her sad face. "Good girl," whispered Arcene into Leel's ear. "You stay here a minute while I see what's going on."

Walking back over to the dark hole Arcene got onto her belly and said, "Hello, it's safe now. You can come out." There was no answer. "Hello?"

A head popped up, two wide eyes shining bright against the gloom. "He won't eat me will he?" asked the young boy. At least it sounded like a boy but the long hair, muddy and plastered to his face, made it a little hard to tell from his hiding place.

"It's a she, her name is Leel, and no, she won't eat you. I don't think so anyway." No, Leel wouldn't eat a person, would she? Of course not, she's a good girl. Arcene turned and looked at her friend, smiling at the stupid dopey look on her face, ears twitching like she was under attack from a swarm of flies. Definitely not, but she is looking at the boar. Arcene pulled their evening meal closer and turned back to the pair of eyes. "And you, are you a boy?"

"Of course I'm a boy, what else could I be?"

"Well, you could be a girl," offered Arcene helpfully.

"I've never been a girl. You're one."

"I know."

"Oh."

Reaching out a hand, Arcene said, "Do you want to come out?"

"Not really, I don't want to be eaten."

"Don't be silly. I told you, Leel's a big old softy. She won't eat you."

"I don't mean the dog, but she is very big and she chased me, I mean…" The boy cried, tears glinting in the small patch of sunlight angled into the hollow between the oak tree's roots, streaks of pink flesh now visible beneath the dirty cheeks.

Arcene got a bad feeling, a very bad feeling indeed.

"Hey, it's okay. I'm here now. Me and Leel."

"It was horrible, I don't want to go back. You're not going to make me, are you?"

"Go back where? What's happened to you?" All Arcene got in reply was more crying, so reached in a little more and said, "Here, grab my hand, let's get you out of there. I promise, we won't hurt you."

"If you're sure? Okay." A small hand reached up and took Arcene's. It was definitely the hand of a child, and it was very dirty. Not just dirt from being in the hole, but ground-in dirt, the way she used to be when all alone and too young to be concerned about washing or being presentable.

"Here we go, out you come." Arcene pulled the boy from his hiding place, grabbing his other hand once it appeared out of the hole, her shoulders weak from the escapade at the moat. The boy wasn't very heavy though, certainly no Leel, so she pulled him out easily enough.

Once he was out, he stood and backed up to the tree, frightened and unsure of himself.

"Where are your parents? What are you doing here?" The boy just stared at her, switching from her face to the sword he could see poking over Arcene's shoulder. He cast a worried glance at Leel, then spotted the boar on the ground next to Arcene. She picked it up and said, "Are you hungry?" The boy nodded a mute reply.

"Leel, come here please, and be good." Leel walked over, quiet now she knew it was a person and not something to chase down. She sat next to Arcene obediently and lifted a paw up in the air toward the boy. "See, she's a good girl. She likes you. You gonna shake, then you can be friends."

"Really?" said the boy, hope in his eyes. He wiped his face with a filthy green shirt then tentatively reached out to Leel, having to raise his hand to reach the massive paw. He touched it nervously and when he found his hand wasn't bitten off he wrapped small fingers partially around the paw and shook it ever so slightly.

"Say hello, Leel," instructed Arcene.

Woof.

The boy jumped back in shock, but Arcene said, "It's okay, she's just saying hello."

"Oh, okay." He suddenly brightened and focused on the boar again.

"Well, it looks like we'll have company for our supper. You want to come and eat with us?" The boy nodded, eyes glued to the boar like he hadn't eaten in days. "Okay then, what's your name? I'm Arcene, did I say that already?"

"Yes. I'm Beamer."

"Beamer, that's a nice name."

"My dad said it was because I was smiling when I was born, and um, because of what happened after, he thought it would be good to have a happy name. To take away the sadness."

"He sounds like a clever man. Where is he?"

"I don't know," said Beamer, tears falling again. "I don't know where I am, where he is. We were in the city, but now I'm lost. Do you know where we are?"

"Well, I know you're here, and I know where the city is, so maybe I can help?"

Beamer brightened at the reassurance. "Really? Oh, but what about…?" He started to sob again.

"Leel, up," ordered Arcene. She moved over to Beamer and whispered in his ear, "How about you have a ride on Leel back to our camp and I'll make you something to eat. Okay?"

Beamer cupped his hand to Arcene's ear and whispered, "Okay."

Arcene nodded and said, "Right, here we go then," and before he could change his mind, or cry, she picked him up and swung him high so he straddled Leel. "Now, hold on to her collar, but don't grab her ears, she doesn't like it. Leel, you be a good girl and no running off, you have an important job to do now. Let's go."

Leel stood a little more erect, held her head higher, proud and dignified now she had an important role to play, and as Arcene retrieved the boar and moved off she took her place on Arcene's left.

They headed back to their camp where hopefully the fire was nice and hot and there would be plenty of coals waiting to cook the meat.


THE SILENT TYPE


AS BEAMER RODE on Leel at Arcene's side, she snatched glances at the boy when he wasn't looking. He was a raggedy thing, clothes ingrained with dirt, clearly unwashed for some time. The cuffs of his shirt were threadbare and he had a habit of pushing them up his scrawny arms before they fell back down a few minutes later.

He had a pair of faded gray cotton trousers on, good boots if in need of a very vigorous polish, and appeared terrified of just about everything.

Arcene tried to ask a few questions, but as soon as she did he went from smiling at the fun of the ride on Leel to casting his eyes about nervously, avoiding looking at Arcene and saying little. Something terrible had happened, that was clear, but at least he trusted Arcene enough to not run away as soon as possible. Whatever had happened was certainly worse than any misgivings he might have about a girl with a sword and riding a dog that stood taller than him.

What struck Arcene the most about the boy were his eyes. They were the darkest she had ever seen, close to black with the slightest hint of pale brown flecks that shone with an odd intensity, as if they were smiling yet deadly serious at the same time. It was a strange combination and somewhat disconcerting, but they were beautiful, large and an open window into his emotions.

He was also extremely dark, tanned a deep hazel as if he'd been spending the summer just lazing around — which obviously wasn't the case at all. His hair was as black as his eyes, but again there were streaks of light brown that caught the sun, shining bright, even through the dirt and the grease — he really needed a wash.

All of a sudden Arcene felt old, the freedom that lifted her spirits replaced by responsibility and the need to be the adult once more. This boy seemed about her son's age, maybe a little older, and it reminded her how precious he was to her: more precious than anything else in the world. How was he doing? Was he eating enough, brushing his teeth and combing his hair as silver as his mother's? She hoped so.

The carefree euphoria vanished, replaced by a sense of duty: she would have to find out what had happened and return the boy home. He said he was from the city, so that was something. It was where she'd been heading anyway before getting sidetracked by the stupid castle. It was connected to what had happened to Beamer she was sure of it, but his safety came first, and that meant getting him home — alive.
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The camp was as they'd left it, clothes and blankets dry from the sun, objects scattered around the fire, just as dry, the leather backpack itself still looking somewhat patchy, dark spots where it hadn't quite dried out.

What was most welcome was the sight of the fire — strong flames burned bright now that the large logs Arcene had arranged with care had caught and were burning well. It probably hadn't even been that long they'd been away for, a few hours if that. Arcene's belly rumbled as she put the boar down by the fire; before she had a chance to say anything Leel sat down unexpectedly.

"Hey. Whoa!" Beamer tumbled off Leel backward, hitting the ground with a thud. Leel didn't even seem to notice, there were more important things to occupy her now: supper.

"Are you okay?" asked Arcene as she grabbed him and stood him upright.

"Um, I think so. Knocked my noggin a bit though."

"Noggin?"

"My head," said Beamer, as if explaining to a child.

"Oh, right. Never heard that before."

"Is that because you're a girl? Do you speak differently?"

"No, at least I don't think so. It's just different people use different words, depends where you come from."

"Where do you come from?"

Arcene had to think about that for a while. "Well, lots of places I guess, but now I live at The Commorancy."

"Wow! Really?" Beamer's eyes were saucer-big, his curiosity getting the better of his nerves and fright.

"Yes, it's pretty cool. Very cool." Should I tell him I have a son? Probably not, it will just make him ask too many questions. Arcene saw his eyes dart to the boar; he licked his lips. Her belly rumbled at the reminder. Leel whimpered, eyes still locked on the meal-to-be. "You ready to eat?" Beamer nodded. "Wanna help?"

"If I can, but I don't know what to do."

"No problem, I'll show you."

"Okay," said Beamer warily.

Where has he been living? How come he doesn't know about this stuff? Arcene decided the best possible thing to do was not ask questions. The boy wasn't ready to talk, maybe keeping him occupied would change that?

"Right, first we have to spread out the coals and move the big logs out the way so we don't burn the meat while it's cooking. I'll do that, but we need some long sticks with a V on the end, and a strong one to act as the spit to put the meat on. Can you find them?"

"Sure." Beamer skipped off to hunt around for wood, while Arcene made the fire ready for the meat.

In a few minutes she was ready, and Beamer returned with suitable wood for the next task. "Good job, you've done this before, I can tell."

"Nope," said Beamer with pride. "First time."

"Oh." What has he been doing? He said he has a dad, hasn't he taught him? "Oi, Leel." Leel backed away, head bowed, caught in the act of stick thievery. "Now, what's next? Ah, the boar. You like boar?"

Beamer nodded vigorously. "I had it once, it was yummy. But we never got to eat much like that, mostly vegetables and maybe eggs usually. Not many animals in the city. Some, but not like here."

"Right, well that sucks. We always eat meat, don't we Leel?"

Woof.

It was hard to believe Beamer's knowledge of such basic stuff was non-existent. Maybe he was younger than he seemed? "How old are you Beamer?"

"Nine," he said with pride. "I'm nine."

"And you live in the city where all the big old buildings are?" He nodded, acting evasive, back to being mute. "Okay, let's get this meat ready then."

With the correct amount of patience, Arcene instructed him on how to put the two uprights in place, ready to take the spit, then had him pour water slowly over it, explaining the purpose. He did everything with deep concentration, frowning as he performed each task.

Arcene busied herself with the knife, taking off feet, emptying the viscera. Beamer finished his chores and turned to see Arcene with hands bloodied. Leel stood beside her licking her lips, the innards devoured in one quick gulp.

"Ugh, what are you doing?" Beamer stood from his squatting position and jumped back like Arcene was performing a despicable act.

"What? What's wrong? I'm getting it ready."

"Like that? Is that what it looks like inside?" He craned his neck forward, fascinated yet repulsed.

"Um, yeah. You never seen it?" He shook his head in reply.

"Maybe you ought to turn around for a while then. Oh, actually, can you go over there," Arcene pointed to a spot a little away from the camp, "and dig a hole, not very deep. Use a stick or something." Beamer seemed more than happy to comply and dashed off.

No wonder he's so skinny. How can you grow up to be nine without knowing this? Arcene focused, skinned the boar with easy moves, skewered it and set it to roast above the embers but away from the logs still burning on the other side of the fire pit.

Leel returned from a quick visit to see what Beamer was doing, then sat watching the meat sizzling. With a yelp she jumped up and pawed at her nose. "I told you before not to to sit so close, the fat spits at you Leel. Stupid dog. Make yourself useful, go put the feet in the hole." Leel did as instructed, sending Beamer running back to Arcene, looking rather worried.

"She just ate a foot. Ugh."

Arcene turned and caught Leel about to eat another one. "Leel! In the hole." She dropped them in reluctantly then came back, subdued for a second, until she found a stick to play with and bounded away.

"You want to turn the spit for me?" Beamer was nonplussed, so Arcene demonstrated the slow turning needed to ensure the meat cooked evenly. He really was a strange one, how had he survived and who had taken him from his home? He must have grown up in odd isolation to be so clueless about the basics of food and preparation.
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"Good?" asked Arcene, ripping into the meat eagerly, wiping juice from her chin with soot-stained fingers. Her manners had been discarded the moment she stepped foot in the wilds, reverting to her more animistic ways. She was loving it.

"Mm, mm. Really good," said Beamer, still smiling, face stuffed with meat.

Oops, should have made him wash his hands. Must think of him like my own child.

It was hard for Arcene: being away from Lucien. She missed saying the name, a name she'd chosen to reflect her French ancestry. Just as her name meant silver, so Lucien meant bright, or light, his hair as pale as his mother's. She knew she was a less than perfect mother, knew she wasn't as grown up as she should be, but her brain wasn't wired to develop that way. Still, parental responsibility was a joy if truth be told, and she must remember to act the right way for Beamer. Maybe a little anyway. Life was for living, for having fun, but there was also a much darker side to Arcene — you crossed her at your peril.

In her rather short life she had exacted revenge on all those that had harmed her or the ones she cared about. After endless hours of practice with her sword she was more deadly than ever, if still a little too eager to whip out the blade if she sensed danger.

"Eh, what's that?" asked Arcene, lost in thoughts of her past, thinking of Lucien.

"Can I have more?"

"Of course, but give some to Leel. Look at her, poor thing, she's finished hers too."

Leel looked to Beamer expectantly and he dutifully gave Leel a share before taking what he wanted. "So good."

"Haha, you act like you've never eaten meat before in your life."

The chatter continued while they ate, and then Arcene was sure to get Beamer clean. Once his hands and face were a little less grubby she had him help to pack away the dry clothes and blankets. Much as she would have liked nothing better than to lie down by the fire and sleep until morning — it had been quite a tiring day after all — Arcene knew to listen to what her mind was telling her, and it was emphatic about one thing: leave and get to the city, get Beamer home as soon as possible.

So they packed, and Arcene instructed the boy on the basics of breaking camp as they did so. The fire was doused, scraps buried, all litter collected. Chatter was constant yet she didn't pry, just asked if he wanted to go home and the answer was a definite yes. The fear of staying where they were was palpable, his eyes darting now and then to the castle in the distance and whatever dark secrets it held. Soon enough they were ready to leave.

The evening was warm and the wind had died down to nothing, so Arcene, a young boy named Beamer, and Leel, full of energy after her snack, set off toward the hills in the distance that stood between them and the city Beamer called home.
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A squirrel stirred in the tree as soon as they left, deftly moving from its head-down position to angling itself to watch them as they walked side by side across the grass, its camouflage no longer a concern to those that watched through its eyes.

It's ears twitched manically before it changed position again and scampered up the trunk, heading out onto a high branch, watching from a better vantage point as the group made their way north.


IS THAT ME?


"LET ME SEE, let me see," said Fionn impatiently, pushing his twin away from the battered telescope.

"Hey, I was watching. I thought you were looking through the squirrel anyway?" said Flynn, exasperated as always by his brother's insistence on always having to do what he did.

"I was, but the stupid thing started scratching and then it jumped to a branch, but I got distracted and it—"

"Again! You let another one die, didn't you?" Flynn turned to Fionn, exasperated by his brother's inability to stay focused when occupying the minds of the creatures both inside and outside the castle walls.

"It wasn't my fault, I lost focus for a moment. Anyway, it's not like you haven't done the same."

"Hmm, but not as many as you. Anyway, it doesn't matter, they've gone now, out of sight. Fun though, wasn't it? Father would be so proud of us if he could see us now, Mother too. We've done a fine job, and now it looks like we are going to have some entertainment."

"They would, wouldn't they? We've done so well. So very well." Fionn stroked a long curl of hair, a habit he'd continued since he was a baby. His strawberry blond hair, immaculate and full of perfect curls, was identical to his brother's. Just like everything else.

"They would if they hadn't got the stupid Lethargy," said Flynn. "Most disappointing."

"Yes, they promised they were Whole, and Awoken, but they let us down, didn't they Flynn? Lucky we don't have to worry about them now, too late for them, it's our time, and what fun."

"Come on," said Flynn, "let's go watch the recordings. We need to see what we are dealing with for when she returns."

"You sure she will? What if she leaves with the boy and we never see her again?" Fionn was concerned that the girl with the silver hair could be lost to them — when they caught sight of her on their antiquated surveillance equipment they became spellbound. What if she left and never returned? He would be so annoyed with his brother if that happened, they'd already lost the stupid boy Beamer — what a ridiculous name — he didn't want to even think about losing a girl. A girl!

Their staff comprised stupid old crones and backward men, bred for generations to be little more than inept servants that barely functioned, no fun at all.

"That's what happens when you have to make-do and breed your own staff from limited stock," their father had told them on countless occasions as he moaned about the quality of the servants. "If you have a limited gene pool then they get more stupid with each generation."

There had been countless generations now, more than Flynn cared to think about, which was why the girl was of so much interest. New blood, a real rarity, especially over the last hundred and fifty or so years. Gosh, the time flew, which always came as something of a surprise to both men as each day was intolerably long, sometimes even a little boring. Usually things were fun though. They had each other after all, and they were the best possible company as they were just as great as each other.

"Flynn, Flynn! Will you stop daydreaming. Let's go and have a look. Come on."

The two men left the tower, where they often took a peek at the outside world through the telescope or the eyes of the animals in the fields and the forests, and made their way to The Surveillance Room, marching through the endless passageways and open walkways that constituted part of their vast home: Castle Kenyon, named after their father's family name. A castle that had been the Kenyons' for three hundred years, ever since he had claimed it as his own mere weeks after The Lethargy swept around the globe, obliterating everything humanity had striven for, sending life into free-fall, ending the global community in a few chaotic years.

The Lethargy was still a mystery to the survivors, now just a fact of life to those that clung to sentience, some with hope, others waiting for the inevitable day they too would fade away into nothingness. But not Fionn and Flynn, they were Awoken, had been for a century and a half. Finally it seemed like life was about to get more interesting than it had been for a long time.

If it meant losing the new blood then so be it — they could have sent the dogs to drag the boy back to the castle, but with the sight of the silver-haired girl, and her rather large companion, they'd held back, watched and discussed. Their wait was far from over but it didn't matter — they could be patient when they had to be, it wasn't like they were going anywhere.

They wanted to watch, let the anticipation build, have something to look forward to.

She would come to them eventually.
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Fionn and Flynn sat in their wingback chairs, the red upholstery frayed and dirty, twice as old as them. The rugs beneath their feet were in similar condition, in fact the whole room had an air of weariness — not unkempt, or untidy, just old, worn-out, in need of replacement.

The castle was an eco-system unto itself, vast and timeless yet enduring as little else had in the many years since society collapsed, became disparate, locked off in small groups. Travel was almost impossible due to the lack of vehicles and roads long ago reclaimed by the countryside, most accepting the utter pointlessness of travel in the first place as there was little chance of ever finding anything that could justify a journey.

Some thrived, and for a time the Kenyons, led by the imposing patriarchal figure of Finn, the father to Fionn — pronounced the same way — and Flynn, had flourished in their new family home. People had children and those children had more children, then their children's children too. Along with their retinue of faithful servants, happy to have sanctuary, enough to eat and a solid roof over their head, the closed-off world of Castle Kenyon became a thriving community in its own right.

It didn't last. The children died, the servants grew old and frail. The offspring produced were often sickly or never made it past infancy, and as inbreeding became rampant amongst not only the people but the animals enclosed behind the high walls, minds became simpler and health deteriorated.

Superstitions and phobias grew as everything else fell apart.

Their father had been a religious man, seeing The Lethargy as His just punishment for a wicked society. He believed in leading a pious life. The inevitable happened — over the years then the decades the Faith warped to become something that shunned all contact with the outside world. With it the myths and the half-truths grew until leaving the castle walls became at first forbidden, for fear of what outside contact could bring into the cloistered space, until finally it was unheard of, minds unable to accept the notion of being away from the enclosed walls that were all the inhabitants had ever known.

With the sinking into Lethargy of the boys' parents they found themselves at the head of the family. In charge, and free.

The castle meant safety. This was home, their whole world when they found themselves as young twenty-somethings able to do as they pleased, instruct the senile servants as they wished, go where they wanted and do anything.

Only inside the walls.

They had gone outside once, making it as far as the meadow the other side of the invisible electric fence — turned off for their venture into the wider world — before they felt dizzy and sick. Both were thankful their father and mother had taught them that outside the walls lay nothing but a plague of the mind that wasn't for those that wished to keep their wits about them.

They had retreated in a panic to the safety of their home, vomit staining the pasture and the flagstones of the outer courtyard, only stopping shaking when The Gatekeeper slammed down on the winch that pulled up the castle moat bridge, sealing them inside: safe.

They hadn't been outside the walls since, not in their own bodies. Not for one hundred and fifty years.

Safety, that's what they had, away from the sickness that traveled in the air outside the protection of their home, the castle guarded against such dangers by the power of their minds — Awoken for as long as they could remember.

Every day they said their prayers, knowing He would answer and keep them safe so long as they obeyed His will and never left. It didn't mean that others couldn't be brought inside though, they had to be, but newcomers were a rarity, the community more insular with every passing year.

"Is that me or you?" asked Fionn, staring at a monitor balanced precariously near the top corner of the wall that contained well over fifty mismatched screens taking up one huge wall in the vast, cold Surveillance Room.

Flynn leaned forward to get a better look, playing a recording of the last time they had welcomed a guest before Beamer, stuck on a loop, the computer connected to that particular monitor playing up again. They would have to see about getting it fixed, but their staff were idiots and little had been repaired successfully for a long time now. "Me, I think. Um, maybe. It doesn't matter, what's the difference?" Flynn waved away the question, dismissing it as unimportant.

"I suppose you're right, I can never tell anyway." Fionn fiddled with the roller ball in front of him, then pressed a few switches and tapped short commands into the keyboard, making mistakes as usual as he always forgot where the letters and numbers were — it was hard to get it correct now they'd worn away. He'd been doing the same thing for over a hundred years, never once thinking to write on the keys, or about mapping them out on a sheet next to him for reference.

They turned their attention back to the monitors, large and small, resting on shelves running the length of the wall, cables trailing in an untidy fashion, weaving between screens like half-dead serpents, covered in the dust of decades, loose wires frayed at the edges, nibbled by generations of mice.

Confusion reigned.

Many screens showed little more than flickering, static images, ancient computers unable to keep up with the simplest of tasks, others were running backward, images of usually slow moving sheep nibbling frantically at tufts of grass as they reversed across the pasture.

Half the screens were black, either leads having failed, the monitor giving up after so long, or the allocated computer having finally ground to a crunching halt: machine death. There was nobody able to make repairs, the knowledge lost.

Some still worked so the surveillance continued, and on several screens in random positions on the wall they watched Arcene walk up the ramp, gaped as she dragged the giant dog out of the moat, squinted at grainy images in black and white as her pale hands reached into the darkness to pull out Beamer, or scowled as Beamer himself emerged from the moat, where the pesky little runt had crawled through one of the pipes, splashing around until he managed to clamber up the stone wall and make his escape.

They had been aghast when he disappeared, scrolling with nervous fingers through the burgeoning data of recordings they never considered deleting to make way for more up-to-date imagery, the hard drives creaking under the load. It had come as a total shock. How hadn't he drowned?

Animals could swim, although they had no actual word for how some of the creatures that ended up in the moat kept afloat before exhaustion overtook them, but they hadn't even considered that a person could do such a thing. The boy seemed to glide through the water like a swan, his arms moving in easy strokes like he knew exactly what he was doing. Incredible!

But the loss stung, and once they'd picked up his trail, as he rather stupidly hadn't gone very far at all, they were all set to send the dogs out to drag him back, alive or dead, but they'd halted when distracted by the warning flash of a new person of interest, and what a find. As usual, the entire population of Castle Kenyon were given strict orders to hide and be silent — they knew better than to disobey.

This female would make a fine servant, help rejuvenate their pathetic staff who became ever more useless with each passing generation. Here was a chance of new blood that could bear children and restore their fortunes.

Not a wife though, oh no. Neither had ever felt much interest in the opposite sex, and the little there was had waned to nothing over the years. They may have halted their aging process at the ripe old age of twenty-one but at one hundred and seventy years of age they didn't give such things a second thought.

Both had tried keeping female company when younger, finding it entirely unsatisfying, annoying and bothersome. The only company they truly enjoyed was that of each other, and so it had remained, the one enduring thing, the one constant that kept them Awoken and with such sharp minds for so long. They were very proud of themselves, much better than the fools that failed to serve their betters how they should if they weren't so witless and fickle.

"Do you think she'll come back? Silly question; she will."

"Yes, no doubt," said Fionn, as he twirled a perfect curl between slender fingers, giving his brother a half smile through thin lips.

"She will. We know she will. Look, there she is at the moat. And there," Flynn pointed a similarly slender finger, his emerald ring matching his twin's, "look what she went through to get to the pasture. But see how she got back? She's Awoken for sure, perfect to improve our stock here. These servants are so trying, it's like we have to do everything ourselves those days."

"Useless. They need a right kick up the bum. She'll be back, she's too inquisitive, you can see it. She wanted the bridge to descend more than anything."

"And the boy, once he tells her of the castle? Of us?"

"We know he will, but no matter, she'll be back. She's a fighter, bet she thinks she can get the better of us."

"But nobody can. Nobody can beat us."

"Nobody."

Flynn scowled at the dead or dying screens, tapped a button on his keyboard. The monitors faded to black.

The twins sat motionless, the only sound the groaning of the hard drives gathering more data, crunching through binary code more corrupted by the day.

It was hours later that they came back to themselves, lost for a while to nothingness. Time was without meaning for the two men.

"Hungry?" asked Fionn.

"Hungry," agreed Flynn.

They rose, dust motes dancing in the frigid air. They took their leave, toward the kitchen where the crone of a cook would be sat at the large bleached oak table, doing her damn knitting until she was called to prepare their meals. Stupid woman may as well have The Lethargy, the cooking was so bad. Maybe they should barbecue? That was always a nice treat. Not for the first time they wondered if they could get rid of her — forty years of service, and the same horrid food, was long enough. It was time for a change, time for a new chef, and she wouldn't even need to prepare her last meal, they would do that for her.

The intention went unspoken between the two men, there was no need for words. They spoke merely to hear their own beautiful voices, always knowing the thoughts of the other. How could it be otherwise? Their thoughts were always the same, as were their decisions and their knowledge of a future guaranteed to see Castle Kenyon rise again to become what it once was — they just needed to broaden the gene pool a little, keep the standards once accustomed to but sorely lacking for decades now.

The door closed behind them. As their footsteps echoed down the chilly corridor a man stepped out of the deep shadows in a corner of the room, his skeletal figure clad in a black suit, clean but well worn. He smiled at the foolishness of the twins, parchment thin skin taut across angular cheekbones. They didn't even see him now. After all, lowly servants weren't there to be spoken to: when needed they were given orders.

Whip hadn't been given an order in a long time, a very long time indeed. He faded into the background, using his Awoken state to become nothing more than a distant memory for the twins, there but not there, left alone, free to do as he wished. What he liked to do the most was to stand, watch, listen and be left alone. He also liked to plot, dark and devilish, dreaming up countless ways to usurp the nitwits that ran his world, all he had ever known, all he wanted to know.

"Well, things seem to be looking up. Maybe we'll have a little fun here soon." Whip's stomach rumbled. He was so hungry, always hungry, but better to have a sore belly than ever partake in what the rest of the castle saw as a treat worthy of kings and queens — he never did agree with the ideology of his master, the father of the savant twins: meat really didn't sit well with his faith. Some things were simply not right, not that he'd ever voiced his opinions to another living soul, and besides, there wasn't really anyone to have a conversation with as the rest of the staff were so simple they could hardly string a sentence together. But him? He'd been there since the beginning.

Now and then Whip wished he could leave, but he couldn't. He was an intelligent man but the thought of going outside the castle walls made him so ill he hadn't even contemplated such actions for almost half a century.

Why now? Why was change coming to Castle Kenyon now?

"It's an omen. Things will never be the same again." Whip frowned. The one thing he disliked more than the twins was the thought of change coming from the outside world that he didn't control. Whip hated change of the unplanned type, it never meant anything good, just more trouble for him.


DREAMS OF THE PAST


WHIP SLUMPED INTO a vacated chair, pleased at the warmth stolen from one of the twins — he still sometimes forgot which was which. Never mind, it gave welcome heat to his bones. He despised the way the damn castle was like an icebox, even in the summer months. He lacked sufficient energy reserves to raise his core temperature as he could otherwise easily do, knowing if he tried he'd be little more than a skeleton within a few days.

After a few minutes Whip felt his lids grow heavy, lassitude dragging him down into sleep as was so often the case nowadays. He was feeling his age, all two hundred and eighty-seven years of it, in every fiber of his being. He may have been late to Awaken, at the ripe old age of sixty-three, but he felt like he'd aged for every year of his life even though he'd halted the process a mere year after he came to understand the truth of the world, the secrets held by The Noise.

It was the food, always the food. Although the castle grounds were extensive, the livestock relatively plentiful, his lack of recognition, his hiding in the shadows and refusal to partake of the blasphemous meat, meant he subsisted rather than thrived. Every day became a struggle to remain alert, maintain his life on the periphery. Living his twilight existence meant eating little more than vegetables from the well-stocked gardens, the animal manure always meaning the crops were in abundance. But it wasn't enough.

It was his mind's fault.

For many years, serving Finn, the old master of the house, he didn't understand why he could never gain weight, concern growing that there was something wrong with his insides. As he grew into a man he studied the books in the extensive library, now long ago gone, and he'd taught himself the art of chess, delving deeper and deeper into the beautiful world, becoming what was once known as a Grandmaster if there had been anyone else to play against.

From there he'd moved on to reading about high-level players of the past, and the reality of his slender figure was explained. His mind worked too fast, always planning, trying to stay many moves ahead of his opposition. Back then it had been the focus on chess itself that was responsible, but he couldn't give it up — it was an obsession. Fast-forward a few years and the machinations of castle life overtook the game, this was a game with real life pieces and he jumped into the fray eagerly.

The effect was the same: such concentrated focus, thinking on a deep level and following countless paths to see where they would lead, playing thought games involving real people, it all burned up a ridiculous number of calories. Grandmasters would eat three times the normal amount of food when playing their complex games. Whip played such games constantly, had done since a little boy in one form or another.

Whip sighed, it was the price he paid, and he wouldn't sacrifice his sharp intelligence. He missed the old ways though. When he was born the castle was a thriving community, full of laughter and communal spirit, like-minded people determined to make a better future for themselves and their children. Live in a better way than the world they were torn from. Everyone was optimistic when he was a little boy.

It quickly faded, as did the people. The Lethargy took many, the community became fragmented. Others left, but many remained. Over the years everything warped: faith, family, even food. Yet he still serviced with devotion, knowing he could never leave. Then everything changed.

Finn succumbed to The Lethargy not long after his wife, a woman he thought little of. She was a mousy creature that hardly spoke and hid away in her chambers most of her life, before they were moved out once the twins realized they could rule.

So Whip faded into the background, and watched.

He came to with a start, leaned forward and reached under the desk. He turned on a very specific computer, one hidden in plain sight, and smiled as it whirred quickly to life. There was no groaning under the pressure of years of data, this machine ran like the day it was purchased, now repaired as needed by him. He brought up the images of the girl, watched her activities of the day, and smiled to himself.

"This will get interesting. Those idiots don't understand, they haven't got a clue what she is capable of."

Whip nestled angular shoulder blades into the lumpy cushioning of the chair, mesmerized by the healthy, lithe figure of the girl. If he played the game correctly then the future looked rather promising — he might even be able to give his brain a rest and put on a few pounds, never feel hungry again.

Truth be told he kind of liked the way he looked — there was no point being a master manipulator and looking all jolly. After all, you had to keep up appearances, even if there was nobody to see.


SLEEPY TIME


"EH? WHAT?" ARCENE jumped to her feet, moved into a defensive stance, kilt flapping in the strong breeze, and pulled out her sword faster than her eyes could adjust to the gloom. She then remembered that she was in a tree and with a, "Whoa," promptly fell flat on her back with a thud, lucky not to have stabbed herself in the head as she did so.

Woof.

Arcene opened her eyes, only to realize they were already open. It was just very, very dark.

"What's happening?" came a scared voice from high above.

Ah, oops. I forgot. Arcene searched with care for her sword, placing it back in its scabbard by touch alone, and stood. The darkness was absolute. "Everything's okay Beamer. I um, I forgot that you wanted to sleep up a tree, and I, er, sort of fell out."

Arcene could hear giggles from the safety of the canopy.

Stupid tree. Who sleeps on branches anyway? She didn't mean it, she'd done the same as a young girl. The ground could be a scary place, height offered protection, even if there was a chance of breaking your neck when you woke up in the night and forget where you were.

"Okay, go back to sleep, nothing to worry about down here."

"Are you coming back up?" asked Beamer, sounding worried, hard to pinpoint because of the utter lack of light.

"Yep, be right there," she lied. "Just need to, um, you know, have a pee."

"Oh, do girls do that too? My dad said that girls didn't fart so I thought maybe they didn't pee either." Beamer tittered, amused by the word.

"Well, I do have to pee, but no, girls never fart."

Arcene stood still, waiting for her eyes to adjust even a little, and by the time she could make out the faint silhouette of Leel, already lying down and snoring loudly, the rumble was joined by the more muted sound of an exhausted Beamer, lost to dreams once more.

Poor kid must be exhausted. He's been through an awful lot.

Arcene fumbled her way to the fire Beamer made her put out for fear it would give them away in the night, and blew on it hard — light erupted with a crackle of sparks, the embers resurrected. She added small twigs to the fire, listening for Beamer waking at the noise. He was sound asleep, and should be fine until the morning as long as she did no more falling out of trees — she didn't plan on it, she would spend the rest of the night with her body firmly on the ground.

It came as a surprise to find he'd got himself into who knew what kind of trouble so far from home, on the wrong side of the hills, alone and running scared.

She would have to get his story out of him come the morning; it wasn't fair to her or Leel to be in charge of him without knowing exactly what it was they were running from, or taking him back to. He'd been reticent to say anything, would stare the other way if she asked him questions about what had happened or even what his home life was like, but little bits and pieces of information slipped out as the night brought intimacy, the dark doing what it always did: stealing your secrets whether you wanted it to or not.

His home was definitely in the city, she found out that much — it was where he'd always lived, all he'd ever known. Arcene found that incredible — the ones she'd been to, and there were many, were horrid places suitable for raids, scavenging hunts and a little fun, nothing more. They were depressing, unstable and dangerous — who wanted to live where a building could fall on you at any moment? Worse than that, they felt too alien, unnatural and downright creepy, even to her.

It was the decay, the sense of being somewhere you didn't belong. These were places for ghosts, the haunts of people long gone, a society she had never known, didn't want to. Everything she'd read about the way they lived their lives told her all she needed to know: they were plain crazy and she was sure she would have never survived amid such chaos.

Beamer didn't think of it that way, saying there were loads of cool places and always something to keep you busy. Not like the country where it was just grass, mud and trees and stuff. He sounded as insane as the people that had built the cities; what could be better than living amongst nature?

What she learned was that he didn't as much as step foot outside of the city until a few months ago, and that was the last time he'd seen his home. He said he'd told his father he was bored of their diet, not going into detail about what that meant, and it had ended up with an almighty row and his father getting really angry, angrier than he'd ever seen him. So that night Beamer packed a little bag and sneaked out, following routes he knew by heart through the streets that were still passable, weaving his way out of the city and down into the countryside.

He'd wandered all day, trying to keep track of his home as he headed south, but something had scared him. He'd seen an animal, and after hiding up a tree in a forest he'd dashed into to escape, he emerged days later with no idea where he was, thirsty and weak with hunger.

Ill-equipped for the wilds, he'd eaten berries from bramble bushes, found water, and kept going, thinking he was heading home when it became clear he had no idea what direction to take.

"Didn't your father teach you to navigate by the sun at least?" asked an astonished Arcene. Beamer had stared at her blankly in the twilight. "You aren't telling me you don't know east and west? Where the sun rises and sets?" He'd shaken his head. Arcene found that incredible, what had his father been thinking?

"I'd never taken any notice of stuff like that, why would you? What difference does it make?"

"Um, so you know which way is which, that's why. Jeez." Arcene held off from saying any more, she didn't want to make him feel worse than he already did about whatever had happened.

So, he'd wandered, lost, heading the wrong way like an idiot. No, like a child that had grown up very differently to her, and probably no bad thing — she'd been wild, ill-mannered, more animal than human, so who was she to judge?

He'd found the castle, marveling at the blue paint, and then as he'd walked closer to it he'd blacked out, his whole body on fire, the pain unbelievable. He awoke inside.

Arcene couldn't imagine what the electric shock would have been like for a nine-year-old. Intense, she supposed.

"I was wet," he'd murmured in the dark.

"Wet? Oh. Well that's nothing to be ashamed about. I once… Anyway, we've all done that."

"Really?" he'd said, brightening. "What happened?"

"Let's just say I was about your age and a naked man came rushing at me waving his… Ugh, doesn't matter. I peed my pants and ran, really really fast."

"Ugh, okay."

After that Beamer seemed to relax, but wouldn't go into detail, merely saying he'd been held there until his recent escape.

"How?"

"I swam the water around the castle and ran into the woods."

"Wow! You can swim?"

"Yeah, sure. Everyone can, can't they? Father said it's very important; we went twice a week."

"Went? Went where?"

"To the swimming pool, of course."

"You have a swimming pool?" The boy was full of surprises. Didn't know the basics of fending for himself but had a swimming pool? Bizarre.

"One of the houses near to where we live has a large one, so we use it all the time. The house is nice too. Father said the owners would have been very rich people, although I don't quite understand that, but we always go and swim. I wish we could live there but Father won't let us. Says it's too dangerous living on the ground."

"Isn't it cold?"

"Oh yes. Sometimes we even have to break the ice to get in, but once you start swimming it isn't so bad. It's good for the soul, is what Father says. Mostly it's fun."

That was just about everything Beamer had said regarding his life or what happened. As the night wore on Arcene knew they would have to stop — he was half-dead on his feet. Eventually, she convinced him sleeping was a good idea and although it meant they had to sleep in a tree, as he was sure they would get captured on the ground, at least it meant they could rest for the remainder of the night.

Arcene huddled close to the fire, thinking about the castle, Beamer and his home, and wondered what it would be like to have spent your entire life living in an artificial environment, never leaving, surrounded by buildings, streets and vehicles that were just a reminder of a distant past you had no experience of and wasn't intended for you in the first place.

What a weird way to live.

Arcene was forgetting one thing: where she lived, inside the convoluted buildings that made up The Commorancy, was stranger than anything outside its walls. A lot stranger indeed.


A BEE'S LIFE


"HEY, STOP THAT," warned Arcene, grabbing the stick from Beamer and frowning at him. "What do you think you are doing?"

Beamer stood there, confused and scared by the sudden reaction from Arcene. "What? I did nothing wrong."

Arcene leaned on the long stick and stared down at the scared child, emotions bouncing from sympathy to anger at not only him but also at his father for not teaching him respect. She was also a little annoyed at herself — she had done worse things at his age. With one glaring difference: there was no guardian to tell her what was right or wrong, she had to figure it out for herself for a long time.

"Arcene?" Beamer shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another, waiting with trepidation for Arcene to speak.

Her reverie of herself as a young girl broken, Arcene swiped the stick fast across Beamer's behind. "There."

"Ow! What did you do that for?" Shocked, Beamer put his hands to his backside. The tears fell.

Arcene knew it had been a mild smack, it was the fact she'd done it at all, more than the pain. Still, she surprised herself. "Not nice, is it?"

Beamer shook his head, eyes averted. "No."

"How do you think the flowers feel, you whacking their heads off for no good reason?"

"They're just flowers," said Beamer in confusion.

"Just flowers. They aren't 'just' flowers, they are flowers. Nothing is a 'just,' everything is important, as significant as the next thing. Look what you've done." Arcene pointed back the way they'd come, their passage through the beautiful flowers a wobbly line of devastation. He'd been thwacking his stick back and forth, destroying everything in his path.

Beamer looked at the trail of destruction nonplussed. "What difference does it make?"

"All the difference in the world Beamer. Everything you do has meaning. Did you think about all the bees when you destroyed all those flowers? Did you think about the butterflies and all the insects living here, the fact that bees need the flowers to live, to make honey?"

"Um, no," said Beamer, getting more and more uncomfortable by the minute.

He doesn't know what's going on, he doesn't understand. "Did you even know that bees need flowers to make honey?"

"No, never thought about it. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be bad."

"I think it's time for a little story." Arcene thought back to years ago when she had been told a story of an ant and how important it was to pay mind to everything you did, to consider the consequences, and how the tale made her open her eyes to how interconnected the world was.

"A story? What, now?"

They had been walking since early morning, making good time approaching the city, taking Beamer home, so Arcene felt it was an ideal time to take a break, maybe have a snack of some cold meat, and she could tell Beamer her story.

Strange, being the one to tell a story, this would be her first to anyone but her son — normally it was her listening to stories told to her. There was no denying it: she was growing up whether she liked it or not. She wasn't a child any longer, no matter how hard she clung to her wild and carefree ways.

I'm turning into an old woman.

"Yes, now. Shall we sit down?"

"Here?"

"Yes," said an exasperated Arcene, "here."

Arcene called Leel, who returned eagerly, the long stems of the flowers and various grasses showing her progress. She unpacked a few supplies for their mid-morning snack and then they sat down, lost amid the flowers and the insects going about their busy days.

"First, I want to say that it's not nice to go about whacking stuff for the sake of it. You should think about what you do, not break things with no good reason. Did you have one?"

"I said I was sorry. Please don't hit me again." Beamer looked scared. What was wrong with her?

"And I'm sorry too. I shouldn't have done that. I would never hit you to hurt you. It was just to snap you out of being mean, to make you think about what you were doing. Sorry."

"That's okay," said Beamer, seemingly perking up as he munched on the remains of the rabbit they'd eaten for breakfast.

"Now, let me tell you the story of the bee."

"I'm not a baby you know?"

"You're never too old for a story, and anyway, this is to make you understand stuff. It isn't a fairytale." Beamer crossed his legs and leaned forward, actions at odds with his protestations. Even Leel sat expectantly. Arcene felt like she was about to give a lecture, which she supposed she was. She cleared her throat, feeling awkward being the center of attention. "Okay, here we go. Once upon a time there—"

"I thought it wasn't a fairytale?"

"It isn't," snapped Arcene. "Just listen. Once upon a time there was a young girl with beautiful silver hair. She was exceptionally pretty but a little naughty, always getting into trouble, although she didn't mean to. She had no one to tell her what was good or bad.

"Now, this little girl was always hungry and always on the lookout for food, so she would spend her days hunting and sometimes even stealing. One beautiful summer's day she was walking through a field full of flowers, just like this one, and she thought it would be nice to pick some — she was feeling happy, her belly was full and she had even managed to store some extra food back at her home. To celebrate she wanted to pick flowers and take them home, make her rather untidy house a little prettier. The flowers were bright and they smelled divine too, so she picked a bunch of them, breaking off the long stems, happy as she daydreamed about how sweet they would smell indoors.

"Bees buzzed about as she gathered them, and butterflies flew all around her. She picked the flowers idly, lost in daydreams of food and having a clean house, although she knew she never would as she always forgot to wash anything or put anything away. Once finished she realized that she had a huge number of flowers, loads of them, and it was actually way more than she needed or could put in her vases. She threw some of the flowers away, not bothering to take them home as she didn't need them.

"Anyway, off she went. She took the flowers home, put them in vases and admired how they made the house look more cheerful. When she woke in the morning the whole house smelled wonderful, the scent permeating every room, making the girl happy.

"She got on with her life, doing what she always did, and in a few days the flowers all died so she threw them out. A few months later when she was walking in the woods she came across a bear, a huge thing, all teeth and claws and dark fur. But it was dead. The big bear was just lying on the ground, at the base of a tree, and beside it was a large bees nest, or the remains of it anyway. It was torn apart."

"What happened?" asked Beamer, wide-eyed at the thought of the bear.

"The poor thing died of hunger. It had been unable to find food, and as it weakened it went where it went every year, to the bees nest, to raid the honey. The bear was so hungry it didn't have the energy to go anywhere else, but the honey would have been enough for it to survive, and then it would have found food and had baby bears and lived for many years to come. But it didn't.

"The girl that had picked the flowers had thought nothing of a bear when she made her home beautiful for a few days. She certainly hadn't thought about the bees. But because she took so many flowers then the bees that would normally have gone back to the nest had to travel further away to find flowers, and a large group of them went so far that they never made it back to the nest with all the other bees. It meant that the queen that never left the nest wasn't able to have enough baby bees as there wasn't enough honey to feed her properly, so all the other bees left too, leaving it empty.

"Picking the flowers meant there weren't as many bees in the world, meaning there were less flowers in the future as they weren't pollinated, and it meant there were a lot less bears too."

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to kill the bears and the bees, I was just playing with my stick." Beamer fought back tears, closing in on himself. He wrapped his arms around bent legs.

Leel began to whine.

"Hey, don't get upset. It wasn't your fault and sometimes things just happen. But everything we do means something. Everything. Each footstep can effect the whole planet, make a future that is different, which is super cool, but scary too, right?" Beamer nodded. "So, don't go whacking stuff with sticks just because you want to. Think about it."

I sound like a right old bossy woman, this is crazy. Arcene surprised herself, normally she wouldn't dream of saying such things, not even to Lucien. This was a sure sign she was missing him terribly: talking to him, watching him play. Most of all being able to show him what was right and wrong, making up as best she could for the youth she never had, trying to be an adult even though what she had done to herself prevented it from becoming a reality.

"I'll be careful from now on, no more sticks," said Beamer. He stood and looked Arcene squarely in the eye, giving a promise he very much intended to keep.

"Hey, I don't mean no sticks, just no smacking poor defenseless plants when they have done nothing to deserve it. Now, if they were plants that reached out with tendrils and attacked you, and tried to eat your brains, then you should hit them. Whack 'em good."

Beamer studied the tall plants that circled them, backing up to Arcene for protection. "Are there really plants that will do that? How do you fight them?"

"I'm just joking," said Arcene, putting a hand to his shoulder. "Or am I? Haha. Come on, let's get moving, we'll get you home today, how does that sound?"

"Great. Really great. Can I ride Leel? I like it."

"Sure, if Leel says you can. How about it Leel, you want to give Beamer a ride? It'll be fun, and you might even get a bigger lunch if you're good." At the promise of more food Leel sprang into action, nudging Beamer's hand with her wet nose. Beamer jumped on, settling against the backpack for extra support. "Good girl Leel. No running too fast though, and don't drop him."

Leel moved at a good pace through the field, all Arcene could see was the top of Beamer's head poking above the flowers, saved from his mighty stick.

She hurried after them, belly rumbling now that she'd mentioned lunch. The snack hadn't even touched the sides.


A BIT HILLY


"WELL, WHAT DO we have here then?" said the man, a sly grin spreading across his face. Arcene had seen the look before, enough times to know that he was anything but friendly. The wind whipped at the man's dark, greasy hair, and he actually rubbed his hands together, Arcene didn't think people did that in real life in such an obvious fashion. Maybe he didn't realize he was doing it?

"You know you're rubbing your hands together, don't you?" asked Arcene matter-of-factly.

"Eh? What?" A weasel, that's what he reminded her of: all sneaky and with odd jittery movements, like he had twitches he couldn't control. He looked at his hands, then brought them out to his sides, palms up. "Oh, just a habit. I meant nothing by it. What's a pretty little thing like you doing out here with just a little boy? Hello young fella, you having an adventure with your big sister are you?" He paid Beamer little attention, his eyes returning quickly to Arcene. This time he licked his lips.

"She's not my sister," said Beamer, taking a step closer to Arcene.

"Is that right? Now, where might you two be going then?"

"We're going to the city. Arcene's taking me home," said Beamer.

"Quiet Beamer, don't talk to him. We'll be on our way now. Excuse us." Arcene took a step forward, knowing what was to come, but giving him the benefit of the doubt. As expected, the man side-stepped so they couldn't get past, making Arcene stop.

"Now, that's no way to be friendly. You want to be friendly don't you? Why not stay for a while, come visit with me? I don't live far away."

"No thank you, we have things to do." Here we go, he thinks he can just take us. Arcene had encountered others like this man over the years, not just male, somehow always surprised how warped some people's minds were. She'd had a couple take her as they wanted children, families attempt to grab her as they wanted their own personal slave, and men had tried to take her for… Well, she had been too young to know what they'd wanted, but knew it wasn't nice. Only one man ever succeeded, the first, and the last.

"Aw, come on, it's awful lonely around here you know, especially since the wife got The Lethargy. I'm all alone now. How about keeping a fella company, keep him warm in the night? I'll look after you, give you food and shelter. How does that sound?"

"Bad."

"Eh, what?" spluttered the man, not expecting Arcene to be standing her ground. It was obvious he assumed she would be nervous, scared, and easy to take. Her incarceration of seven years ago came flooding back. The things done to her, the humiliation and the anger threatening to boil over any second. "You better watch it young missy, I'm only trying to be friendly. I think you will be coming with me, just you." He pointed at Arcene, then stared hard at Beamer, trying to scare him off. He pulled out a knife from his belt, lifting a ragged shirt to gain access.

"Stand back Beamer, stand well back." Arcene noted the confusion on his face as Beamer stared at the man's knife. His legs were shaking. This kind of thing clearly didn't happen that often to him. Once more Arcene wondered just how he had been brought up. How isolated had he been?

"Now," said the man, "we can do this the easy way, or the hard way."

"It will be easy for me, not so easy for you."

The man smiled, but the more he stared at Arcene, the more the confident grin faded, replaced first by doubt, then anger. Arcene held his gaze, sized him up the same way he had her, like she was nothing but a commodity, his for the taking. He was a scrawny man, probably in his thirties, and more than likely he genuinely was alone — most people were. Some people made amazing lives for themselves, others never seemed to get the hang of being happy or content. They roamed, looking for something they could never find — the only way to be happy was to allow yourself to be, not by searching for something that would never be found. He seemed like one of those men, a wanderer, and the years had turned him bad.

A nasty man.

She'd met his type before; it never ended well. For them.

Leel returned from her hunt. The high hills they wandered in were abundant with wildlife and she'd had a great hour hunting and running along the various animal tracks, sniffing dementedly at the ground as she chased down her prey.

She dropped the quail in front of Arcene, then sat by her side. She didn't growl, didn't bare her teeth, just sat, and stared at the man.

"Good girl Leel, you look like you've been busy." Arcene bent and whispered to Leel, then stood.

"What… what you whispering about?" said the man, his words stuttering at the sight of the impressive beast.

"I was just telling Leel to be a good girl and not to just eat you right this very second," said Arcene, dismissing the notion with a wave of her hand. "I figured it should be a fair fight, not that you deserve it. She won't hurt you."

"Is that right? A fair fight is it? You think you can fight me? You, a young girl. There's nothing you can do." He was trying to put on a show, pretend he wasn't scared, act like Leel wasn't freaking him out.

"I will give you one chance," said Arcene. "Go away and that will be the end of it. Otherwise—"

"Otherwise what? I'm the one with the knife."

"You call that a knife? What about this?" Arcene pulled the sword from behind her, blade flashing as it caught the sun, now at it's zenith.

Her opponent gulped, but then that sickly smile spread across his face again. "It's one thing having a sword, it's another to know how to use it."

It was obvious the man wouldn't back down. Leel may have been a worry, but he appeared confident in his abilities, although how he thought he could ever stand up to her companion, Arcene couldn't figure out.

"Leel, take Beamer and wait over there." Arcene pointed to a group of rocks off to the left, a little up the slope of the hill. They were standing on a shingle path that weaved through the hills, leading to the city, and it was the man's misfortune that he encountered Arcene going the opposite direction.

Leel dragged at Beamer's sleeve and although he protested she led him to the rocks where they both stood. Leel knew when Arcene was to be obeyed and when she could get away with being naughty — Arcene with sword in hand was not when you disobeyed.

"One last chance. Go away!" shouted Arcene.

"You'll pay for this. Wait until I get you back home."

Arcene backed up a handful of paces, thoughts racing, deciding what the best move was. "You like young girls do you? Like scaring them and doing things to them? You think you have a right?"

"I do what I want." The weasel shrugged. "I take what I want."

Arcene didn't respond. She dropped to one knee, sword held behind her, the tip resting delicately on the ground. She thought for a second, then a smile spread across her face. Why waste one of her special moves on this man? He wasn't even worth it. She stood, trailing the sword by her side, and moved forward. The wind lifted her kilt a little; the man's eyes devoured her bare thighs greedily.

Idiot.

Arcene moved closer, then went into jōdan-no-kamae, sword held overhead two-handed, blade pointing up, tip pointing back. Her left leg moved forward, bent at the knee, elbows wide, pigtails dangling down her front. This was a basic stance, one that left much of your body open to attack, but for the confident swordsman it was the most deadly.

Arcene winked at the weasel.

With a growl he lunged for her belly with the knife. Arcene watched it unfold in slow motion, Awoken reflexes slowing time so the man moved at a snail's pace. She saw his awkward movement, watched his legs shuffle forward, not keeping proper balance. He stabbed at her belly while most of his mid-section, not to mention his head, was exposed. He thought he would get her, he genuinely did, thinking she was just a young girl with a sword but no knowledge of how to use it. He had made a mistake; it would be his last.

Arcene didn't even move her feet, just turned her upper body to the side, shrinking the target. She leaned away from the clumsy move like a feather blowing in the breeze.

As he sailed past she knocked him playfully on the top of his head. "Bonk. Next one will kill you, I promise. You can still leave." Arcene was being generous and she didn't know why. Maybe looking after Beamer had made her less interested in killing? She also knew it would scare the boy, and she didn't want to do that.

The man raised a hand to his head, the fear he was sliced written large on his face. Fear turned to anger as Arcene smiled at him. She turned to face him properly, adjusting her stance, repeating the same as before.

He lunged for Arcene again. "You little bi—"

It was over.

Arcene let go of the sword as the man keeled over backward, the blade embedded in his skull, cleaved down to the bridge of his nose. As he fell, the tip of the sword sank deep into the soft peat of the hill to the side of the path. Arcene stepped over to him, put a foot on his chest and yanked two-handed on the sword. It came free with a sick squelch. She frowned at her dirty and bloody sword, bent and wiped it as best she could on the weasel's shirt, then reached back and slid it gently into its scabbard. Arcene was tempted to say "Snick" just for effect — the many movies she'd watched meant there were always sound effects in her head when she used her sword.

She satisfied herself with standing, arms out to the side, letting the wind whip at her kilt, her pigtails bouncing wildly, one foot still on the back of her attacker. For a second, just for a second, she entered the mind of Leel like a whisper, and saw the image she presented.

She looked cool: dangerous, young and deadly, the pink bunnies on the socks comical amid the carnage. That was the look though, you had to have your "thing." All the best heroines in the anime she devoured had their own distinct style.

Beamer cried.

Damn, should of thought about that a little more. No need to be dramatic, especially in front of nine-year-olds. Arcene receded from Leel, thanking her friend for the short stay. Leel gave her a virtual lick in The Noise, radiating contentment, and Arcene was once again in her own head.

"Sorry," she said, looking at Beamer. "You okay?"

"You killed him. Just like that," said Beamer in wonder. "Wow!"

"He would have hurt us, done bad things. He had his chance and he still wouldn't leave."

"Can you teach me?" asked Beamer, as he moved down the bank to her, almost running straight into the corpse as he picked up speed in his excitement.

"Um, well, maybe when you're older. Besides, you'll be home later today, and then me and Leel have things to do."

"Oh," said Beamer, head hanging low, staring at his feet.

"Hey, don't be sad. We'll see each other again, promise."

"Really? You promise? I, um, I kind of thought you might stay with us, me and Father, once we get home."

"We can't, I'm sorry. And I think we better have a little chat soon. You need to tell me what happened to you out here, you know that don't you?"

"S'pose. Don't wanna though, it was scary."

"I bet, but I can take it. And you made it out, right? You're brave too."

"You think so?" said Beamer, smiling at the compliment.

"Sure. Now, let's get out of the wind and have lunch. Want to grab the birds?" asked Arcene, pointing at the catch by the side of the path.


TIME FOR GARDENING


DREM SCARPINO WAS lonelier than he'd been in his entire life. Even his beautiful garden, his pride and joy, second only to his son, couldn't bring him solace on what should have been a glorious day to be working the earth.

Everything felt flat, listless, the warm air hanging heavy, the humidity high as he walked between the rows of corn, peeling back the paper-like protective leaves around the emerging cobs. They would be as sweet as always, juice exploding in the mouth after being cooked over coals, the way he and Beamer preferred them.

At the thought of his son he smiled, remembering how he was always so happy and optimistic, full of vitality and life as only the young can be, carefree and unaware of the dangers of the world. The moment he saw the boy he knew his name, that huge grin there even before Beamer opened his eyes for the first time and stared at his father, emotions battling between thankfulness that his son had survived, despair and loneliness grabbing at him as the only woman he'd ever loved died from a complicated birth.

There were no doctors, no help from anybody — the city was deserted apart from them and a few others that hid in the shadows, never interacting, feral creatures that lived hidden lives far removed from what was once considered normal by the people that built the city and knew it when it was alive, full of noise and commerce.

Now there was him.

He leaned on the handle of the spade, as familiar as his own hands. Drem couldn't even be bothered to do the weeding, his mood was too dark, the emptiness too complete.

How could this have happened? After everything he'd done to keep his boy protected, away from danger, safe and secluded, and now he was gone. All over a stupid argument too. He'd lost his temper, he knew that, and he shouldn't have, but sometimes it was so hard to stay in control, act happy and do the right thing. Now and then life got too intense for Drem and he wanted to scream at the world, ask it why? Why had she died? Why were they left alone? Why couldn't things just be normal?

But they'd never been normal, not in the ways he'd read about in the endless books still in the library, gathering dust, slowly rotting away. There was nobody but him left to read them, or the occasional traveler he sometimes watched carting away scores of books, reminders of a past when anything was possible and there were people to care.

He didn't even have Beamer now, the reason he maintained the charade of all being well in the world — it wasn't, and it never had been. He was lost but clinging to life for the sake of his son, now there was nothing.

What was he going to do? How could he keep going when all he'd lived for had disappeared from his life? It was weeks now, how many he couldn't recall. Days had blurred in a desperate mess of panic, searching, despair then more searching — all to no avail. He'd warned Beamer, told him since infancy of the dangers that lurked, kept him away from it all. Safe. It was all for nothing.

One silly argument and one childish revolt, the boy obviously going off on his own to assert his right to make his own decisions, and he'd never come back.

The first day he realized he'd gone he waited nervously for him to return, subdued and apologetic, hungry and scared, and everything would have been okay — he wouldn't even have told him off, not properly. But as the day wore on and there was no sign of him Drem began to worry. What if something had happened? What if he was lost?

He knew the streets well, Drem had made sure of that. They'd wandered them countless times, each trip sending them further and further afield as less and less of use remained in the homes and places of business that still stood; long abandoned. It was the boy's home and he knew it intimately, so the only explanation was that he'd been taken or he'd left the city and either got lost or had an accident.

He couldn't find his son. He'd begun his search, getting increasingly frantic, not sleeping yet unable to search for him in the dark either. Which way should he go? Where to look? He didn't know; he continued looking anyway. It had gone on for weeks, until he was too exhausted and too empty inside to keep going. It was futile, he could be anywhere, a nine-year-old boy that didn't have a clue how to survive alone — that was his fault, wasn't it?

Early on Drem decided to keep the boy closeted from the outside world. He wasn't shackled, but he made sure that Beamer saw only the good in the world as much as he could manage. Looking back on his own childhood, the way they'd all lived, convinced him it was for the best. Why show him the nasty underbelly of life when there was so much good stuff in the world? He'd kept Beamer safe.

Over the years the population had gone from minimal to almost non-existent. It went quiet, the occasional person he would encounter became a real rarity, as if there wasn't anyone left at all, and he was alone in the world. Then he'd met Beamer's mother, and they'd had a glorious few years, just them, happy like neither had ever been, finally enjoying company and companionship — they'd both been left without parents in their teens, their families succumbing to The Lethargy like so many others.

Life was great, then she died.

Then it was just him and Beamer, but that was all right too, more than he could have wished for. He had a chance to bring up his child, look after him, do the right thing, but maybe he'd gone about it all wrong? Should he have exposed him to the world, taught him more about the practicalities? Maybe, maybe not. Beamer was a sensitive child, happy to stay close by his father's side. They were a team, just them.

Now he was alone.

"Get it together Drem, you have to go on. Don't give up hope." Drem moved through the vegetable gardens, making himself work, telling himself that even though it had been a long time since his son disappeared there was always hope. Maybe he would find his way home and they would be re-united again. And if, no when, that day came, everything would be as before, their home would be the same, the vegetables would still be growing — they would survive.

Drem stopped his weeding, stood and arched his back to get the stiffness out, and walked to the edge of his immaculate garden. He stared at row after row of vegetables and fruit trees, small pockets of perfection in an otherwise crumbling city. There were the cabbages, bright green and growing larger by the day. There a patch of red: tomatoes ripening, but many still green and getting fatter. The peppers were doing well this year, as was the lettuce, the zucchini, all of it, the rich manure giving up its goodness so he could survive.

Turning his back on the abundance of crops, Drem put his feet on the ledge, muddy boots releasing some of the compacted earth. He leaned forward and watched for a few seconds as it fell over the side of the rooftop, peered down as it dropped fifty-five stories to the ground far below.

Drem raised his head and looked out over the decay of the city, at ancient buildings like splintered teeth in a cavity-filled mouth, jagged remains of once proud structures still dominating the skyline. But the skyscrapers were empty now, tumbling to the ground year after year, blocking the roads, the tarmac overlaid with hardy grasses and plants making a patchwork carpet of the empty streets, creeping at a snail's pace over everything in their path.

He looked down at the rooftops of row after row of terrace houses, peered into bedrooms where roofs had collapsed centuries ago, now home to pigeons.

He stared down at the tops of cars, still marveling at how different it must have been when the city was full of vehicles all shiny and belching out fumes, horns honking, the whole place alive with pedestrians and the busy lives led by the hundreds of thousands of people that had called this place home.

Now it was just him, safe above it all. A man and his garden in the sky.

Alone.


AWKWARD QUESTIONS


"ARCENE?"

"Hmm?"

"Will you get mad at me?"

"About what? Dunno, do I?"

"Oh…"

"Well, um, okay, I won't get mad."

"Promise?"

"Sure, I promise. Unless you try to eat my lunch, then I'll get all 'deathy' and you wouldn't like me when I get into that zone."

"Er, right, yes. I saw you earlier didn't I? That was scary."

"I know, I'm sorry, but men like that… Ugh, they want to do nasty things, and I will never, ever let that happen again. Never."

"Right…"

"Go on then, what's this all about? You want to ask me something? Tell me something? Hang on, my sock's fallen down. That's better. Do you like the bunnies?"

"Er, s'pose. Don't think they'd suit me though."

"No, guess not. They're for girls."

"Right…"

"Well?"

"I lied. I lied all right, and I'm sorry and I promise I won't—"

"Whoa, cool it speedy. Calm down and don't get upset. It's fine… I think. What did you lie about?"

"I told you I'd eaten boar before, but I haven't. I lied."

"Hey, hey, what's up with you? That's no big deal. I once told Letje that I had been out having a walk but really I found a secret place with The Room For Big Buttons stenciled on it and oh boy the things that happened after I pressed the buttons that said they weren't supposed to be pressed. I spent weeks trying to cover that one up… Beamer, why are you so upset? It wasn't like it was a big lie."

"It was, it was. I've never eaten boar and I've never eaten meat. Ever. Father will be really mad, that's why I ran away, because we had such a big argument, and he got so cross."

"Wait, what? You're saying that you have never eaten any meat until you met me? How come? You need it. It's all I eat, mostly. Back home, at The Commorancy, Letje tries to get me to eat vegetables, and salad. Yuck! I eat a bit, but it's not real food, just there so you get vitamins. That's why I'm so pale according to Letje, I need to eat more carrots."

"We're the opposite, we just eat vegetables, nothing else. Father says it's wrong to eat other creatures, that it goes against nature, and that's why there's The Lethargy, because people ruined things and were cruel, so we mustn't be cruel, but now I've eaten lots of meat and you kill people and those horrible people in the castle do even worse things, nasty things, and now I'm going to get The Lethargy and die and Father will be really cross with me and—"

"Gee, calm down, you're like a bloomin'… um, dunno, but you're talking too fast, getting all upset over nothing. So what if you ate meat? It won't give you The Lethargy, that I do know, and it doesn't go against nature. Animals do it; everyone does it. I've never even heard of people not eating meat."

"Father says it's wrong. That we aren't animals and that we should be kind. Now I'm bad too and I'm going to die."

"Look, you aren't. The Lethargy was caused by… well, nobody knows that, but it isn't meat, it's more like a natural selection. Only people with big muscles like me survive. See, look at that bicep, impressive huh?"

"Haha, it's like a little egg."

"Oi! Cheeky. But look, why did you eat it if you thought it was wrong?"

"Because I was so very hungry, and I saw it and something inside me was whispering 'Eat it Beamer, you know you want to,' like it would never stop and I had to do it. It was The Lethargy, making me do it so I'd get it too. Now it's too late."

"Hush, don't be daft. If your body needed it that much then it was the right thing to do. I'll talk to your father when we see him. You'll like that, won't you? Seeing him after all this time? Bet he's really worried about you."

"But I can't go back, not now. He'll be so upset, more upset than he's ever been. That's what our argument was about. I'm fed up eating vegetables and being kept away from everything, I want to do things and see things, or, I did, now I just want to go home."

"Please stop crying, it's hard to think with you like that. Here, dry your eyes on this. But don't you dare get it all snotty or you'll have to wash it. Your dad will be fine, he'll be happy to see you and everything will be all right, you'll see."

"I don't think he will, he can get really cross. Not mean, but… he kind of gives me this look. It's scary."

"I don't have much experience of that sort of thing. I never knew mine and my mum died when I was young so I guess I'm the opposite of you, but I think all parents are like your dad. They all get cross and they all have that scary look. It's what you do. Oh! Wow, I just realized, I do the same thing too. Oops."

"What!? You mean you're a mum? You can't be, you're too young. And, er…"

"And still like a kid, right? Yeah, I know, it's a long story. But I have a seven-year-old boy. He's like you in some ways, although he hasn't run off yet. Nowhere for him to go anyway, and I'd find him easily enough."

"You're Awoken? I wish I was, I wish Father was too. Maybe things would be different then."

"Nah, not really. There's just more to worry about, although some things are cool. But anyway, it'll be fine, trust me."

"Okay Arcene, I trust you. Do you really think it will be okay? That he'll forgive me?"

"He's your dad isn't he?"

"Yes, my dad. I wonder what he's doing right now?"

"We'll find out soon enough won't we? By this afternoon we will be in the city, and you know where you live there? You can find the way?"

"Sure. Once we get close then I know it well. It's just out here that I get lost."

"About that… You really need to tell your dad to teach you some basic stuff, you know, just in case…"

"I'm never going to leave again. It's horrid out here, full of nasty people. Er, apart from you of course, and Leel. I want a dog too."

"Just be careful. Don't go trying to make friends with the wild ones, they'll eat you."

Sniff.

"Oh, c'mon, not again. But yeah, be careful. Now, about this castle…"


BROKEN PROMISES


"DID YOU SEE that?" asked an excited Fionn, as he leaned back in his chair then withdrew without care from the unfortunate sparrow he had forced his sentience into. The bird dropped from the sky, landing with a soft thud the other side of the hill to Arcene, Beamer, and the dead man. "Flynn, Flynn, did you see it?"

With a sigh Flynn retreated with far more grace from his own sparrow, leaving it to mourn the loss of its partner as it swept down to land on the grass, chattering at the lifeless form, nudging it with a beak before flying away, dazed, confused and alone. "I saw it. She's something else isn't she? Maybe too good just for a normal servant. She could be a guard, something better than a maid at any rate."

"Yes. How is a girl that good with a sword? Father always said that it was only us men that could learn how to fight."

"Well, that's just another thing he was wrong about isn't it? Must we go see him? I don't feel like it."

"No, me either, but we agreed. We said we'd go every month. We promised him, didn't we?"

"But it's so horrid down there, all depressing and full of spiders."

They talked more about Arcene as they walked through the upper reaches of the castle, taking endless turns through the maze of rooms that made up their home, their city in miniature. They passed servants as they traveled ever downward, paying them no attention — they knew their place, had their positions, and that was as it should be. The simple creatures, inbred to a dangerous degree, knew nothing different, accepted their life without complaint. There was nothing to compare it to; this was all there was.

Whip smiled as they passed him on an open walkway connecting the heart of the castle to the low levels and the darker reaches of the crumbling edifice, long overdue for repair. The twins seemed incapable of opening their eyes to the brick and stone that became more unstable with each passing year. Whip himself may as well have been a part of the castle for all the attention he got. He smiled at the feckless halfwits as they turned a corner, unable to keep a slight sneer from his face as he merged with the stone like an ancient statue, just a part of the background noise to the steady monotony of castle life.

The twins left the bright airy walkways behind, moving into parts of the castle long ago abandoned. With conversation now failing them, they entered the seemingly endless series of rooms once full of provisions and the large array of tools needed to maintain a respectable fortress for the long-deceased earlier owners. Many centuries ago the rooms were full of dried grains, the harvest stored for winter. But the use changed as society modernized, until they became little more than storage space for the vast assortment of antiques collected by the last owner to live in the modern world, overcome by The Lethargy and relinquishing his hold on the ancient building, making way for the twins' father.

The priceless furniture was broken up for precious firewood long ago, or used to replace pieces as they wore out above the catacombs.

Now all that remained was dust, spiders and decay.

"Ugh, ugh, get it off, get it off!" screamed Fionn in a panic, bending his head toward his brother.

"Haha, you big baby, it's just a spider." Flynn backed away, the words nothing but bravado, then felt something brush his own just-washed hair, and shouted, "Ugh, now I've got one too. This place is so horrid." The two men, ancient yet little more than underdeveloped children, brushed ineffectively at their own heads, squashed spiders until their locks became tangled with thick cobwebs, and ran back up the stone steps in the gloom, panic giving them speed as if they'd been under attack from ghosts.

Out in the open air they frowned at the mess the other was in, checked hair for eight-legged beasties, and took deep breaths until their nerves calmed somewhat.

"Let's skip this month shall we? It doesn't matter anyway. He doesn't know who we are, he doesn't even know who he is."

Fionn nodded at his brother's wise words. "Agreed. We'll go next month. He's fine down there, just slowly losing himself to The Lethargy. He is taking his time though, I must say. But we'll be given word if his condition changes. Come, let's go check on the girl, and see what the boy gets up to. We could always try to get him back at some point, but for now it's kind of fun just watching."

"It is. Such fun," agreed Flynn. "Quite fascinating to see how people get on out there. Not us though, we're special. This is our home, and soon it will be hers too, and we shall have new blood for our servants, to stop them all being so backward."

"And we have something to do. It does get monotonous here at times. I like her."

"Don't go getting any ideas brother. Don't get too fond or her, she is to be a simple servant after all, just a little better than the others."

"Oh, I know, just a girl. Nothing to worry about, not for us."
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Below ground, behind a locked door at the far end of a narrow, low-ceilinged corridor, in a small room with a tiny window that poked out of the hill halfway up, was the father of the twins.

Finn Kenyon had been dead for many years, his body little more than crumbling bone. Rats had eaten his face first, then his throat, before chewing through his shirt, nibbling at his belly until the organs popped out like sausages, feeding greedily. The family of rodents had thrived on such bounty until a few generations later nothing remained but scraps of cloth.

The twins hadn't been to visit him for years — each month they found a reason to break their promise, never recalling how long it had been since they last saw him. They had asked no one to feed him, as in their minds such things were taken care of like the running of the castle itself. Neither even remembered there was a key, or which of them had locked the door and lost it a few hours later.

Nobody would tell them of his passing as nobody knew. Few even remembered he had existed, apart from Whip and the twins, and not one of them really cared. The man had been no man to look up to. Tolerate, yes, in the case of Whip, but the twins were always scared of their father and had felt nothing but relief as the steel door slammed shut on Finn, never to be seen again.

Apart from by the rats.


STINKY CABBAGE


WHIP MAY HAVE been old, the oldest person in the castle, but his mind was as sharp as the small dagger he always kept hidden at his waist. He'd halted his aging at a time in his life when he felt he was at his best in terms of intelligence, keeping a careful eye on his hormonal balance to ensure he remained clear of thought and in complete control.

He didn't let emotions cloud his thinking or his judgment — he had strict rules concerning his body and intellect, and ensured nothing made him either too happy, excited, or depressed. Even and steady, that was how he liked his emotions, how he liked everything.

Yet there had to be change if the castle was to survive, dare he think even thrive? He understood one thing was as certain as night followed day: the twins had to go. They were, to put it bluntly, complete and utter idiots.

He could have done away with them in many ways over the years, but it never felt right — he held them in contempt but they were the rightful successors, even though such things held little value. Tradition was ingrained into his psyche and the castle was a closed world, running as it always had, if a little more bizarrely under the rule of the twins.

When the twins entered the world Whip was already a permanent fixture of Castle Kenyon, having lived within its walls for over a hundred and thirty years, Awakening at a little under half that age. He was an old man in appearance to the boys, who took an interest in him when they were young, before he slowly merged into the background as the years plodded ever onward and Finn became lost to The Lethargy.

He'd now been Awoken for well over two hundred years, a ghost, background noise that didn't register — usually. It wasn't like he'd made people forget about him completely, in fact he sometimes even had a conversation with one of the staff, but that hadn't happened for a few years now — he found the conversations so empty and pointless that he just didn't care for them, didn't have the patience for the nonsense any longer.

With the twins it had been different at first. He was a big part of their lives, one of the few people trusted by Finn. Whip was the first child to be born inside the castle walls, brought up to be Finn's right-hand-man once his abilities and intelligence became clear in adolescence. When he Awoke, Whip became invaluable to Finn, especially once the boys arrived. By then Whip was already becoming a little withdrawn, balking at the way Finn's rule had warped, his ideas percolating through the stunted minds of the servants. Life became increasingly different from how he remembered things, until it was nothing like how he believed people should behave.

Yet he did nothing, just withdrew into himself since he knew he was as incapable of leaving as anyone else. Whip knew he couldn't, understood that for all he hated what had become of the castle, it was, in the end, his home. So he watched, let life play out around him, waiting for something but not knowing what.

As the boys settled into their rule, to all intents and purposes monarchs of a limited kingdom, Whip took it upon himself to play games with them occasionally, for his own amusement. He wanted to discover how far he could push them, see how easy to manipulate they were. The answer was he could get them to do almost anything, with one exception: if it had been a law of Finn's then they would follow it blindly. Although they paid him no mind once lost to The Lethargy, they still held the man in high regard for how he ran Castle Kenyon, if not for how he acted as a father.

Regarding the various rules, regulations, and strange warped religion he put into place, they would not be swayed. Everything stagnated, whatever had been a part of their life since their earliest memories had to stay the same.

It was idiotic, and utterly infuriating for a man that could see as plain as day when something didn't work or a new system had to be put into place to help maintain the castle and its population.

One day, maybe thirty or so years ago now, Whip came up with a rather amusing idea and wondered if he could get away with it, push the twins that far.

He went too far. Even he didn't believe they were that stupid.

It was the nail in the coffin for any semblance of duty he felt toward the Kenyon line — if they were that idiotic then when the time was right he would take control and implement a new set of rules, maybe have time to enjoy life. Find a little peace.

The twins had been annoying him more than usual for reasons he could no longer remember, so he had decided to have a little bit of entertainment at their expense. He knew it was illogical, knew it had the potential to put his world at risk, but he figured it might be a way to maybe break the shackles of the castle, have the potential to bring people inside. People that could help widen the narrow gene pool and increase the population's intelligence in a few generations.

He put his prank into action — surprised and dismayed at how far the twins would go if they thought they had a good idea.

Whip sank into his chair, let the fire warm his bones, rested his feet on an ancient footstool. Stuffing fell from frayed seams as he smiled at the trick he'd played on the twins.
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"Whip, where have you been? It feels like we haven't seen you around for years, right Fionn?"

"Right Flynn," agreed Fionn. "What have you been up to old man? Making yourself useful I hope?"

"Of course masters, always here to help in any way I can." Whip wasn't surprised they didn't remember he hadn't interacted with them directly for years — time held little meaning in the strange world of Castle Kenyon, life continued as it always had, the same every day, year and decade. Servants came and went, the faces changing, the only constant for a long time now had been the twins, and Whip.

Few had Awoken, but there were always children. It was drummed into them from the earliest possible age that their duty to the castle above all else was to have children, as many as possible as early as possible. That way at least some of them survived long enough to serve the household, ensure that life carried on, that traditions were upheld.

"Good man."

"The young masters are looking exceptionally well this fine morning, have you been exercising? You are looking remarkably fit." Whip tried to maintain his composure. Inside he was laughing, although you would never know it to look at him — he was a consummate professional at serving those that thought of themselves as his betters. And there was always that sense of fealty that came with his wish for capable rulers — part of him wanted to serve, to have a place in the world.

"Thank you Whip. We are looking good aren't we? Been doing our exercises every day, gotta keep in trim." Fionn patted his flat stomach, flexed a bicep, his brother doing the same, comparing muscles.

"You could do with putting some muscle on your frame too old man, you've always been so skinny," said Flynn.

"Ah, well, it's because I keep so busy young masters, always so much to do." Whip still found the terms "old man" and "young masters" rather strange, but he guessed there was no getting away from the outward appearance of age. Never mind that the twins were over a hundred and fifty years old — they looked young, he looked old, that was the end of it. Oh, and they still acted like children, that went without saying.

"We have just this minute been discussing the need for new blood, Whip," said Fionn.

Whip felt the nervous twitch of his eye at the mention of new blood, the one part of castle life he could never agree with. "Yes master," he said cautiously.

"Oh, not that, although we must arrange a Feast for this evening. No, I meant the need for new blood to improve the minds of these pathetic servants we have to put up with. It's intolerable. Most of them can't even remember what they are supposed to be doing any longer."

The three men stared at the various activities in the large courtyard that spread around the front of the main castle doors. Flagstones were dirty, detritus had piled up in various corners, and carts of food had their contents stacked haphazardly, brought from the large vegetable plots that climbed the hill to the castle on all sides, tended by the most trusted servants. The only food not grown inside the walls were the sheep, safe because of the fence.

Ah, now is the perfect time to have some fun.

"You make a good point," mused Whip. "What to do, what to do? Hmm."

"Well, let us know if you can think of something Whip, things are getting a little bit ridiculous here, you know? Look at them." Finn pointed at a group of men, those given the job of transporting the vegetables from the fields to the various kitchens and stores that served the main castle and the servant quarters built against the outer walls, facing the castle along with the ever increasing number of makeshift hovels the more enterprising had constructed to stay dry and maybe even warm at night if they were ever lucky enough to get a scrap of wood.

The shuffling men, many with serious medical issues due to malformed limbs or problems with numerous body imbalances, were pushing the carts, vegetables repeatedly falling off. As they watched, one of the men would stop, pick up a cabbage, walk over to the cart, put it back on the top, walk back over to the rest of the fallen cabbages, pick one up, walk back over to the cart and repeat the same thing over and over. Not once did either of the men in charge of the cart think to move it closer, or to place them somewhere where they wouldn't just fall off again. It was like watching small children as they learned for the first time, not men of thirty if not older.

"I've told them countless times to put a net over the carts, or not to pile them so high, but they never remember. We need to improve the stock Whip, or the place shall fall apart entirely."

"I see. Hmm." Whip scratched at his beak of a nose, ran long, liver-spotted fingers through his hair, pulling the dark, limp strands behind his ears, patting it down. "I think I may have an idea. Follow me."

They crossed the courtyard. Whip wondered if the twins noticed the smell any longer. For Whip it was probably the worst thing of all, the reminder of the previous Feasts. The large circular pit in the center of the courtyard always seemed to burn a little, smoke and the odor of burned flesh and cooking fat a constant for centuries. How many bits of bone were still piled up there? A lot.

Whip led the twins through the courtyard, dodging the carts, the women tasked with sweeping up, who, as far as he could tell, had just been pushing their brooms around randomly their whole lives, moving trash from one place to another. Past the small kiosks, the tables and the tattered blankets on the ground where the more enterprising had set up in business for themselves, selling anything they could get their hands on.

It was rather clever of them actually — any object was held in almost mythical regard, nobody went outside so nothing new ever came inside either. Anything remotely interesting was much sought after and fights often broke out. A dangerous game — nobody knew how to mend broken bones, apart from Whip, and he didn't involve himself in such matters.

Once inside, through one of the many doors dotted around the hillside below the main castle entrance, the countless walkways often clogged with trash, the ill or exhausted, Whip breathed deeply, the musty air welcome after the stench. There was the noise too: how loud these poor souls were, always shouting and squabbling like birds on carrion. Another sight that was all too common, Whip didn't even want to think about the rat situation, although that too never got completely out of control, after all, it was a staple part of the diet.

Apart from for him.
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Whip came to from his reverie with a start. Had he fallen asleep? No, it was one of those odd moments when you wake with a jolt even though you haven't actually been asleep, just lost in your own thoughts.

He inched his chair closer to the fire, feeling rather decadent burning actual genuine real wood to warm his bones — such a rarity. Usually dried vegetable matter was burned, whatever wasn't given to the pigs at any rate. He hated it, it always made the room smell of cabbage. Even that was preferable to the dried dung of the animals that most people in the castle burned if they were lucky enough to gather it before their neighbors.

"Why not?" groaned Whip. He stood and took another precious log from the depressingly small pile to the right of the fire and placed it with care on the bright flame. He sat back down, sighing contentedly.

"Now, where was I?"


PAINT IT BLUE


"WHAT? I DON'T get it," said Flynn, staring at Whip, then at the tins piled high in the cobweb-covered room.

Achoo. "Ugh, can we get out of here? The place is filled with dust, and spiders."

"We don't like dust Whip, and we definitely don't like spiders, do we Fionn?"

"No, we don't." Fionn frowned at Whip, then wrinkled his nose at the room.

It was dark, cold and damp in the cellar, the low ceiling making the vast space feel very claustrophobic. Piled high, almost to the roof, was tin after tin of paint, the labels long ago peeled off, the tins rusty, some spilled onto the floor, bright patches of blue staining the ancient flagstones, mixed with red brick dust from the dangerously unstable domed ceiling.

"If I may?" asked Whip, dragging a tin over to the twins who refused to move from the entrance where they stood preening themselves, brushing dust off each other's shoulders. Whip tried not to sigh — what was wrong with them? Everything, just about everything.

He bent slowly with a groan — the more ineffective and frail they thought him the better. Whip prized the lid off the tin then poured a little onto the floor. He stood, staring at the twins, wiggling his eyebrows as if all was revealed. Of course, he knew they wouldn't have a clue what he was talking about, which was how it should be, gentle manipulation was needed for what he had in mind.

"Paint," said Fionn, as nonplussed as his brother.

"What's all this about Whip? We have better things to do than stand in horrid rooms looking at paint. And where did all this come from? Who put it here?"

"To answer your question Master Flynn, I have no idea, I merely found it, and thought it may interest you." Whip turned to Fionn and said, "Yes Master Fionn, paint it is, blue paint. Rather fetching don't you think?"

"Well, yes, the color is rather nice," said Fionn. "Blue."

"Yes, blue," said Whip. "Now, you have been talking about attracting new, um, blood into Castle Kenyon, have you not?" The twins nodded mutely, keen to get the conversation over with and retreat to their nice warm quarters. "Well, we need something that will attract attention to the place, to draw people to us, correct?"

"Yes, yes," said Fionn. "What of it?"

"Well, if we are not going to go out and actively find people, and I must say there seems to be a distinct lack of anyone at all of late, then we need to get them to show an interest in us. What better way than using the castle itself to do the work for us?"

"Hmm. Carry on," said Flynn.

"I was thinking we could use some of the paint, maybe a splash of color on the upper reaches of the castle itself. A beacon if you like, to draw the wandering souls to us. They would see the blue, get curious and before we know it they are at our gates asking to be let inside." Whip waited, giving them time to process the information, something he was used to — they really weren't the smartest, more like dumb dogs at times.

"Yes, yes, that is a rather good idea Whip," said Fionn.

"It is," agreed Flynn. "Just the thing. Good idea old man, it could work."
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It all backfired on Whip. Two days later the whole castle was abuzz with activity as every single person was tasked with painting the beautiful ancient stone with bright blue paint that had sat in the dark for centuries. Whip had the feeling that his old master had gathered it up when he first took occupancy, thinking to use it as some form of trade over the years, but it had lain forgotten ever since. What else did the endless rooms have to offer? He would have to investigate.

He watched in dismay as ladders and scaffolds were erected, groaned as paint was splashed over every available surface, and actually cried when he stood back and looked up from the lower courtyard to see the home he had lived in his whole life transformed into a twisted fairytale castle, shining bright blue in the afternoon sunlight.

Whip had thought to play a little prank on the twins, get them to do something he thought of as ridiculous. Whoever heard of a castle being anything but stone? But as usual they got carried away with their latest interest and decided that the entire structure was to be painted. They even painted the outer wall, something the brave shepherds — the only men that ever ventured outside the walls — were none too happy about. For months they had the unenviable task of being lowered over the wall in cradles, dangling above the moat with paintbrush and tin in hand as they painfully and slowly painted the walls until everything was blue.

As the paint ran out it was diluted. The work continued; Whip despaired.

Whip had wandered in fury for weeks, his anger increasing the more people he saw splattered in paint, the idiots so haphazard with their work that paint was splashed everywhere, not just on the walls.

And the twins? Well, they were as pleased with themselves as if they'd just invented a way to make the sun shine at night. They wandered around, hands behind their backs, inspecting work, nodding enthusiastically as the workers painted ancient stone a color Whip began to loathe almost as much as the twins.

He should have known better, should have thought things through, but who would have thought they could be quite that stupid?

For a long time the castle had remained hidden, Whip's master knowing it was the best way to stay safe, to survive, but as the population dwindled, then vanished from outside the walls, it became less a concern and more a worry about continued survival.

The most depressing thing was although he hated what they had done it was, and the admission infuriated him, a rather good idea. They needed new blood, and needed to attract the attention of anyone passing by — this was a rather spectacular, if crass way of doing it.

It made him hate them even more.

When it was finished, when the excitement of a new activity had worn off and everything settled down, Whip knew they would have to go. There was no way he would spend what could be thousands of years living with such annoying men, especially as they had been right about something.

The idiots.
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"Damn those twins." Whip got up from his chair and stabbed the fire with the poker.

Even though the paint had faded, the stone revealing itself through the thin layer, the weather wearing it away with a promise that one day it would be gone, it still stung to look at it.

It may have been decades ago but it had cemented his decision that at some point, when the opportunity arose, there would be a new ruler. There would be other changes too. Whip didn't want change, or responsibility, but he had to think of himself, just this once.

He wondered what the girl was doing, when she would arrive. He knew she would, she wasn't the type to leave well alone, that much was obvious.


ALMOST HOME


AFTER UNBURDENING HIMSELF Beamer came out of his shell. Maybe it was the familiarity now Arcene and Leel were no longer strangers, or because Arcene had told him everything would be all right? Or was it because he was energized after gorging on so much meat alien to his body? Whatever it was Arcene welcomed it, encouraged it, and the more playful Beamer got the more she reverted to the spirited girl she understood she would always be.

The sight of Arcene getting "deathy" faded faster than she expected after his initial reaction, and an hour later, with the scene behind them and food consumption buoying energy levels, Beamer was jumping about with Leel like the mischievous boy Arcene expected he always wanted to be. She got the distinct impression that Beamer's life didn't give the chance to play very often — most children were the same. Survival occupied most parent's minds, and this rubbed off on the kids — Arcene knew this and made it a point to play as much as possible with her own son for that exact reason.

"…seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. Coming," shouted Beamer, smiling as he charged into the wheat field, heading straight to where Leel had run to hide. He'd been peeking, Arcene had seen him from her own hiding place, but hey, that's what kids did.

There was a commotion as a bird flew out of the ripening stalks and Leel gave herself away anyway as she ran after it, her head just above the wheat turning golden in the long summer days.

"Found you. I found you Leel, you're so silly," giggled Beamer as he chased after her, losing her almost immediately as he wasn't tall enough to see above the grass.

Arcene giggled too, spirits light and enjoying the moment. This was what life was about: being carefree and living in the now, no thought of the past or the future, just being alive and enjoying the freedom, no concern about tomorrow or even the next hour.

Moving silently, Arcene tip-toed away from the battle in the wheat field and hid behind an ancient oak, all gnarled trunk and storm-damaged branches. She settled at the base were she couldn't be seen. The early afternoon was warm, the humidity high, the shade welcome. Off to the north Arcene could see the jagged shapes of the skyscrapers, the outlines of the buildings looking more beaten by the elements than the ancient tree that offered such welcome shelter.

They'd be there in about an hour by her estimations, at least to the outskirts, and Beamer had said that his home was a few miles in at the city center, the heart of what was once a teeming metropolis, now nothing but an interesting place to visit, not somewhere to live a whole life.

The sun beat down. The air buzzed with tiny insects. Leaning against the tree, Arcene could hear beetles at work within the split trunk, burrowing away in the dark, making homes for themselves, never knowing that the world was so very different to when the tree had been a sapling and the fields surrounding it were farmed intensively, chemicals sprayed weekly to ensure the abundant insect-life didn't interfere with crop production.

She'd been taught it all, how the countryside had been so different — just another in the long line of tales she had a hard time believing.

"Found you, found you," shouted Beamer, jumping up and down with excitement, Leel running around the tree, tail wagging, the excitement contagious.

"Eh? Wassat? Oh, oops, must have nodded off there for a minute. Good job little man, you're great at this. Bet you always win."

"I've never played hide and seek before, this is my first time," said Beamer as he chased after Leel, catching her and rolling over onto the ground, arms and legs waving in the air as she took the opportunity to lick his face, spreading slobber all over his chin. "Ugh, get off Leel, I'm all wet."

"Well, for a first time you're doing amazing."

Poor kid, just like when I was growing up. Nobody to play with. Don't know what his dad's been doing though, he should do this.

"Hey, don't you go getting too good though, otherwise the game will be over too fast next time."

"Next time? You mean you'll come and see me again?" asked Beamer, hope in his eyes as he scrambled from the floor.

"Course, said so didn't I?" Arcene rolled across the ground, careful of the sword at her back, and lay on her side, smiling into the boy's eyes as she got to a crouching position.

"Cool."

Arcene grabbed hold of Leel and blew a raspberry into her chest, sending the dog into fits of manic running — she loved it for some reason.

"Haha. Leel you big daft lump, you do that every time." Arcene got back up and turned her attention to the northern skyline. "Right, you ready? Time to go home I think."

"Aw, do we have to? I want to play again."

"Another time. Your dad has worried long enough, it's time to get you home."

"Okay," said Beamer. He skipped off with Leel not far behind.

"Kids," said Arcene to a passing bee. It didn't pay her the least bit of attention.
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An hour later and it was like stepping into another world. There was no sudden transition but before they knew it the landscape had changed from endless fields and rolling hills to a battle of nature versus man. Nature was winning, by a sizable margin.

What was once a large road that carried tens of thousands of cars a day in and out of the city, was now a perfectly level field full of plants and grasses, the excavated remains of the road forming high banks either side, the trees spilling down to soak up the abundant rain that channeled down the slopes, feeding the vegetation. Arcene made out a few humps of abandoned cars, skeletal remains entombed within a coffin of ivy. Bright shrubs fought for space: rogue elements, the spillover from gardens, seed dropped by birds decades ago.

That too soon changed, and they walked through what Arcene knew were once called the suburbs, nicely spaced houses on generous plots, home to those that could afford to live close to their place of work. Then it became more claustrophobic: terrace after terrace of red-brick houses, tiny courtyards at the rear, half of the blocks nothing but piles of rubble, the others held up by their neighbors.

Arcene tried to keep the mood light, but the city had totally changed the atmosphere. Leel's ears were flat to her head, tail no longer dancing, but down low, only the slightest curve at its tip. Beamer was like a different person. The barrier was up, the happy child of a few hours ago replaced with a pensive boy, eyes darting about nervously, head snapping from side to side as he heard a noise, shoulders hunched — frightened.

Why is he so nervous? This is where he grew up.

"Hey, you want to do something cool before I take you home?" Arcene smiled, she couldn't help herself, this was going to be just perfect.

"S'pose," said Beamer, looking glum, small too, as if he'd curled his body inward.

Arcene studied the morose child. His body was slumped forward, arms hanging limp by his sides. Even his walk was different, he was shuffling along like an old man, hardly lifting his feet at all, just kicking through the tufts of grass and the mosses finding purchase in the cracked concrete.

"Hey. Hey! Stop." Beamer stopped and looked at her. "What's wrong with you? Aren't you happy to be seeing your dad again?"

"Yes, I am, but, well, I'll miss you. Miss being out there, even if it is scary." He turned in the direction they'd come from, but that was a different world now, invisible. All they saw were ancient homes, dead cars and fallen signposts. "I was scared Arcene, and the castle was horrid, but meeting you, and Leel, um, I kind of feel safe with you." Beamer fidgeted, wringing his hands, focusing on his feet.

"No need to feel embarrassed saying you like our company, we like yours too. Right Leel?"

Woof.

"See," said Arcene, smiling. "Now, about this cool thing, you wanna do it or not? Me and Leel can always go on our own if you aren't interested." Arcene changed direction, heading to the largest skyscraper in the city, one of the few that remained seemingly intact.

"Hey, wait up! I didn't say I didn't want to come," protested Beamer, little legs running to catch up.

"Move it then, we haven't got all day. We can have one last adventure then it will be time to get you home. Let's go gang." Arcene began jogging through the empty streets, intent on her goal, excitement building as she remembered about the Room Marcus had told her about — as long as the building was still standing then it would be great fun, he'd promised. She'd almost forgotten, so preoccupied was she with her unexpected traveling companion. She'd planned on going there alone, but maybe it would be even better with company.


A LITTLE KNOWLEDGE


THE DAY WAS warm, Drem Scarpino was sweating as he made his way inside, leaving behind his immaculate vegetable plots, every weed dug up, put onto the compost heap — waste not, want not. The moment he entered the top story of the building he instantly cooled, sweat drying on his skin, leaving him feeling sticky and in need of a shower. It would have to wait, he had chores to complete, as always.

He walked into the large suite of rooms he had lived in for more than half his life, moving there from the old house he had grown up in when he found himself alone after performing the most terrible of deeds: he put his mother out of her misery then tried to leave the bad memories behind and find more suitable accommodation.

His early years had been a struggle: strict parents, an obsession with staying indoors and never enough food meant that when he found himself alone it came as a relief in many ways.

That was in the past. He'd created a new life, a good one. Even when it was just him and Beamer things had been pretty good, although the boy could be a real handful at times and he had to be strict with him occasionally. That's what boys needed though: a firm hand. It was for his own good, to keep him safe.

Drem hurried to the fireplace, poked it with the tongs, then carefully re-arranged the slow-burning logs before adding another. The pile was still high, there was plenty, but he reminded himself that soon he would need to split the wood still on the ground floor. It would also need to be hauled up the endless flights of stairs. They weren't really logs though, he told himself, these were the joists that held up many homes, scavenged from the rubble once the buildings had collapsed, salvaged before they rotted away.

He looked around the open-plan living space, noting it seriously needed a clean and tidy. Things had got a little out of hand without Beamer — he'd been so preoccupied with finding his son that almost everything else had been allowed to slide. Not good, not good at all.

Although exhausted, Drem knew that he should try to put things in order, if nothing else it would help take his mind off the emptiness he felt. He began by picking up clothes, then dealt with the stack of plates he'd washed but not put in the cupboards. He even halfheartedly did a little washing then piled the damp jeans and shirts by the door so he wouldn't forget to go hang them up to dry. So many chores, so much to do. Beamer would have done a lot of it, he was so helpful.

Chores complete, and now in desperate need of a good wash, Drem walked into the bathroom then almost walked straight back out again. It was a terrible mess. How had it got so bad? The sink had a black ring around it, the floor screamed for a brush and a mop, the compost toilet, full to the brim, needed taking out and adding to the compost heap — all manure was good manure, you couldn't waste a thing — and the shower cubicle was almost impossible to actually see as the glass partition was thick with soapy residue from the course block he made himself with animal fats and a few precious oils he had found in one of the stores still standing, now empty apart from for a few things he had no idea as to their purpose — they sure used a lot of lotions, gels, and weird stuff back when such places were hives of commerce.

Over the years Drem had tried various products he'd found in stores and in people's homes, many of the descriptions on the bottles long ago faded or the labels peeled off. But plenty of them had still advertised their esoteric messages, promising to revitalize your eyelashes, make your complexion shine, give you radiant hair or somehow eradicate the wrinkles that had formed at his eyes.

Half the stuff ended up doing nothing but bring him out in a serious rash, or make him blotchy. Others would stain his face or make his skin feel weird. One product dyed his hair red and he had to shave it down to the scalp, wasting precious charge from his array of batteries powered by the mishmash of solar panels scattered all over the expansive roof of his home.

In the end he'd given up trying the endless products, none of them seemed to fulfill their promise, but he supposed they weren't to be used three centuries too late, if they ever worked at all.

It was all a marvel. The sheer number of items was bewildering — why there had to be scores of things that gave the same promise he never could understand, but that must have been what was expected in the consumerist society he had never known, just read about in books.

He turned on the water, heated from a solar tank on the roof before being diverted into the plumbing system. There was even a small electric pump that would kick in as the water drained, sending it back to a holding tank, graywater to be used on the vegetables.

Drem sighed as he stepped into the shower, letting water wash away the grime and sweat, making him feel almost alive again. He soaped himself, the block gritty and hard against his skin, then worked it into his hair before he rinsed. Ablutions complete, he scrubbed at the glass with a cloth and some of the soap, rinsed it repeatedly with the shower head before then cleaning himself once more until his skin was pink and scraped free of soil and sweat.

The towel scratched as he dried himself, and it smelled musty, yet another thing he had to do.

"Goddammit!" He threw the towel away in disgust. He'd just got clean and now he stank already. How was he supposed to cope with all this stuff on his own? "Why the hell did he run away?" Drem walked into his bedroom and pulled out clean clothes, at least they weren't stinking too. He dressed quickly then walked across the short hall and peered into Beamer's bedroom. It was as he'd left it. The bed was made, the pile of books the boy was obsessed with reading were stacked neatly on the bookshelf, and the cupboard drawers were closed.

Something struck Drem then, something he hadn't once considered until now: there were no toys. No games, no plastic trucks, no pictures on the walls or anything to indicate who occupied the room, as if it was a transient place, there just to let somebody sleep. No personality.

He shouldn't be so surprised, Drem never picked up anything for his son. His thoughts were always occupied with getting home, and they went out as little as they had to — the climb up all the flights of stairs was enough to put him off leaving unless necessary. But height was safety, and it meant that he could have his vegetable garden, the only thing that kept them alive. Still, he should have paid more attention to what a child might enjoy. Heck, when he was young at least his parents had given him toys, endless picture books, pieces of this and that from the endless homes they could walk into at will, taking whatever took their fancy.

There was none of that, everything in the entire place was functional or was there when they'd moved in, and even then he'd hauled a lot of it out once it was just him and Beamer. Well, that was life, there wasn't time for frivolity when survival was the main preoccupation.

Was this why Beamer had run off? Or one of the reasons anyway? Did he just want to play, be a child? Could that be it? No, he knew no different, and besides, this was what life was like. It was because he'd got so angry with him, that was why. He'd brought up the topic of eating meat again and Drem had to admit he'd overreacted a little. But the boy didn't understand, not yet, but it was wrong, not to be done.

"Oh, who am I kidding? I don't even believe that myself, it's just an excuse Drem and you know it. Idiot!" Drem sat on the edge of Beamer's bed and looked at himself for the first time, really looked — he didn't like what he saw one little bit.

He'd convinced himself that being vegetarian, easy as meat was always a real luxury when he was growing up anyway, would be the best way to keep Beamer close to him. Safe. If they focused on meat for their diet it would mean endless forays out into the countryside, away from the familiar. It would mean danger. There were a lot of very dangerous wild animals, some living in the city, so the country was doubly menacing. It would also mean they would be apart more, risks higher while they hunted, cooked and dealt with the animals. But it was also because he was squeamish, hated dealing with it, and always balked at the gore. Even that wasn't strictly the reason though, the truth was that he enjoyed working the land, didn't want to have to keep leaving to do such things, and he wanted to keep Beamer close, high up and out of harm's way.

For that to succeed the boy needed things to occupy him — physical labor, endless chores and careful maintenance of their small, isolated world was the perfect solution.

What a fool he was. All of it had been for nothing, or the cause of his pain in the first place. If he'd done things differently, not been so strict and downright sullen so often, then maybe Beamer would still be with him now.

"What am I going to do?"

Rather surprisingly, Drem found himself with his head in his hands, crying like the day his son was born; the day the only woman he had ever loved left to enter The Void.

"Bloody vegetables, I don't even like half of them. Give me a chicken any day of the week. Even a rat." And there it was, the guilty secret, one he'd never told Beamer, a side of him he'd never shown. It was pathetic, idiotic. He thought he had to keep his own son safe, but it was selfish, keeping him away from so much because he didn't want to face the truth: he was scared of being alone. Worried something would happen if he let Beamer become independent and learn how to care for himself: hunt, fish, survive away from him. And look what the result was: he was out there somewhere without a damn clue what to do without Daddy to look after him.

"You're a bad father Drem, what on earth were you thinking?"


NOT JUST ANY ROOM


ARCENE HAD BEEN in endless Rooms at The Commorancy, the convoluted and magical place constructed by the most powerful and truly Awoken man on the planet, and had even had an experience in a Room in a city, right before, well, things got even more bizarre than normal, and one thing they all had in common was they were not to be taken lightly. Sure, they were usually fun, filled with excitement and wonder, but they could also be downright boring if that was their purpose.

She was told by Marcus that there was a Room in the city that would definitely be fun, if it was still there — you never could tell. She'd planned on visiting it when she arrived, and now here she was, although with one more companion than she'd been expecting.

Maybe it'll do him good, cheer him up a little. I know cities are depressing but jeez, this is his home.

Arcene looked at Beamer by her side, half the boy he had been when out in the countryside.

"You don't belong here. I'm going to have serious words with your dad."

Beamer acted worried, hand going to his mouth nervously. "Wh… what?" He stammered. "You can't do that, he'll get cross. I'm in enough trouble already, please don't make it worse Arcene. Please," he pleaded.

"Hmm, we'll see. Anyway," said Arcene, looking at the plain orange door with excitement, "enough of that for now, are you ready to see what's inside?"

"S'pose. It's just a door though, nothing special about it. And look," said Beamer, as he peered through the window then rubbed at it with his sleeve, "it's empty in there anyway. You can see the whole room. Nothing, it's just full of air."

"Aha, don't always believe what you see. I was fooled like that once before, you just wait." Arcene hoped that this was the right door. She was sure it was, but you never could tell. She might have the wrong level, or even the wrong building. "This is the tallest building, the tallest skyscraper anyway, right?" Beamer nodded. "And this is floor level forty-nine, right?" Beamer nodded again. "Well then, we're good to go. You ready?" Beamer nodded his head eagerly. Arcene's enthusiasm was contagious, her smile was so wide she looked like she was about to explode if her curiosity wasn't satisfied soon.

Arcene turned the handle on the door; it was locked. "Thought it would be. Best to check first though," she said sheepishly. "Once, when I was really hungry, I spent two hours trying to get into a building. I went up on the roof, tried to get in through a skylight but found it was too high and then when I went back to the front and kicked the door in anger it swung open. Haha, silly me. There wasn't even any food inside though and—"

"Arcene? We going to go in?"

"Oh, yeah, sorry, just forgot about it until now. Right, you ever seen anyone pick a lock before?"

"No, never," said Beamer, craning forward to watch.

"Me neither." Arcene reached up and ran a hand along the top of the door frame. "Aha." She held the key up in front of Beamer. "The key. Marcus said it would be here."

"Open it, open it," squealed Beamer, jumping up and down.

Leel yelped loudly, then barked even louder.

"Careful, you just jumped on her foot," warned Arcene.

"Sorry Leel. Open it!"

"Okay, ready?" Beamer pushed her hand toward the keyhole. "Here we go." Arcene put the key in the keyhole and turned it.

Snick.

She jumped back and moved to the side. When nothing happened she mumbled, "Just in case. You never know what's in a Room."

"What about us?" said Beamer, indicating that he and Leel were stood directly in front of the door.

"Oops. Sorry. Anyway, everything seems fine." Arcene pushed the door open slowly, still stood to one side, then peered into the Room. "Oh boy."

"Wow!"

"Ready?"

"Yes!"

"Let's go then."

They entered the Room.


SMOKE AND MIRRORS


"WHY ISN'T IT empty?" Beamer stared into the huge open space, different to the view through the window.

"Marcus is clever like that, something to do with mirrors and stuff," said Arcene, having no clue how it was done. She sidestepped to the window but it was fake, hiding the exterior one Beamer had peered through. She supposed there was a narrow corridor built into the wall and something clever to make the Room appear empty.

It was far from empty.

"Hey, hey, hey!" shouted Arcene, moments before Beamer tugged on the rope that hung from the center of the Room.

Beamer dropped his arms in shock, abashed at being caught in the act. "I was just gonna give it a quick tug." Beamer smiled coyly, squirming on the spot after being chastised.

"Yeah, well, let's wait a minute." Ugh, I'm getting old. Normally I would have pulled it myself by now.

Arcene walked over to Beamer. The rope hung down to just above her head, as thick as her arm, deep chestnut brown with tight coils making it appear carved from stone. It disappeared into the ceiling, a plain white surface, no sign of how it could be attached.

Looking around the Room, Arcene worked out that the space must occupy most of the entire floor of the skyscraper, either modified by Marcus or it had always just been one large open room. Maybe for a once uber-rich person who could afford such luxuries when they were seen as such, and people worked until they made themselves ill just so they could live up high and look down on others both literally and metaphorically.

Arcene understood none of it, could never come to terms with people wanting to live away from the earth in places where the air was bad and the noise unceasing.

"What's this?" asked Beamer from far in the corner of the Room, before he looked out over the fading city through a wall of plate glass. Leel stood beside him, acting like she couldn't quite figure out the city's attraction.

How does he move so fast? He's a little sneaky monkey.

Arcene gave the rope another stare, having to control herself as she really wanted to pull it, yank it right now. What else would it be for if not to be tugged on a bit? Reluctantly, she walked over to Beamer and Leel, boots thudding dully on the floor. Ah, the floor, that was it, she knew something was messing with her mind a little when they'd entered the Room: it was the floor.

She stared at it as she walked, not even trying to think about how it worked. But there was something kooky that was for sure. It was black, but not just normal black, it was as if she was walking on the night sky. There was no light reflected from the windows, no scuff marks or shadows of any sort. It was black and dull like the darkest cave, soaking up the day, giving nothing back.

"Well? We gonna take it?"

Arcene, Beamer and Leel stared at the coin nestled on a red velvet cushion as if it were a crown, the slender podium it sat on made from polished steel that shone as if freshly polished.

"What do you think?" grinned Arcene. She knew there was no way she could resist such an invitation. She was about to snatch it when she thought better and said, "You want to take it?" Beamer nodded eagerly, eyes shining with excitement. "Go on then, just get ready."

"Ready for what?"

Arcene shrugged; Beamer put out a small hand and lifted the coin from the cushion.

"IT'S TIME TO EAT!"

The announcement blared, as if the voice was right in front of them, reverberating around the room, vibrating in their bones, penetrating directly into their brains. Arcene and Beamer clutched their heads, trying to block their ears to the sound. Leel whimpered and fell onto the floor, paws batting at flattened ears. She rolled over, rubbed her head on the floor to wipe away the voice.

The echo finally died down and the Room reverted to silence.

Arcene and Beamer stared at the plinth as it sank. Strange clunks and clangs could be heard beneath their feet. It disappeared and the opening closed. The floor was seamless, black. There was a whir and a large oblong hole opened where the plinth had vanished, revealing nothing but a sunken depression, the black absolute.

"My ears hurt," moaned Beamer, hand clutched tight around the coin.

"Mine too," groaned Arcene, as she tried to focus on the opening in the floor. "But get ready, something's happening."

They watched as a large oblong rose, seemingly made of the same material as the floor itself. It finally ceased moving and they were stood in front of a large, slender "thing" a little taller than Arcene.

It loomed.

"What's it for?" Beamer took a step back in case it attacked.

"No idea." Arcene rapped a knuckle on the front, or the back, she wasn't sure.

Thud, thud.

"Hmm, it sounds like it might be hollow. Maybe there's something cool inside and we just have to find out how to open—"

Snick.

Arcene jumped as a panel slid down. It sliced through the floor to reveal a glass front, all manner of brightly colored objects inside.

"Look, it's food. Like they used to have long ago. I've seen them, and Father told me about them. It's a vending machine." Beamer put his nose to the glass, as close as he could get to the colored wrappers.

"Haha, I've seen them too, and in books. They had things like candy and what were called crisps, or was it chips? Drinks too. Fizzy ones that make you burp and get you fat. It sounded brilliant. Oh, oh, that's what the coin's for. You put a coin in and you get out what you pick when you press the right button."

"We have a coin, we can get something." Beamer looked for the slot, fingers shaking with excitement.

"Put it in then, go on."

Arcene lifted Beamer up and he pushed the coin in. Clunk. It dropped into the vending machine. Arcene let Beamer back onto the ground.

"What shall we get? What shall we get?"

"I don't know, but it might be all nasty anyway. It's been in there a long time. Once I found one of these with some stuff still in it and I got all excited, but when I, er, accidentally broke the glass and grabbed one it just fell to bits in my hand. All I had was plastic and dust of something moldy. Big disappointment."

"Oh," said Beamer, smile fading. He looked as crestfallen as if he'd been told he could never eat again.

"Hey, don't worry, I'm sure this time it will be different. Now, what are you going to pick?"

Beamer took his time deciding, looking at the various options. Eventually he picked a can that had Pepsi written on it, hoping it was one of the fizzy drinks.

"Sure?" asked Arcene.

"Sure." Beamer stood on tiptoe and pressed the code for the drink.

Clunk.

Clink, clink.

They stared at each other. It was impossible not to smile. Arcene bent and lifted a small flap; there were two coins. Then she pushed up on a big slot at the bottom of the machine and pulled out the can.

Wow, it's really cold. I wonder if this has been refrigerated somehow? So it's still okay?

Arcene stared greedily at the can but handed it to Beamer, who, after a little investigating, put a finger under the ring pull and prized it up.

Phfsst.

"Ugh, haha." Arcene let go of the hilt of her sword. This was no animal attack, just the pressure escaping from the can.

Beamer sniffed at the contents. "Smells funny. Shall I try it?"

"Yeah, hurry up, hurry up, I want some too. And then we can get more, there's loads." Arcene admired the vending machine, fighting to contain herself. How cool was this? A machine full of food, and hopefully lots of coins. What could be better? It was free and they didn't have to hunt for it. Amazing!

Burrrp! "Oh! Excuse me." Beamer put a hand to his mouth, then moved it. He was smiling like he'd never smiled before. "This is good, try it." He handed the can to Arcene, who took a swig.

"Mm, lovely. It's all fizzy. Imagine having this to drink every day, I wouldn't drink anything else."

They shared the can back and forth, noses tingling with the bubbles, the soft drink gone in a few seconds.

"What's next? Shall we get that one?" Beamer pointed at a long wrapper with Snickers written along it.

"Sure, why not?" Arcene put a coin in the slot and pressed the buttons.

Clunk.

"Oi! Leel, you give that back."

Clink, clink, clink.

More coins dropped. Beamer grabbed them while Arcene chased after Leel who was shaking the end of the wrapping until a long brown lump fell out and she chewed it eagerly. Arcene prized open her mouth but it was no good, it was gone.

"Well, at least your breath smells better," said Arcene, sniffing deeply into Leel's open mouth, jaws almost wide enough to encompass her whole head.

"Arcene! Arcene!"

She turned to see a smiling Beamer with hands full of various treats, eager fingers ripping at the wrappers.
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"Ugh, I don't feel too good, my belly hurts," moaned Arcene, lying prostrate on the floor, hands over her belly, head sheened in sweat. "I've got chocolate sweats, I can feel it coming out of my ears. I think I've turned into a… a Mars bar. Leel, get off me you great lump." Leel opened an eye and stared at Arcene, not moving a muscle from her position slumped over her legs, belly distended and panting heavily.

"It's like magic," said Beamer, slurping on a can of something called Sprite, definitely his favorite. He dropped the can onto the large pile, a mess of discarded wrappers and squashed tins. It toppled off and clattered to the floor before it rolled away.

"Leel, go fetch," ordered Arcene. Leel belched then began to snore. "Stupid dog."

"People ate this every day, didn't they Arcene? Everyone had coins and they could eat chocolate and drink fizzy drinks whenever they felt like it. Amazing!"

"Yeah, it was normal then. Tastes good, right? Maybe not everything was bad back then after all. But you had to work for the money, and you get fat if you eat it all the time."

"I'd be fat," giggled Beamer. "I'd be totally round and I'd sit in a chair and never move. Arcene?"

"Eh? Huh?" Arcene had nodded off. The free bounty had been impossible to resist but she felt funny: hyper yet sleepy at the same time. She could feel it building though, feel the sugars metabolizing, the rush coming in fast — she knew she would crash and burn at some point, so should probably get up and make the most of it while it lasted.

Shoving at Leel until she reluctantly moved off her legs, Arcene clambered to her feet and did a few jumps, pigtails slapping at her chest then her back as they flew about. She felt like her body was buzzing, like she needed to run around in circles or something, try to work off energy never encountered before — she was lethargic yet hyped at the same time.

"Hey, shall we get more? To take with us?" Beamer squinted at the machine. "Oh."

"What's wrong?"

"We ate it all, it's all gone."

"All of it? No wonder I feel funny."

"Me too. Like I should do something, and my brain feels weird Arcene. I think I need to go and have a pee too."

"Oh no."

"What?" Beamer looked around, worried.

"Now I need a pee as well." Arcene wondered where the nearest toilet would be, knowing it would mean squatting behind a bush like usual. Except there weren't any bushes inside the skyscraper, so maybe—

"Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven…"

"Eh? What?" Arcene turned at the voice, the same as before, now coming from all directions at once.

"Uh-oh," said Beamer from halfway across the Room, hands still wrapped around the rope. "I, um, I pulled it. Sorry."

Damn! I wanted to do it.

"Don't worry, it will probably be okay. Probably."


THE FINAL COUNTDOWN


"SIX. FIVE, FOURTHREETWOONEZERO."

"Hey, what kind of countdown is that?" The voice had sped up, giving them no time to make it to the door before the ceiling lowered, cutting off the top of the door frame and making it impossible to exit the way they had come in.

Beamer looked anxious, Leel was barking at the voice; Arcene waited for whatever was about to happen. This was the fun of Rooms: it could be anything.

Then it wasn't fun.

The floor shifted; they slid toward the window.

Arcene powered into action, ran against the direction the floor was taking them, strides long and powerful. She had to pick up speed as the floor moved faster. She made it to Beamer, who had the sense to hang onto the rope, feet dragging away from him until he was almost at a right angle. Tensing muscles, she jumped, grabbing for the rope too, hands above Beamer's, just before the floor changed direction and shifted, now moving toward a blank wall, sliding underneath it effortlessly.

"I don't like this Arcene, why is the floor moving? Why is the ceiling coming down?"

With the sudden animation of the floor, Arcene had forgotten about the ceiling — it was halfway down the door now and by the time she looked up they were practically prone on the floor, still gripping the rope. Leel was jammed up against the wall; she whimpered and tried to get away but the floor held her fast.

"It's what happens in Rooms," said Arcene, trying to sound casual and relaxed, like it was just one of those everyday things. "No need to worry, probably stop in a min—"

Thud.

The ceiling stopped, it was about four feet above the floor now.

Clunk.

Whoosh.

"Oh dear." Wind gushed in through the glass wall that wasn't any longer. The whole see-through wall had slid back to either side, hidden gears grinding, nothing but open air and a strong wind eddying about them. "Hold on," shouted Arcene, hair caught in the strong breeze. The floor changed direction again; it moved toward the opening.

"Arcene!" Beamer lost his grip and sprawled onto the floor. Before Arcene could reach, he was taken across the Room. He'd be killed, fall to his death and be nothing but a big mangled splodge on the ground far below.

"Get up, run!" shouted Arcene, as she let go with one hand and waved Beamer back to her.

Beamer got onto all fours then jumped up, almost falling again as the floor kept moving, but he got his balance and tried to run to Arcene, feet moving comically, running on the spot, never getting closer to her.

"Stupid Room, stupid vending machine." Arcene felt the sugar-rush dissipate, giving her some clarity. Her systems felt like they were shutting down, energy reserves depleted, the strange high gone, replaced with a heaviness of body, but at least her mind felt sharper.

"Leel, you get away from that wall and grab Beamer, and bring him here."

With ears pricked up at Arcene's order, Leel found purchase on the floor and bounded over to Beamer. She turned at an angle so as she ran she would be carried back to him and hopefully intercept him on her way. She picked up speed, tongue lolling to the side, her snacks giving her energy she really needed. Her ears flapped about her head as she bounced toward Beamer and as she got close Arcene shouted, "Beamer, grab her collar, or the backpack, and get on her back. Don't miss," she added as an afterthought.

Beamer crouched, still running on the spot, glancing behind at the death-drop that awaited him. Leel skidded to a halt and Beamer grabbed her collar in both hands, leaping onto her back in one fluid motion.

They both slid toward emptiness.

There was nothing for it: Arcene let go of the rope. She ran awkwardly in the direction of the moving floor, pulling her sword out as she sped toward certain death if she failed. Crouching forward, trying not to scrape her head on the ceiling, she stopped running as she got closer. Leel whimpered as she scrabbled to move away from the opening; Beamer's head knocked against the ceiling. He ducked, almost lying flat on Leel's back, who herself was trying not to hit it as she ran, getting nowhere.

Arcene reached Leel and put her left hand on her collar. "You okay Beamer?"

"No, I don't like this Room Arcene, it's no fun."

"Gets the heart going though, right?" said Arcene cheerily. "Don't panic, we'll be fine." Arcene glanced at the massive sky, blue and inviting. It promised to be a glorious evening, but not for them unless she thought of something.

Tightening her grip on the sword's hilt, she hit down hard at the floor, puncturing it with her sword, the blade slicing deep. She grabbed Beamer and said, "Let go of Leel, grab the hilt. Sorry Leel." It was a terrible decision to make, but she had to save Beamer over Leel if it came to that. She hoped that as the floor moved the sword would hit the edge and stop it. She hoped.

Beamer stood, then did as he was told. There was little room for both his and Arcene's hands, so Arcene used one.

"Leel, you better run away. Fast!" They were almost at the opening now, the wind strong, as if it was sucking the floor out. Leel took the hint and began her comical attempt at escape again, not getting far past the sword before her efforts resulted in little but running on the spot.

Arcene looked out into nothingness; they were almost there.

"Get ready. Hold on, hold on really tight."

Clunk.

Phew, that was a close one.

The floor stopped. Arcene let go of the sword, knuckles white from her fierce grip.

Clunk, clunk.

"No!"

It began again. Arcene grabbed the hilt moments before she found herself dangling over the edge, feet kicking in mid-air at nothing.

"Arcene! I can't hold on," cried Beamer, as Leel tumbled past, almost hitting them.

Beamer's grip slipped. He fell.

Arcene reached out a hand but it was no use, he was gone. Then her grip faltered and she too fell into nothingness.

"Ugh."

"Ugh."

Woof.

They'd fallen precisely six feet onto a wide ledge jutting out of the building, covered in netting to prevent them from falling even if they'd wanted to. As they lay in a heap, trying to catch their breath and calm frayed nerves, the ledge rose and before they could even understand what had happened they were back in the Room, back on the floor. This time it carried them to the center of the Room.

Arcene reached for her sword and pulled herself onto her knees. With a hard yank it came out of the floor and she sheathed it.

She turned in time to see the window slide back into place, the Room suddenly silent without the wind and their screams.

Beamer was sat on the floor grinning from ear to ear, slapping the ground with the palms of his hands, head wobbling animatedly, eyes alive with energy. "That was cool, and scary. I thought we were going to die."

"Yeah, me too. Told you Rooms were a little crazy."

Boom.

The Room was pitch-black, as black as the floor. Windows darkened; lights went out. There was nothing.

Woof?

"I don't know, just wait and see."

Arcene felt the floor move, reached above her and found that the ceiling had retreated — she couldn't feel it so she stood up, stretching like a cat after a long nap.

"Arcene? Are you there?" came a timid voice from her left-hand side.

She felt about until she touched Beamer's hair. "I'm here. Grab my hand. You can stand up now." Arcene felt Beamer's hand on hers so gripped it tightly and helped him to his feet. She could hear Leel's panting so put her other hand on her head, scratching behind an ear to calm her nerves. "Good girl Leel, that was exciting wasn't it?"

Woof. Woof.

"Well, I thought it was."

A series of scrapes and knocks could be heard, and Arcene also realized that the floor had stopped moving.

"It's very dark Arcene, I don't like it. This place is really odd."

"Yeah, they always are," said Arcene, glad Beamer couldn't see her wince from the tight grip on her hand.

Woof!

"Good girl Leel. Don't worry, I'm sure that—"

Thunk. Crack.

Weird, high-pitched music played, and Arcene couldn't resist the urge to spin in a circle for some reason.

Lights flashed through every color of the rainbow, the black floor alive with reflected color, the space back to being huge, empty once more.

"Whoa! Look out Beamer. You too Leel." Arcene ran away from where the floor was lifting, dragging a shocked Beamer with her. Leel was already well away from the trouble before Arcene had even finished her warning.

The lights blinked out, leaving them lost and feeling vulnerable again, but a split-second later they were back: red, orange and yellow glows danced on the floor as a circular space slowly spun away and up, the lights revealed.

The strange music began to play again, music Arcene was sure she had heard before. It was the sound of the fairground — she'd seen such things in movies, even been on a roller coaster once.

"All rides are free!" came the disembodied voice. "Grab your seats."

"What is it Arcene?" asked Beamer as he clutched her tight, before he peeked to take in the latest mystery.

Arcene was concentrating hard, watching what was happening, body ready for action but muscles relaxed.

"Arcene?" Beamer tugged at her vest.

"Eh? Huh?"

"What is it? What's happening?"

"I think it's a Merry-Go-Round. Looks like fun, right?" Arcene took in the wonder, searching for hidden surprises, but it looked innocuous enough. Fun, it looked like fun.

The circular platform that had come out of the floor was now high up above the opening, lights on its underside running around its circumference, strobing slow and random. The ride itself was set in a matching disk, identical lights around the edge. In the center was a large pole, striped and thick; struts near the top fanned out to support the floor that was now its roof.

But this was just background to the real attraction: large horses painted in bright and gaudy colors, almost as big as the real thing. They bobbed up and down in time to the loud music. The whole thing spun clockwise, a gentle motion that would make it easy to hop up onto the platform and clamber onto the horses — kitted out with genuine leather stirrups, saddles and bridles.

"Shall we?" asked Arcene, eyes glued to the ride. "I love cool stuff like this. You ever been on a horse?" She turned to Beamer who just shook his head. "Never?"

"No, there aren't horses in the city, and they are really large." He watched the fake animals suspiciously, his fear fighting with the excitement he felt, deciding which would be victorious. "Let's do it," he said, determined, being brave.

"Yes!" Arcene twirled, itching to jump up, but just as she was about to run to the ride she stopped — she should act like an adult. "It's okay, I'll help you."

Beamer smiled in delight and took her hand as they walked up to the ride while Leel made menacing noises at the revolving base, trying to bite it into submission.

"Leel you silly dog, it's not going to feel that."

Grrr. Grr. Yip, yip.

"Okay, ready?"

Beamer nodded. "Ready."

"Let's go." Arcene picked Beamer up as he raised his arms and put him down fast on the revolving platform. "Be careful," she warned, "and hold onto something or you might go flying off."

Beamer hugged the neck of a pastel blue horse and clung on as Arcene gracefully hopped up next to him. She steadied herself then let go, pigtails bouncing with the spin, kilt flapping.

Leel tried to subdue the machine with a final bite but gave up and leapt up beside them to see what all the fuss was about.

"Now, left foot in the stirrup," instructed Arcene. Beamer looked at her blankly. "Oh, yeah, sorry. It's this thing here. Put your left foot in, then you sort of, um, push down with it, raise your other leg, and hop onto its back. Ready?" Beamer didn't look convinced, but put his foot in. Arcene held him and said, "Go," and before Beamer had the chance to change his mind, he was up and straddling the horse. "Now, hold on to the reins, the straps in front of you." Beamer did as he was told, sat up ramrod straight and smiled like he'd just won a grand prize.

Arcene clapped, then rushed to the horse next to him on the right, closer to the center of the ride. She hopped up easily but caught her sword as she tried to sit, muttered under her breath about stupid swords then tried to recover elegantly and sat down like she knew what she was doing — she didn't, but Beamer didn't know that.

Grabbing her own reins, Arcene leaned toward Beamer and smiled. "Bet you've never done anything like this before, eh?"

Beamer was flushed, pupils dilated, gripping the reins for all he was worth. "No, never," he panted. "And I've never thought I'd fly to my death or eaten chocolate or had a fizzy drink or eaten—" Beamer was cut off by the invisible voice.

"Hold tight Ladies and Gents. Here we gooooooooooooo."

"Uh-oh," gasped Arcene, as she sat upright again and wrapped the reins around a wrist. The ride spun faster and faster. "Don't let go Beamer, hold on tight. Very tight."

Beamer looked petrified and leaned forward to grab the horse’s head, cuddling into it like a giant bedtime toy. "Arcene!" It was barely a whisper.

Music got louder; lights strobed faster.

Yowl.

Leel flew off the platform, skidding across the floor as claws as large as human fingers scrabbled for purchase to no avail on the perfectly smooth surface. She came to a halt halfway across the Room and was instantly on her feet, hackles raised, barking as loud as she could at the ride; she stayed where she was though, warning from a distance.

So brave, thought Arcene, trying not to get flung off too.

"Here we go," came the voice, followed by a clunk and a sudden pouring in of light from above.

Arcene looked up only to see the entire roof retract at speed to reveal what must have been the remaining upper stories of the skyscraper, now open.

This is mad.

They were rising, up and up. The carousel thankfully slowed, until they were far above the Room, Leel's barking lost to the wind.

"I don't like Rooms Arcene, I want to go home," moaned Beamer, hanging half off the horse, righting himself as the ride slowed.

"Don't worry, it'll be all right. We're probably in for the fun part now. I hope."

"Make it stop. Make it stop."

"I can't, I don't know how." Arcene wondered if they would get out of their predicament alive.

Clack.

The platform stopped rising and they found themselves a few feet above the top of the building, the cityscape spread out below, bleak and broken. But it was impressive from such a height, seeing what man had accomplished, how far it spread in all directions, signs of ancient roads visible where plants grew differently than in the more built up areas.

There was no doubt about it, Arcene had to admit it was impressive, and must have been much more so when it was new, full of people and cars.

The ride slowed more, giving them time to take in the view properly. Arcene had remained calm, controlling adrenaline levels easily to stop herself freaking out, but the same couldn't be said for Beamer. She'd almost forgotten that he would be terrified, unable to stop what his body did in an attempt to get him ready to react to the stress. Arcene turned, expecting him to be in tears, mortified and wailing to get off.

"Um, you not scared?" asked Arcene, surprised to see the young boy happy.

Beamer rocked back and forth in his saddle as if goading his ride to go faster again. "I was, but I trust you Arcene, and, well, it was kinda fun. Scary too."

"Wow! You're so brave. Look, I think it's going back down."

Arcene was right, they came to a stop then the Merry-Go-Round rotated in the opposite direction, a sedate spin that took them gently back down into the room. It began to sink into the floor.

"Jump off, quick. I think that's enough fun for one day, don't you?"

"Plenty," said Beamer, as he hopped down and jumped from the platform. He tripped, landing on his knees, but at least he was on the floor.

Wasting no time, Arcene did the same, managing to keep her balance as she landed next to him. Leel was already licking Beamer, tail thumping into Arcene's legs — it was like being whacked with a stick that had a mind of its own.

"Thank you for riding with us today," came the voice, before the ride disappeared.

The floor sealed up with a thunk. It was as if it had never been.

Click.

The door popped open.

"I think it's time to go," said Arcene.

"Aw, really?"

"Yes, really. Come on Leel."

Arcene ushered Leel and Beamer out into the corridor, peeked around the door sneakily, then closed it gently behind her. She locked the door, put the key back where she'd found it, and took a deep breath.

"Time to go home?"

"Time to go home," agreed Beamer, sweaty but happy. "My belly still hurts," he moaned.

"Mine too," said Arcene, patting the little lump that was making her kilt feel a little too tight.

Woof!


A GOOD FATHER


DREM SMILED TO himself, something he hadn't done for some time. It surprised him — he thought he'd never smile again. Not that he ever had done much of it in the first place. Maybe that was the problem?

Sure, life was hard, his mind preoccupied with keeping Beamer and himself safe and alive, but that wasn't really an excuse, was it? How had he become like his own father — morose, unhappy, not showing enough affection? He'd chosen to be that way; this way.

Obsessed with keeping Beamer away from the wild world they were alone in had finally had the opposite effect to what he'd wanted — the boy had gone precisely because of the things he did, the way he was. It had all been for nothing and he'd done the one thing he'd promised he would never do when he grew up — act like a grown-up, at least, the grown-ups he'd known: his parents.

He'd wanted something different, hadn't he? Yet here he was, alone, scared sick for his child, regretting the way he'd brought him up, making Beamer timid, insular and unable to fend for himself if the need arose.

"What was I thinking?" muttered Drem to himself, before he smiled again as he put his prize into an increasingly heavy sack. He slung it over his shoulder then moved on, there was plenty more to do. You had to have hope, stay positive, but it wasn't easy. He'd conditioned himself to be this way, hadn't he? Stopped himself from wanting to act like a young man or a child again, thinking that parental responsibility meant always being the one to say, "No!" when really it meant doing what needed to be done to see a smile on a young boy's face, watching him roll around on the floor and hear him giggle.

When had Beamer ever done that? When had he himself ever played? Not when he was young, or with Beamer either. No, it had all been busy, busy, busy, making life hard on purpose, kidding himself it meant safety and protection.

What kind of man lives so high he has to struggle for half a day to haul wood up? It was masochistic; he'd been a fool.

When Beamer came home things would be different. Better.

They would smile.

Stay positive Drem, your son will return. He just has to.

The sack dug into his back: too many irregularly shaped objects, so Drem decided to return home. He'd come back out later, after he'd dealt with his finds, checked on the garden, and…

"It's a pig, three pigs." Drem watched the immature creatures scamper about in the ruins of a large area of wild cabbages that had taken over waste ground where there was once a park. It wasn't unusual to find all manner of odd things in the city: seed from vegetables, fruits and regular garden plants grew in the strangest of places. But to find such animals was a real rarity, and something Drem had mostly ignored anyway, not because he didn't want to eat meat, far from it, but because he felt it would be too risky for Beamer. Encouraging him to spend time on the ground, or out in the country, was not something he'd wanted to do.

Now? He would change, be a better father. One that gave his son the freedom he so sorely needed — if he ever came home.

"He will, he will, he's a brave boy, he'll find a way."

Drem stayed still, watched as the piglets snuffled in the cabbage patch, snouts making short work of the leaves, before munching on the thick stems and digging with dirty noses in the hard ground. They were a strange sight, but not unheard of. Drem had seen creatures much more dangerous although anything could turn if you interrupted it at feeding time.

Still, these were immature, and as long as the mother or father was absent then he was relatively safe. The only problem was catching them. He'd let such skills slide, not that he ever really had them as an adult — years without hunting of any kind, constantly watching Beamer, telling him to do this, not to do that, be careful, don't touch the sharp things, stay away from that it might be dangerous, and on and on the rules went, had turned him into nothing more than a nag. He'd not only stopped Beamer from becoming the boy he could have been, he'd damaged himself too: withered inside, lost the wildness, the edge, the chance to hunt and be at one with his rather unnatural surroundings.

"Right Drem, time to relearn those crucial skills."

Long ago, out of necessity and when he could get away from his domineering parents — just like he now was — Drem had been excellent at hunting, often tracking animals across the cityscape, pouncing at the right moment, sometimes even keeping his catch for himself, always feeling guilty afterward.

He just had to let his instincts take over, relax and be in the moment.

Trying to recall half-forgotten knowledge, Drem studied the creatures, concluding they would be four or five months old. Mature enough to be away from their parents, but not old enough they wouldn't be around somewhere, probably close. They were a manageable size, he could easily pick one up and tuck it under an arm, or into the sack maybe. No, that would be cruel, he couldn't go stuffing live animals in a sack… Could he?

No, need a better idea.

Drem carefully picked up his sack and crept away. He hoped the piglets would stay where they were while he made a dash for his rooftop garden.

Stupid bloody idea, living up so many stairs.
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By the time Drem returned he was red in the face, panting like he'd never exercised before in his life, and feeling rather dubious about the whole enterprise. Still, he had to give it a go. What a surprise it would be for Beamer. He could just picture him now, seeing the pigs, smiling and helping to rear them.

This is it, the start of a new life. One male and two females means they can breed, we can change things. Start again.

Drem put his plan into action.

He crouched down behind the remains of a large vehicle Drem knew had once been a bus, something that would stop at various points through the city and pick people up then drop them where they needed to go — Drem could never understand why people would have cars when such services were readily available. Now it was little more than a long box covered in grass, bamboo, and even the odd stunted tree. Much the same as everything else.

Rummaging in his backpack, Drem pulled out his prize: Valerian root. He grew quite a lot as it helped him sleep at night and calmed his nerves in times of stress. Hopefully it would work on the pigs. Moving as quietly as possible Drem leaned out to the side, then threw three pieces, one after the other in quick succession, hoping the pigs would show an interest and not just run off scared. He watched as they squealed and scattered into the undergrowth, then returned a few minutes later to feed again. Eventually they came across the roots, fighting over the pieces, munching on them so loudly he could hear it from his vantage point.

"Now we wait. Hope this works."

Drem tapped impatiently from his hiding place, unaware that his foot was even moving. His eyes were glued to the animals — they seemed to slow, moving less and becoming lethargic. Had he given them too much? Not enough? Only one way to find out, and besides, he couldn't wait any longer, it was stressing him out.

He wiped an arm across his forehead. The humidity was very high in the city, some days almost intolerable. There was too much moisture trapped between the buildings, the plants increasing it, no way for the air to move freely. Another reason we shouldn't be here, thought Drem, noticing his clothes were filthy again and he was sure, but not certain, that he was quite whiffy too. I relied on Beamer way too much, I treated him like a slave, not the most important thing in the world.

Oink, oink.

One pig wobbled on its legs then carried on snuffling, but there was no doubt, they were about as relaxed as they would ever be.

Drem eased out of his hiding place, edging slowly toward the animals. They stopped their foraging and eyed him warily, but they didn't run. They just moved away a little. He carried on walking, just a single step at a time, no hurry, no need to startle them.

"Nice piggies. Nice piggies," whispered Drem, moving one of the leather straps from his left hand to his right, the loop in the long belt already made.

He corralled them further into a corner of the overrun park where a section of railing was still intact. They squealed but then appeared to relax, the natural sedative working its magic.

Drem strode up to the closest piglet and slipped the loop over its head.

In a matter of minutes he was the proud owner of three piglets, who, rather annoyingly, were all snoring in the long grass like newborns.

Well, guess I'll have to let them sleep it off.

Drem shrugged his shoulders and waited for them to wake. Hopefully it wouldn't be too long, there was always the risk of the parents coming back if they were still in the area.
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An hour later Drem had the most surreal walk of his life.

He wandered through the rubble, skirted around sickly looking copses of spindly oaks, and stopped to smile at a bright patch of sunflowers.

The three piglets on leashes trotted beside him, half-asleep and seemingly more than happy to be led around.

"Now I've just got to figure out how to get you guys up all those stairs."

Drem laughed. Tired, hot and sweaty, but content. Pleased with himself.

"If Beamer could see me now he'd never believe it. Haha, your old dad's a changed man Beamer. Come home soon. Nice piggies."

Oink.

Oink.

Oink, oink.

"I'm taking pigs for a walk!" shouted Drem at the top of his lungs, smiling and laughing even after he was nearly pulled off his feet by the startled animals.

There was nobody to hear; nobody to see.

Drem's voice echoed around empty streets. A pigeon took flight, peering down at him from a bronze statue that had apparently been called "abstract art," although Drem had always thought it looked like a fat bottom on a wedge of cheese.

Those ancient people had too much time on their hands.

"Mm, cheese."


DADDY, I'M HOME


"THIS IT?" ASKED Arcene dubiously, staring up at the monstrosity of a building.

"Yup," said Beamer, excitement at being home fighting with his anxiousness over what his father would say or do when he saw him — Arcene could read him like a book.

"Well, let's get you home then." Arcene couldn't imagine why anyone would choose to live in the city, let alone in the misplaced edifice they stood in front of. The journey into the heart of the city had been bad enough, yet was as nothing compared to the trip taken to get to Beamer's home — the streets became clogged with rubble the closer they got, as if his father had purposely chosen somewhere that made life difficult.

To keep Beamer from getting away, was the only answer Arcene could come up with.

The skyscraper was an anomaly, out of place when you looked at the other buildings still standing. Although the more once-modern buildings were in a mess, glass broken, shiny steel now dull, dented or scavenged, they at least had some kind off ambition in terms of design. Beamer's home was the exact opposite: all crumbling concrete and narrow walkways, slits for windows and little in the way of ornamentation.

Like a fortress, mused Arcene, which she supposed was right — that was exactly what it was.

The walk to the entrance was a large open space, the paving long gone, replaced with scrub, covered with the detritus of centuries. Piles of plastic, mounds of trash, appliances that stopped functioning centuries ago, all of it had been dumped, left to rust and provide nests or places to shelter for the abundant wildlife.

Arcene couldn't imagine why such a building had been constructed, but Beamer had told her it was some kind of administrative center at one point, which explained why it was so stark — apparently bureaucrats were the same all over the world, and whatever the century: they put function over design and seemed to revel in the mundane.

Maybe it kept people working hard if they couldn't see what they were missing, thought Arcene. It still didn't explain why it was so huge. It was on a par with the highest buildings in the city, the difference being that those that remained looked like they would stand for decades yet, this place gave the impression it would crumble to dust if you blew on it.

Arcene came out of her reverie, it wasn't her concern. Beamer belonged with his father no matter the man's shortcomings. As long as he didn't mistreat Beamer, and he'd said he didn't, not really, then it wasn't her place to interfere. After all, she didn't live a normal life herself, not that there was any such thing — everyone had their own way of doing things, of living.

Until a few years ago Arcene had thought how she lived was entirely normal, it was only once she was able to read, gained access to the movies and TV shows of the past, that she realized how people could live — although, if she was honest, she still felt her life was better than those crazy ancient people and what they'd put themselves through in the name of trying to be happy.

"Come on, let's go inside. How far up is it?"

"Right to the top," said Beamer, fidgeting and looking more nervous by the second.

Arcene grabbed his hand and said, "Don't worry, everything will be fine. Your father will be super-excited to see you, he won't be mad."

"You think?" asked Beamer, looking pleased, his mood changing in an instant.

"Sure, why wouldn't he be? He's your father, right?"

"Yeah, s'pose. Okay, let's go." Beamer dragged Arcene toward the entrance — she couldn't help thinking of it more as an exit though, the sooner she got away from the depressing building the better.

[image: ]

"Oh, wow!" It wasn't what she'd been expecting. Light poured into the expansive room, flooding it with bright sunlight, offering views far across the city and the hills to the south where they had come from.

Strange to think we were still in the country this morning. I wonder what else is to come?

"He's not here," said a dejected Beamer, stood in the middle of the room, head hung low.

Arcene looked at him and remembered just how young he was, like she'd forgotten he was still very much a child, and small too. Being close to him had made her lose sight of how scrawny he was, just like she'd been: always hungry, never enough to fill your belly.

Gosh, look how dirty he is too. He's filthy.

With a glance at her own clothes, Arcene noted that they too could do with a wash.

"I'm sure he'll be home soon, or maybe he's up on the roof, you said he's up there a lot. You too?"

"Ah, of course." Beamer slapped his palm against his head, hope springing to his eyes. "We're always up there. And, um, I think Father may have got behind with things without me here. I hope he's okay."

It was a serious understatement, and no doubt. Arcene was messy, although she tried to put her clothes away, but often she forgot and would enter her room thinking somebody had ransacked the place then realize it was just that she hadn't tidied up for a while. But the disarray in Beamer's home took things to a whole other level — the place was practically rancid.

There was stuff everywhere: piles of clothes, some clean others too stinky to even go near. That was just the start: the floor was almost black with mud, there were tools all over the place and it seemed like maybe Beamer's father had been sleeping on the sofa and some of the chairs too, judging by the number of very dirty looking sheets and blankets scattered randomly about the room. The funky smell definitely came from the clothes though, many of which were on the large sofa, a long pair of thick socks stinking like rotten fish, and everywhere were bits and pieces of… Arcene wasn't sure.

"Is it always like this?" asked Arcene, worried about Beamer's health.

"Um, no, it's normally spotless. Father is very strict about everything being put away and never likes a mess. He must just be too busy looking for me and working," said Beamer, unconvinced.

"So you used to keep everything in order? That's a lot of responsibility for a young boy."

"Oh, I don't mind, not really. I used to have help, but they—"

"Beamer!"

"Father!" Beamer's cry of joy turned to instant shame as he remembered what he'd done. He hung his head, arms limp by his sides, waiting for his punishment.

"Come here. Where were you?" asked Drem, wrapping tanned and muscular arms around his son.

"Sorry, I'm really sorry. You were cross, and I wasn't thinking, and I—"

"It doesn't matter, I'm sorry too. I'm just so happy you're alive." Drem hugged Beamer tighter, then knelt and stared him straight in the eyes. "You are okay, aren't you? Where have you been? And who's this?" He looked at Arcene.

Leel appeared from behind the sofa where she'd been nibbling on a stinky sock.

"Stand back Beamer, look out, there's a dog. A… wow… a giant dog!" Drem pulled a short knife from his jacket sleeve and pointed it at Leel. "You stay back, go away. Shoo." The blade looked like something Leel would pick her teeth with — if she ever wished to perform oral hygiene, which she didn't.

"It's just Leel, Father, she's lovely. She's my friend. And this is Arcene." Beamer put out a hand for Arcene.

"Hi, how ya doin'? I'm Arcene."

"Um, hi. Beamer just said that."

"Oh, right."

There was an awkward silence; Drem acted unsure what to make of the guests. Arcene waited for something to be said.

"Sorry, where are my manners? I'm Drem. Drem Scarpino."

"I know," said Arcene. "This is Leel." She patted Leel on the head who sat obediently next to her, never once taking her eyes of Drem.

"It's okay," said Beamer, "Arcene saved me, saved me from something terrible. I'm sorry I ran away."

"It's okay son, honestly. I'm sorry too, sorry for everything. Look, let's sit," said Drem, pointing at the couch. "Um, after I clean up a little. Sorry, things got on top of me."

"Yeah, they did didn't they?" said Beamer, smiling broadly.

Arcene knew something was wrong, but she couldn't think what it was. This was a happy time, they were re-united and pleased to see each other. So what was it? What was nagging at her mind? Ah, what Beamer had said, something about having once had help with the chores, before Drem interrupted. It was probably nothing, maybe they had someone stay for a while. But Beamer had said they were alone, hadn't he?

Arcene shook her head, it didn't matter, they were back together. Happy.

"Here, let me clear this stuff away," said Drem, words spilling out fast, embarrassed by the chaos, yet seemingly more concerned by his son's reaction than worried about what guests thought.

It was as if Arcene wasn't important enough to concern himself with, which was rather odd considering she'd saved Beamer, brought him home.

"Oh, Father, we had the craziest adventure today, you wouldn't believe what we did. Right Arcene? It was mad. We went on a Merry-Go-Round, we spun up in the air, I fell out of a window and thought I would die and we ate all this food from a vending machine. Oh. Oops." Beamer looked terrified, like he'd said he'd done something unforgivable.

Drem turned at his son's discomfort, one filthy sock in his hand, unable to find the other one as Leel was sitting on it, watching the scene with little real interest.

"What? It's okay Beamer, no need to be worried. I'm sorry, sorry how I've been about food, it was… well, there's no excuse. I was wrong."

"You were wrong," repeated Beamer, not understanding.

Drem nodded. "Yes, I was wrong. Now," he turned to Arcene, "I do apologize, where are my manners? Thank you, Arcene was it?" Arcene replied with a faint smile. "Thank you for bringing him home, and it sounds like you had quite the adventure. I can't wait to hear all about it, but first let me get you a drink. Water?"

"Yes please," said Arcene.

"I'll get it," said Beamer, then skipped toward the kitchen.

"Oh, for Leel too," shouted Arcene. "Bet you're thirsty, aren't you girl?" Arcene patted her again, making a point of showing Drem her size by rubbing her jowls, exposing incisors larger than the knife he'd put back in his pocket.

"That's some dog," noted Drem.

"Uh-huh," replied Arcene.

"Please, sit." Drem nodded at the cleared sofa; Arcene accepted his invitation with a curt nod.

What is wrong with me? He seems nice enough, and Beamer's happy. Plus he doesn't seem mad.

"Thank you for saving him. I've been out of my mind with worry, I thought something terrible had happened. But I never gave up hope, I always thought he'd come home. Eventually."

"That's okay," said Arcene, waving away the gratitude. "He's a nice boy, if a little lacking in certain skills." Gosh, did that sound as rude as it does in my head.

"Um, well, yes. I've had the chance to think about that, and I've not done right by Beamer, I see that now. I… Oh, hey buddy."

Beamer handed over the water then plonked himself down on the sofa between Arcene and Drem.

"Thanks Beamer," said Arcene.

"Beamer, I was just saying to Arcene that I haven't done right by you, and I'm sorry. I want to hear all about your adventures, but first I want to say sorry. Truly, I am. I've been a bad father." Beamer began to interrupt but Drem held up a hand. "No, I have, I see that now. I've kept you hidden away, thinking it was for the best, when it was just selfish. I haven't taught you how to take care of yourself when I'm gone, how to hunt or fish or live in the wild. You don't know much about anything if truth be told, and that's my fault. Well," he said with a smile as he stood and paced back and forth, "all that's going to change. I'll let you come out with me more, we'll move somewhere more interesting, the country maybe, and we'll swim in lakes rather than swimming pools, and we'll sleep under the stars, and—"

"Really Father? Wow, that sounds so cool. But it's okay, you were just doing what you thought was best."

"Yes, and I was wrong. Very wrong." Drem turned to Arcene. "Um, would you like to take your sword off? It's very impressive but you don't look very comfortable."

Arcene sat rather awkwardly, hunched forward so her sword didn't get in her way. "I'm fine thanks," she said, in what she hoped was a nice, jolly young girl's voice.

"Okay, If you're sure?"

Arcene nodded. Leel lay down and stretched out, her body almost the length of the sofa. She began to chew on the sock.

"Ugh, Leel, that's so gross. Um, no offense," said Arcene, as she realized that was rather insulting.

"Haha, you're right, the socks were rather smelly. You enjoy yourself Leel. She really is a very large dog," noted Drem.

"I rode her! Just like the pretend horses we went through the roof on," chattered Beamer.

"My, you two have been on an adventure. Soon, tell me about it soon. But Arcene, are you not a little young to be out on your own? You are just a child after all," said Drem, noting her slender figure, pigtails and the bunnies on her over-the-knee socks.

Arcene smiled enigmatically, or thought she did, it actually came out more as a weird face contortion that was half sneer, half nose wrinkle. "I just look young is all, I can take care of myself."

"You should have seen her with her sword Father. She killed the—"

Arcene cut him off with a look, knowing that if he kept on talking about her killing an animal that she thought dangerous then it would lead to talk of the boar they had eaten before he knew what he was saying.

"What? What's wrong?" asked Drem.

"I ate meat. I ate boar," said Beamer, unable to keep his secret.

"You did, did you?" Beamer nodded. Arcene put a hand out to her side, ready to grab the hilt of her sword. "Well… haha, that's fine. Come on, I have a surprise for you." Dream headed for the door. "Come on, what are you waiting for?"

Beamer and Arcene exchanged glances then both shrugged their shoulders. They followed him to the door. Leel trailed behind.

Arcene turned and said, "Leel, drop."

Woof!

"No, now."

Leel dropped the sock and followed.


FRAYED EDGES


WHIP WAS AT the end of his tether. If he didn't do something about the twins soon then he was sure his cool, calm exterior, even his sanity, would unravel like a worn rope turning to dust in a dingy, dark nether-region of the castle.

What was wrong with them!?

Standing discreetly in the shade of the lower castle walls, Whip watched in dismay the scene playing out in front of him. There was no longer any doubt about it: the twins were severely unstable. They'd been getting worse, had for decades, but this? What on earth were they thinking?

"Move faster you. Run, RUN!" Fionn shouted at a man that put Whip's slender frame to shame — he was stick-thin and looked like his legs were as brittle as the rare kindling so prized by all of those within Castle Kenyon's walls. The poor man almost bent double as he tried to run, arthritis twisting his bones so he had a hunchback, legs bowed like carrots when they divided to grow around stones. "Faster!" shouted Fionn again, exasperated.

Nobody else on either team was in much better condition, but the twins were oblivious. They put their heads together, deep in conversation, raising their eyes to scowl at the members of their teams before ignoring them again, lost in their own secret world of madness.

"Hey, you. Yes, you, Keeper of The Marrows," barked Fionn, ignored by the man. Probably because he was missing an ear and deaf anyway.

Whip groaned at the title, they'd got worse with them too, giving almost everyone in the castle a stupid title after a long discussion about increasing morale — it left the pathetic souls confused. The man being addressed had kept all the marrows for a fortnight in his hovel, thinking it was his new job, rather than just ensure they grew properly in his section of the vegetable garden. Whip shook his head in dismay, and not for the first time that day.

Would it never end? Whip turned his attention back to the madness, he'd missed some, lost in thought, but picked up the gist.

"…if you don't want to be on sewer duty without a mask until you die, you fool. Go and kick the ball. Run. RUN!" screamed Flynn, exasperated by how his team fared.

Another of their idiotic ideas.

He'd actually been right beside them early that morning out in the main courtyard where daily business was always conducted — the various produce set up from the gardens, the communal meals given, the crops shared for the day. If you were late then you didn't eat and had nothing to take home to your family — standing only a few feet away, still and invisible, as they talked about how the people needed a distraction, something to get them going, give them a bit of "oomf."

At first he'd listened with amusement, then with growing concern, as they came up with one baffling idea after the other. Finally, they had settled on soccer, a game that was once the most popular sport in the country. Whip had read about it long ago, but never thought he would see it played. It was a game lost to people now — the children usually amused themselves with "hide-it," a game he never quite understood as it seemed to involve throwing vegetables at walls and then screaming as they ran to point at bits and score each other in some arcane and ridiculously complex way.

But soccer? Daft. The twins had probably come across it in some book or other and, like with most of their "bright" ideas, it had stuck in their minds — as far as they were concerned if they understood the basics of the game then so should all the half-starved, genetically inbred people of Castle Kenyon.

Unsurprisingly, the day went downhill rapidly.

The huge courtyard was cleared of all makeshift buildings, carts and various stalls selling all manner of nonsense, and the twins organized the game — Whip used the term organize loosely in his thoughts, it was a farce.

The less-than-enthusiastic workers, stall-holders and anyone else that happened to be in the courtyard, were told they were to play an exciting game — they knew better than to argue. Children were excited, those trying to barter goods were downright annoyed at having business interrupted, and the workers were a mix of pleased to have time off from work, or too exhausted, frail, or unbalanced to show much interest at all.

Then the twins picked teams. It went on for almost an hour, both bickering about who they wanted and who was to do what, until finally there were two sides — a mass of people that grew more confused as the twins became more and more exasperated. They tried to explain how the game worked, that what it boiled down to was that one team had to kick a ball between the goalposts of the opposing team. The goalposts made up of the extremely frail, who kept wandering away in a daze, leading to Fionn exploding and shouting angrily, his face turning purple — there was no way he would allow a goal when his goalpost had gone to pick up an apple.

The longer Whip watched, the worse it got. Confusion built, shouts got louder, people tried to sneak off without getting caught and the children ran around waving their arms about, having changed the rules. They kept picking the ball up — leading to more shouts from the twins, who had both appointed themselves as referee, so they argued over every decision and the teams didn't know what on earth they were supposed to do.

Halfway through the day, with the sun scorching the ancient courtyard, the heat radiating from the walls making it almost intolerable and the humidity rising, people started to collapse. Then it got violent.

Whip watched in dismay from the shade, feeling uncomfortable in the heat, knowing those out in the sun would be desperate for a rest. The more agile players treated the game as an excuse to settle arguments, or kick and punch those they had an issue with. It was always a problem in the cloying atmosphere of the castle: with nowhere to go, and no chance of escaping those you disliked, arguments often turned deadly. Fights were common, and family feuds passed down from generation to generation until no one knew what they fought about but carried on hating their neighbors anyway.

Here was a chance to get revenge without fear of reprisal — punishment was severe for anyone found guilty of even the smallest crime, the twins’ sentencing always swift and severe.

Punches were thrown, shins kicked, and as the temperature rose so did the violence, until the game descended into outright war.

Fionn and Flynn's shouts went unheeded, nobody could hear them above the screams. They stomped their feet in frustration and anger from the imaginary sideline like the children they were, their role as referees abandoned.

Whip shook his head in exasperation, were they truly such imbeciles? What was the matter with them? He watched as Flynn moved into the mass of people, stepped over bodies on the floor, ignored moans and pleas for help, and shouted the teams down. A few minutes later they were quiet, but rather than sending them back to their work all he did was tell them to get on with the game.

It was ridiculous, nobody even knew which side they were on. Players switched teams as they didn't know who to pass to, so the ball was just kicked about at random, goals scored by those clueless about whether the goal they kicked the ball at was their opponents' or not. The twins were no better. They bickered about players, the score, and if it counted if your goalie punched anyone that even came near him with a ball.

It was over. The heat became intolerable for the two rulers of Castle Kenyon, so they pronounced the game done, and a draw. Whip knew they did this to save face as they had no idea what the score was — they couldn't even hope to keep count, let alone come up with something as devilishly clever as a way the players could know whose side they were on by having colored ribbons or any other way to differentiate them.

"Idiots, absolute idiots," muttered Whip, as he wiped his brow with a handkerchief he kept in his jacket pocket. "I hope that girl returns, she'll stir things up, I'm sure of it." Whip left the courtyard, he'd seen more than enough. His mind was made up — they would have to go.

He kept saying that, didn't he? This time he meant it, there was no hope otherwise.

The castle needed a complete overhaul, someone with intelligence in charge. Laws needed to be updated, the diet certainly needed to be changed, and the people, well, they needed to understand their place, have clear direction, not be dragged into the boiling hot sun to play a game that nobody had heard of for hundreds of years, let alone understood.

"Fools. They're like little children playing with dolls, not men with responsibilities for their subjects." Whip went into the cool interior of the castle, leaving the twins to their bickering and shouting, as they gave orders to clear away the bodies and set up the marketplace again.

I need a rest, time for a little doze I believe.

Whip closed the thick wooden door behind him, shutting off the din of the day, letting his body relax in the quiet of the only home he had ever known.


THIS LITTLE PIGGY...


"SURPRISE," SAID DREM, as he stepped aside to reveal three piglets running around happily in a large penned area, covered in mud and kicking it everywhere.

"Wow!" Beamer stared first at the pigs then at his father. "You got these, for us?"

"I did indeed," said Drem, nodding as he put an arm on his son's shoulders. "They were a right bugger to catch, I can tell you, and convincing them to walk up all the stairs wasn't easy. But I got them, for us. For you."

Beamer squirmed a little but couldn't contain himself. "Are we going to eat them? Are we allowed to eat meat now then?" he blurted, then put his hand to his mouth like he'd said something terrible. Arcene felt sorry for him, that he was so scared to broach the subject for fear of his father shouting at him, but something had clearly changed while Beamer had been away and Drem didn't react how Arcene assumed he would.

Drem got down onto one knee and put his arms on Beamer's shoulders. He stared into his eyes and said, "I was wrong about so many things Beamer, I thought it was for your own good, to protect you, but I was mistaken. We are going to breed pigs and we are going to make a lot of other changes from now on. We're a team and we stick together. Now we have her we can make some proper changes, do everything differently. Better. That is if you want to keep her?" Drem pointed at Arcene; Beamer nodded his head vigorously. "Good. She'll be better than any of the others by the looks of her, and—"

"What the hell are you talking about?" said Arcene, a really, really bad feeling making her belly ache like her insides were being unwound and smacked against the floor. "What's going on here?"

Beamer and Drem ignored her and Beamer said, "We can keep her? Oh, goody. I like her a lot Father, and she's strong."

Arcene reached for her sword.

The floor opened up and the next thing she knew Leel was on top of her and her back hurt. The smell was awful too.

Beamer and Drem peered down at her, leaning forward to look into the pit fifteen feet below them. They smiled like they had at the pigs.

This is mad. What the hell are they doing?

"I thought you were a nice boy Beamer. I thought we were friends?"

"We are," said Beamer, looking hurt. "So were they, for a while." He pointed to a dark corner of the space Arcene was in — the source of the smell, a collection of bones with a body on top little more than mushy flesh. Maggots crawled over it, gnawing it slowly down to the bone. "Father didn't like the last one, so she had to go. Now we have a new helper and isn't it great Arcene? We get to stay together forever and ever. As long as you're good," warned Beamer, staring at his father with hope and eagerness. "We get to keep her?"

"Of course. I told you, anything for you Beamer. But the dog will have to go, she's too big, too dangerous."

"Okay," said Beamer. "But she's a nice doggie." Beamer leaned over, cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, "Sorry Leel. See you later Arcene."

"Hey! Wait!" The roof slid closed. The room was black.


A RESTLESS NIGHT


"UGH, GEDDOF ME Leel you big daft lump." Arcene shivered, not knowing if it was night or day, only that she hurt and her prison stank. Oh, and she really, really needed a pee. Leel resting the full weight of her head right on her belly didn't help with that urgent need, assuming it was Leel and not something horrible in the dark.

Arcene put a hand to the weight on her belly and felt the familiar floppy ears that confirmed it was Leel and nothing sinister. Leel grunted then began to snore again. "Leel. LEEL! Get up you stupid dog, you're supposed to be on guard duty, not using me as your pillow. Ugh, it's freezing."

It had been a long night, full of dark thoughts, disappointment and incredulity concerning her young friend. How had things gone so wrong so quickly? More to the point: how could Beamer and Drem do such a thing? She should know better, she'd experienced the dark side of humanity on countless occasions, yet she still usually saw the good in people, and look where it had got her. Well, they'd pay, both of them would pay dearly for thinking they could do anything to her against her will.

Arcene had been kidnapped once before, and it did not go well for her abusers. And the man that had taken her, violated her and stolen her child before she chased him down? Hopefully he remained in The Void, or reborn into the body of a worm deep in the soil, blind and unknowing of what it was to be a human being.

"LEEL!"

Woof?

"Get up, I need a pee." Leel shifted and Arcene felt the relief on her bladder. She swapped her position from leaning against the wall and stood, shaking her leg until the life came back to it. Arcene tried to recall where she was in the room, but the restless night had taken her memory of the space with it — she had no idea what was where.

"Ugh, stupid, stupid, stupid." Arcene hadn't even thought to use her Awoken powers to improve her eyesight, it must have been the shock of what happened, she wasn't thinking clearly. Leel whined again, like she had for half the night, never leaving Arcene's side, rubbing against her leg for comfort. "It's all right Leel, don't you worry. We'll get out of here, and then there will be trouble. Big trouble." Arcene patted Leel to comfort her then turned her attention to her body. What was wrong with her? She hadn't even increased her core temperature to ensure she was warm. She really must be out of sorts. It was the horror of Beamer turning from what she believed was a nice, if innocent, young boy into what, a savage? Well, she supposed it was his father's doing, warping the boy so he had no idea what was right or wrong. Still, he had to pay, didn't he?

Focus, stop wasting time.

Arcene warmed herself up by increasing her temperature and thought more clearly. She concentrated on her eyes, dilating the pupils as wide as she possibly could, wider than her body would naturally do. It wasn't a perfect solution, and she couldn't do it for too long for fear of causing harm, especially if the roof opened unexpectedly as that could damage the retinas, but for now it would at least allow her to have a pee without stumbling over rotten corpses — a risk worth taking as far as she was concerned.

"Yes! It works." Arcene could make out the room, barely. It was like looking through smoke-filled air, but it was better than nothing.

She could make out the pile of bones and the fresher body on top in the far corner — she'd edged away from that as soon as the room went dark, before she lost her bearings, and the only other thing in the room was a pile of straw which she supposed was a bed, or a litter area like she was some kind of animal.

"Better not pee on that, just in case I have to spend another night here. Not that we will Leel, oh no." Feeling the pressure, Arcene trailed one hand against the wall and moved to the nearest corner of the twenty-foot-square room. She picked her sword up off the floor, keeping it with her in case any heads appeared that she would definitely chop off if possible, and squatted gratefully. "Aah, that's better."

Feeling much relieved, Arcene thought about what she could do, and where she was. She assumed it must just be one of the top floor rooms, and that Drem had replaced the ceiling with an access hatch so he could use it as a cell, that or it had been a design feature when the building was constructed, which was a possibility. The people that built everything had some brilliant technology although it paled in comparison to the Rooms she'd had so much fun in, just like the one yesterday. How could her friend have changed so much so fast? Beamer was just a little boy, wasn't he? Maybe he'd been forced to do this to her? Could it be that he was doing it for her own good? Playing along as he knew what the consequences would be otherwise?

No, that wouldn't explain his behavior. If he knew what his father would do then he could have gone home on his own, left Arcene before they got to his house.

"Ugh, what!?" Arcene jumped, her sword halfway out of its scabbard before she realized it had been her own belly rumbling that had startled her. Leel's responded in kind from beside her — she'd totally forgotten about her for a minute. She looked down at her friend and noticed she was standing in the trail of urine as it trickled along the tiled floor toward the wall. Leel squatted and added to the wetness, as desperate for relief as Arcene had been.

Better not tell her she's standing in our wee. But hang on…

Arcene watched as the urine ran to the junction of the floor and the wall a few feet from the corner. Rather than pooling, it seemed to just keep on going, flowing under the wall. She crouched down but it was difficult to make out any detail and she really didn't want to stand in her own pee either, so it was rather hard to get a proper idea what was happening from the odd angle. Maybe it was a false wall? Could she get away?

Rapping on the wall resulted in nothing but sore knuckles. The wall was solid and seemed the same as the rest of her cell: bare concrete render, dull, gray and uniform. Arcene decided that her life was more important than a little urine on her boots so stepped close to the wall, crouched and knocked once more, beginning right at the join between floor and wall, working her way up then sideways in each direction. Nothing, it was solid. The wall may have been an addition to the existing structure but it was definitely a proper wall. It wasn't going to be an easy escape then.

Knowing she needed to at least try, Arcene made her way around the entire room, checking the walls, listening for irregularities as she tapped and tapped, her knuckles getting grazed and increasingly sore. She was trapped.

There was one way out, and one way only: up.

All she could do was wait, and plan, but what kind of plan was there? She was at a real disadvantage in her prison and it was hard to imagine any way to get out when she couldn't reach the ceiling, let alone open it even if she were able.

Leel whimpered again, so Arcene made her way over to the straw, her companion staying close. They sat down on the musty bedding and Arcene allowed Leel to rest her head on her lap. What was she going to do? Drem had said he would get rid of Leel, but there was no way she would let that happen. And what of her? It was bad enough to think she could stay imprisoned forever, but what about Lucien? Her son needed her, she needed him.

Arcene plotted her escape.

She'd been in worse situations hadn't she? And she always found a way out, a way to get revenge on the twisted people that felt it was their right to do whatever they wanted with others. Well, Drem would pay, he'd pay dearly, she just had to decide what fate awaited Beamer. What could you do to a nine-year-old that thought it was normal to lock people up and use them as slaves? But was it his fault? After all, he was a nice boy and they'd had fun, hadn't they?

"I'm in a black pit, so he's not that nice."

Arcene allowed her pupils to constrict to their normal size.

The room went black. Like her thoughts.


BEING A PIG


ARCENE SNUFFLED IN the mud, delighted when she found a worm and ate it greedily. She nudged her brother out of the way when he tried to steal her prize. He moved off with a grunt and she resumed her search for food. The wet earth felt lovely on her snout, nice and cool, and she realized that her back was very hot in contrast. That could do with some mud too, it would make her feel nice and fresh and would block the sun from her pink skin.

She grunted loudly then flipped onto her side and rolled around in the wettest patch of the compound, squealing with delight as her body cooled. Once refreshed, she stood and waggled her tail. Feeling better, she looked around through eyes that made everything in her immediate vicinity somewhat blurry — pig's eyes were rather short-sighted, which was a shame as she wanted to see what was going on and it wasn't easy.

Focusing on the body chemistry of the pig she was occupying was difficult, the immature nature of the creature meant it was next to impossible to concentrate — there was too much spillover from its scattered thoughts and she knew that the longer she stayed the worse it would get. It had only been fifteen minutes and already she was enjoying eating worms and rolling in the mud. Gross!

She had to focus, concentrate hard, that was the only way to keep her mind sharp and not merge with the strange presence that was the pig. Arcene didn't take total control of the creature, that would be mean, she just allowed her own thoughts to slightly dominate its actions so she could take stock of the area and see what her kidnappers were doing. It was kind of a letdown.

They were close to the pig enclosure, working on a vegetable plot. Drem was tying tomato plants to tall canes, the ripening fruits like tiny beacons of hope through myopic eyesight that was extremely frustrating. Beamer handed over pieces of string, seeming happy to be home, acting normal, showing no concern for her or Leel.

Arcene/piglet made her way to the other side of the enclosure, nipped at her brother as he tried to get her to play, and stared through the fence at the spot where her and Leel were housed. The only sign they were there was the line around the floor that marked it as the ceiling for her. Now, where had Drem been standing? He'd done something and the trap door opened instantly didn't it? There wasn't time to move out of the way, so what did he do?

Arcene squinted to where he'd stood, next to a makeshift slatted bench, where pots stood in rows and a large pile of compost waited to be used.

There it was, some kind of simple button on a panel, definitely homemade and by the looks of it there were other automated systems too. Various cables trailed from the black panel, some leading into the floor, others to a small storage shed that was probably where the deep-cycle batteries were housed, something Beamer had been very proud of. He'd told her about the solar panels and how great it was to have electricity and that sometimes, if he'd been extra good, he was even allowed to watch a movie in the evening.

Everything was tidy, well-organized with bands keeping the cables bundled neatly. It looked like at least part of the setup was for an automated watering system, judging by a wire that led to a large tap where a hose split before weaving its way in-between the raised beds full of glorious looking vegetables.

Ugh, what was that?

Arcene turned the piglet's head only to find that Drem had picked her up and was staring into her eyes. It was as if he could see her in there, see a tiny Arcene wedged in the creature’s brain, looking at him, fluttering dark eyelashes and snorting loudly.

It was her imagination, she knew, but it was eerie and felt weird being picked up, feeling Drem's hands on her muddy skin, seeing the open pores on his blunt nose. She could smell him too, which was a surprise as there was one thing that was certain: pigs were very pongy.

"Still a little too small," muttered Drem, before he placed her back down on the ground with care and moved off to try to capture the other female. Arcene watched as the piglet ran away from him squealing — he wouldn't have as easy a job of it as he'd had with her. At least she wasn't going to be eaten though.

Having seen what she needed to, Arcene withdrew with care from the mind of the piglet, thanking her with a mental handshake, pleased to note that the juvenile creature seemed more than happy to have her come visit for a little while.

Arcene retreated to darkness.
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It was hours later before the roof snapped back; warmth and light flooded down onto Arcene. She shielded her eyes against the terrible glare, pupils contracting to stop it burning her retinas. After a few minutes her eyes adjusted and she looked up — there was nobody there.

Woof, woof.

"Quiet Leel. We don't want to make them angry, not at the moment." Arcene thought back to Drem's terrible comment to his son the day before, when he'd said that Leel would have to go. Hopefully it wasn't going to be now — if he wanted, Drem could shoot Leel from up above without having to worry about being attacked by either of them.

What could she do to get away right now if she had to? The pig was no use, she'd never get to that console in such a tiny body, and it was clumsy too, not exactly ideal for pushing buttons out of reach anyway.

"Aha. I think I have an idea Leel. Let's see what happens first though, no point risking it if there's no need." Leel whimpered and rubbed her head on Arcene's arm. She wasn't coping well with being locked up, her usual exuberance had vanished as if she'd never even known what it was to be happy and carefree. Arcene knew they would have to get out soon — even if Drem didn't kill her then the cell would drain her of what made her such a lovely dog: her spirit.

"Hey, watch it!" Arcene rubbed her head where the packet had hit her, before dodging as another one came straight at her. "Oi!"

Beamer peered over the edge then said, "Sorry, didn't mean to hit you Arcene. Are you okay? How are you Leel? Did you sleep all right?"

"Eh? What? Did we sleep all right? Are you mad? There are rotting bodies down here and it was dark and… Oh, what's the point? Let us out of here right now Beamer, if you don't then I swear to you I will kill your dad and maybe you too. This is crazy."

"I can't Arcene, I'm sorry but you're mine now. Father said I can keep you, so that's what I'm going to do."

"I'm not a pet," shouted Arcene, stomping her foot.

Woof.

"I know. You're my friend, you said so. Now we can stay friends forever." Beamer looked over at the flesh decomposing in the corner, his face turning serious. "As long as you are good, that is. You mustn't make Father cross. See ya." Beamer could be heard skipping off, then there was talk between him and Drem that she couldn't make out, but at least the roof was open and she could see the sky and…

"Damn!"

There was a clunk. The outside world vanished.

Arcene heard a rustling.

"Leel, you absolutely better not be eating all the sandwiches. I'm hungry too."

Woof. Woof, woof!

"Fine, but you should wait for me you know? Where are your manners?"

Arcene squatted down and felt around for the food, fingers finally closing on a squishy packet. She put it in her lap then prized the stolen food out of Leel's mouth, unwrapped it and gave it back to her.

Leel may have been depressed, but she wasn't so sad that she wouldn't eat. Arcene suspected that it would take an awful lot for Leel to lose her appetite, but then, she was the same, wasn't she? That's why they were such good friends.

They sat and munched on their sandwiches. They weren't very nice but it was better than nothing. The bread was doughy and the filling, a weird peppery leaf with eggs, was rather sparse. Still, it beat the alternative: nothing at all.

All too soon the food was gone.

Leel whimpered; Arcene's belly rumbled.


"IT'S JUST A GIRL...


…YOU KNOW? THINK of girls as more like the piglets that we have. Sure, at first they don't like being in their pen after having all that freedom, but too much freedom can be a bad thing Beamer," lectured Drem. "Out there, in the wilds, scavenging for food, scared and trying to avoid danger, that's no way to live. I understand now that we need to learn how to live like that for a while, just in case, but you need security and safety too. Girls are like those pigs: they may not understand at first that being kept safe and fed every day is the best thing for them, but just like the pigs they come to accept and welcome it over time. Do you understand?"

"Yes Father, I understand. It's just, well, she saved me, Leel too. So I feel bad."

Drem stared at his son, trying to adjust to the new approach to parenting he had promised to try if Beamer ever found his way home, but it wasn't easy — he'd lived a certain way for so long, kidding himself it was the right way, that it was hard to flip a mental switch and become a different man. "I know she saved you, but you have to think about what's best for her, you too. She's Awoken, right?" Beamer nodded. "And you are a nine-year-old boy, right?" Another nod. "And there are almost no people left now. The city is empty, it's just us, maybe a few others but I haven't seen anyone for a long time. So if you are to have a family and help our beautiful country be full of the laughter of children, then you need a wife. Now you have a girl that can be your wife when you're ready."

"But I don't want one. I want a friend, someone to play with," protested Beamer.

"Yes, yes. That's fine, at the moment, but in a few years, trust me, things will change."

"But isn't it mean?"

"No, it's for her own good. It was the same with the other girls we had here, you remember? Yes, of course you do. They died, didn't they? Abandoned by their families, or their parents got The Lethargy, and then they got it too, didn't they? That's the problem Beamer, we needed a girl that was Awoken, so she will stay with us, I mean you. Now we have one. We don't want her out there on her own, she could die, get attacked, taken by someone else, and that would be a terrible waste. So, in a few days we will let her out, and she can help us build our new life away from the city. We will grow vegetables and fruit in the actual ground, and we will swim in lakes, hunt, keep animals, and we shall be a family. That sounds nice, doesn't it?"

"It does, it really does," said Beamer, lost in dreams of a perfect future. "Can we do that Father? Can we? That would be so nice. It's lovely out there, in the country. Dangerous too…" Beamer's words trailed off, his excitement marred by the memories of his own captivity.

Drem could tell that whatever had happened to him had made him think about the girls they had found and kept to help with the constant workload. Drem still felt sad for the lives lost to The Lethargy, but at least they'd kept them safe until he had to put them out of their misery once they were too far gone. All apart from the last one — a few months before Beamer disappeared she'd been entirely out of control, and Drem got rid of her even though it pained him.

Life was precious, no doubt, but his and Beamer's lives were more precious than anyone else's. He did what he had to do.

Now they had another chance, better than he'd ever dreamed possible, and the timing was perfect. If they were to make a new life for themselves, relocate so Drem could rectify the mistakes he'd made with Beamer so far, then the help would be invaluable.

A family, there was a real possibility of that now. Drem smiled at the thought of children running around, sitting on his lap, screaming and playing games. What joy to be a grandfather, how wonderful would that be?

"What are you smiling at Father?"

"Oh, just thinking about the future, son. I think things will turn out all right. Now, I think maybe you need to tell me what went on at this castle you talked about, don't you?"

Beamer hung his head, face full of fear and a little shame as far as Drem could tell. It was understandable, he was a child and there was guilt there for not only running away but also getting captured. At least he'd escaped, that was clever of him, and Drem reminded himself to tread gently. This was not an adult he was talking to, it was a child.

"Are you going to tell me? You know you have to talk about it, right? Come here." Drem patted the step, the second of a large flight that led up to one of their absolute favorite places in the whole world: the city library. There were still endless rows of books inside and father and son both marveled at the treasures contained in the pages, gasping at pictures and stories of times long ago although it was hard to imagine the old world had ever really existed.

Beamer sat on the step and began to cry.

"Hush, it's okay. I'm your father, I'm here to protect you. I may not have been going about it the right way but that's behind us now. Tell me, tell me everything."

Beamer dried his eyes and stared into the face of Drem Scarpino. For the first time in his life he didn't feel scared when he did so. He felt loved, protected, like everything would be all right after all.

"Okay Father, I'll tell you."
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"Wake up!"

"Eh? Wassat?" Arcene sat up from her uncomfortable bed, stale, foul-smelling straw sticking to her clothes, poking into her where it had worked its way under her vest. Something felt weird on her head so she put a hand up to find that the straw was stuck there too. She pulled it out angrily and muttered, "Stupid straw," before she realized that it was bright inside her cell.

Leel carried on snoring.

"I said it's time to get up, and out," shouted Drem from above, a silhouette against the sun high in the sky.

Arcene realized she must have dozed off, and that it was only a few hours since she'd occupied the mind of the pig and eaten the sandwich. The food had been nowhere near enough — performing such acts through knowledge of The Noise burned calories at an incredible rate. She felt light-headed and incredibly thirsty.

She couldn't think straight. What was happening? Was she being let out already? What was Drem going to do? Well, he could try to do something, she still had her sword and—

"Tie the sword to the rope," ordered Drem, as he lowered a thin cord.

Damn. Well, may as well see what happens.

Arcene was confident in her abilities, not just fighting with her sword, but her more esoteric skills — if it came to it then she knew she could deal with Drem, deal with him so he'd never touch another person as long as he lived, which wouldn't be long.

"Wake up Leel you daft lump. Some guard dog you are. I could be getting murdered and you'd just carry on snoring. Leel!" Arcene nudged her in the ribs and Leel opened an eye. "Get up you lazy dog." Leel stirred, then stretched out, her huge frame extending like she would just keep on getting longer and longer. She craned her head forward, lifted her snout in the air and yawned, letting out a loud burp as she did so. Arcene got a face-full of half digested egg sandwich before Leel looked up and barked at Drem.

"Bit late now, don't you think? We need to have words Leel, you're so lazy."

Woof.

"The sword?" said Drem, looking bemused and rather exasperated by Arcene and Leel.

"Oh yeah, right. Not going to kill me or anything, are you? I wouldn't want that." Arcene felt surprisingly chipper, the nap had done her good, and as the sleepiness faded she felt her confidence grow. What was she worried about? She'd dealt with worse, and that was before she was Awoken and had access to that strange place that wasn't a place known as The Noise.

"What? No, now hurry up," said Drem.

Arcene picked up her sword and tied it to the rope. Drem hauled it up, then dropped down a rope ladder. "Climb up," he said.

"How many dogs do you know that can climb ladders?" Arcene pointed at Leel just in case Drem had somehow overlooked the huge beast sniffing around the straw, stinking of eggs.

"She can stay there for now," said Drem. "Now come on, I won't hurt you. Promise."

"Where I go Leel goes. I'm not going anywhere unless we both get out at the same time."

"You'll do as you are damn well told, or you can both rot and… Argh, ugh." Drem let go of the rope and the sword clattered to the ground.

Hello Drem, it's Arcene in case you didn't know. You will get us both out of here right this minute or I will turn your brain to mush and you will fall into this prison and Leel will slowly eat your face off. Do you understand?

Arcene withdrew from occupying Drem's mind as viciously as she had entered it. She made sure it was unpleasant and painful, but not so bad that she caused any permanent damage to the horrible man. She didn't want to do it, but he left her no choice, and it seemed silly not to give him a glimpse of what he had got himself involved in while he was close enough for her to access his body and mind.

"Ugh. What? How? You're powerful. Argh, my head really hurts." Drem cradled his head in his hands; Arcene knew it would feel like somebody sticking a sharp knife through his ear drums before poking around inside his head — that was the whole point.

"You want me to do it again? You want me to do it to Beamer and leave him broken and like he's got The Lethargy?"

"No, no. Look, I was letting you go. I'll find a way to get Leel out, just wait there." Drem disappeared.

"Like there's anywhere we can go," said Arcene to Leel. She picked up her sword and secured it to her back before adjusting the leather strap so it felt nice and snug.

Woof, woof. Leel's loud bark echoed around the cell.

Arcene sat back down and closed her eyes. She was hungry, sleepy too.

At least I know I can do it now. Wasn't sure I could get into a person's mind like that, but if I can see him, be close enough, then it seems like I can.

Arcene was pleased, it was something she had often wondered about but never wanted to try before. She was maturing with her Awoken powers, no doubt about it, but they would forever be limited in scope. She could live with that, and anyone that tried to mess with her had better watch out now, she was a girl you didn't cross, sword or no sword. But it was always better to be the kick-ass girl with the sword.

Arcene reached up and tapped the tassel fondly, the red twines of rope that hung from the pommel as familiar as her own hair. It comforted her.

Arcene lay on her side, adjusted her sword, frowned at the straw sticking into her ribs then closed her eyes.

She was asleep in seconds.


YOU CRAZY


"SHE'S SLEEPING! SHE'S in a pit, miles away from home, I've been gone just a few minutes, and she's fast asleep." Drem peered into the cell below, watching as Arcene and Leel slept like they didn't have a care in the world. Their snores reached him like their dreams could infiltrate his mind just as Arcene had.

Drem had seen many things over the years, encountered many strange people, seen acts that made him sick to his stomach and chosen a path through life he knew was rather dark and different, but this? Arcene was the strangest person he had ever met. Certainly the scariest.

She'd appeared in his head like a puncture wound, just there, talking to him through The Noise even though he himself had never caught a glimpse of that strange netherworld. He knew about it, everyone did, just like he knew that when you died you entered The Void, the non-place, where everything came from and everything returned. The only truth in the end.

Still, being on the receiving end of it was a real shock.

She was just there, in his head, occupying his mind, seeing his private thoughts and knowing his emotions. She hadn't been there long but he knew that she could have wrestled control of his mind and body, done what she had threatened: make him fade away, be nothing, control his body like a puppet and make it do as she wished.

It was terrifying.

Yet it gave him a newfound respect for her, maybe for all women. Drem was self-aware enough to know he believed females to be inferior, but that this attitude was down to his parents: his father dominated every aspect of his life and his mother's, and his experiences with women were limited. His wife had been a quiet, meek woman, and that was what he assumed all women were like. Certainly the girls he'd got to help him and Drem were mild-mannered, quiet and scared. Apart from one, and he had assumed her crazy.

But Arcene? She was a different thing entirely. Drem didn't know what to make of her, how to act.

Now she was fast asleep.

He watched her, seemingly oblivious to her plight. She was muttering in her sleep now, arms and legs twitching like the dog curled up beside her, the large head resting on her side. They were almost like the same being: breathing in tune, their twitching identical. Maybe they were having the same dream?

Her pigtails were rather messy, but her hair was incredible — so light, silver like a polished mirror reflecting emptiness. She seemed old, yet young, her frame that of a young girl, and her outfit was even odder, a mix between someone no stranger to battle, and one reveling in her own obscure sense of fashion. And what was with those socks? Black, and over-the-knee, but with bunnies on. Dirty too. Well, that was his fault, wasn't it? He was the one that had locked her up.

Drem came out of his reverie. "Eh?"

"I said, are you going to get us out of here or not?" Arcene and Leel were awake. Drem had stopped paying attention to them and was perplexed to find himself sat on the edge of the open cell, feet dangling.

He looked at Arcene. She smiled innocently, shrugging her shoulders as if to say, "Who, me?"

"Did you just..?"

"Well?"

"Yes, fine. Hang on." Drem stood and called to Beamer, who came scurrying over with an armful of planks. "Thanks Beamer."

Beamer looked down into the cell. "Hey Arcene. We're going to get you out. Father is sorry, so am I."

"Hmm."

Drem lowered a metal ladder and said, "It extends. Make it as long as you need so the angle isn't too steep. Wait a minute, stand back." He slid several planks down the rungs of the ladder. "Rest them on the ladder and Leel can get up. Okay?"

Arcene nodded, then caught the planks as they reached her. She piled them to the side then extended the ladder, put the planks on, and stared up at Drem. "No funny business," she warned.

"Promise," said Drem.

"Leel, up you go. Good girl."

Leel stared suspiciously at the makeshift escape route but put her paws on the planks, then whimpered.

"Don't be such a baby. Go on, up you go." Arcene pushed at her behind and Leel scrabbled for purchase, claws clacking on the wood, then gained a little traction and ran up as fast as she could. She jumped off at the top, looked back down at Arcene and Woof, she was free.

Arcene wasted no time and clambered up the slope.

"You did a very bad thing Drem Scarpino, an atrocious thing. I see you, I see who you are, you better stay away from me. Don't want me to tell Beamer about that time in the house with the red curtains, and what you did to that defenseless old lady just because you 'needed' what little she still had left? Do you?"

How does she know? What else does she know? Drem was in a panic and knew it showed. This girl was too much.

"Your face is as white as my hair. And look at my socks! I need to get clean. Come on Leel, it's time to go." Arcene turned and walked away without looking at Beamer or saying another word to Drem.

"No, wait. Please, we need your help. Please."

Arcene sighed and turned. "You need my help? After what you did?"

"It's for Beamer," said Drem, knowing he was whining. Pathetic, this was just a girl.

I'm not just a girl Drem, and so what if I was?

Drem sank to the ground, clutching his head.

Arcene whistled tunelessly and walked away. Leel bounded after her.


CITY BLUES


"STUPID CITY, STUPID Beamer, stupid world." Arcene continued to moan about everything and everyone as she wandered down a narrow alley between red-brick buildings that still proclaimed a "closing-down sale" from three centuries ago.

Hmm, wonder what they were selling?

Arcene forgot about her captivity for a moment and stopped. Leel walked straight into the back of her, buckling her legs, almost knocking her over.

"Leel, will you stop doing that! That's the third time in half an hour now." Leel sat and moaned an apology; Arcene couldn't stay cross at her when she looked so sad. It was probably because she wanted to stay close after their capture — Leel hated it when Arcene didn't pay her enough attention, and when she was hungry too. And that was another thing about the stupid city, how were you supposed to find food? It wasn't like in the country where at least you had a chance of coming across wild fruits, nuts and berries, or meat.

Ugh, focus Arcene, you'll be away from all this soon. I'm not crying, he isn't worth it. Kids!

"Come on Leel, let's go see what they were selling." Arcene pushed at a brown wooden door hanging off its hinges and entered a gloomy interior.

It was a complete shambles, random, bizarre looking items covering the floor, hanging high on hooks, small rails and shelving units cluttered with the strangest of things.

"It's like plastic hell," said Arcene to Leel, who nosed through the mess looking for something interesting.

Squeak, squawk. Squeak.

"Leel, no! Drop it."

Leel dropped the blue knobbly plastic ball, which rolled away under a shelving unit. She chased after it, happy with the game of seeing how annoying a noise you could make. Arcene had seen them before, there was something in them that squeaked — she couldn't for the life of her imagine what on earth they were for apart from to annoy people with dogs.

Everything inside the big space was made of plastic, a material Arcene had learned through books was made from petroleum, which made no sense and still wasn't something she was sure she believed. It was weird stuff, seemingly endless in terms of use, although she was yet to find anything made with it that looked nice or seemed worth making.

She kicked through the junk, her boot knocking against a pile of round flat things, bright and hard, Frisbee written on the top. What could that be? And did she care? No. Well, maybe. Arcene picked one up, turned it over in her hands, then threw it away with a spin.

Leel bounded after it and leapt into the air, catching it easily between her teeth, almost choking and swallowing it whole.

"I don't think they made them in your size Leel. Come on, let's see what else there is."

Arcene was attracted to a pile in a corner, leaning dangerously, ready to topple, probably as it had been for generations. What were they? The items were about as long as her, maybe more, covered in ridges running their length, with a kind of nozzle on them. Arcene grabbed one off the floor, avoiding the pile, and noticed a faded card underneath. On it there was a picture of a tanned woman lying on one, wearing nothing but a skimpy bikini and a stupid smile, in the middle of a swimming pool. Why would you want to do that? What was the point? Just lie there and float?

Arcene thought about it for a moment, deciding that actually it would be rather cool, but worried that her sword would puncture it and then she'd get tangled and sink.

Wiping at her eyes, Arcene dropped the card, poked at the clear plastic, then dropped that too.

"Those people were crazy," she said to nobody in particular, then turned to Leel who was across the room, the Frisbee now broken, pieces littering the ground at her feet. "Leel, let's go. I've had enough of the city. Enough for a lifetime."

With a final shake of the Frisbee Leel followed Arcene back out into the shade of the alley. They walked to the end and stopped to stare at a very bizarre sight.

"What's that!?"

Grr.
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The shock of emerging from a narrow, cool alley, into a large open space made the sight even more spectacular, and downright bizarre. Hot too. Really, really hot. Heat bounced up from the paving, precisely cut stone streaked with pale pinks and oranges, the striations zig-zagging across the plaza like somebody had gone crazy with paint. It was beautiful because it was pristine.

Cities were never like this, they were overgrown, dirty, covered in weeds and accumulated trash both man-made and natural, rotting, sprouting, piling up in corners. You were never more than a few meters from a tree; this was different.

It was empty.

Almost.

Circling the whole area, enclosing it with a border of red brick, were buildings like those in the alley. It made it feel like an arena of sorts.

"Come on Leel, let's go see."

Leel, never one to miss out on something new, ran fast into the emptiness, heading straight for a fountain, a beautiful carving that stood twenty feet tall. Water sparkled like innocent minds in the sunshine as it cascaded down the shining sculpture: a fish balanced on its tail. Water spouted from its mouth and arced into the blue sky before it splashed down the curved sides.

Arcene ran over to join Leel, who stared into the clear water in a circle at the base of the fountain. Peering into the water Arcene noted things shining so put a hand in, feeling refreshed by the coolness. She scooped the objects up and pulled a soaked hand out.

Coins, old money used to buy things, like they'd put in the vending machine. She'd had their purpose explained to her many times, how things used to be, how whole societies, the whole world actually, ran by using one type of currency or another: metal coins or pieces of paper, progressing to the use of virtual numbers that traveled around they world, effecting how much things cost. People worked every day so they had more virtual numbers stored in a super-computer on the other side of the planet.

It never had, and never would make sense. Why would you swap bits of paper for a boar? She'd rather have the boar any day. Letje had explained it to her, saying that if she did that then she could swap the coins or paper, or her imaginary numbers, for other things she might need, but Arcene had been resolute: there wasn't much that could tempt her to swap a boar for anything, let alone paper. Letje had laughed, explaining that if she invested the paper then it could end up being worth two boar, so wouldn't she want to do that? No, as that would mean she would have had to wait, and what would she have eaten in the meantime? She could be dead, or ravenous at least, by the time the paper was worth two boar, so she'd stick to keeping her own boar and eat it there and then, thank you very much.

Letje had said that was a short-term outlook and Arcene had replied by saying that at least she wouldn't be famished, then stormed off to the kitchen as she'd made herself hungry with all the talk of food.

Arcene dropped the coins back into the water. Ripples spread, crashing into each other like the timelines lapping all around her, around everything.

"Do you like it? The Plaza?" asked Drem.

Arcene turned and pulled her sword out before she'd even finished facing him. Leel jumped back, reflexes lightning fast when it came to Arcene and her pointy stick. She growled at Drem, deep and menacing — she hadn't forgotten the cell.

"Whoa, careful. Look, I don't mean you any harm," said Drem, arms out, palms held up. "I was wondering where you'd got to."

"Harm? You, harm me? I think you have that wrong mister. Go away!" Arcene turned back to the fountain, watched as ripples faded.

Why couldn't he leave her alone? She'd come dangerously close to cutting off his head, and would have if it wasn't for Beamer and that she didn't see the point, not really. When she'd jumped into his head she'd seen the kind of man he was, who he had been, and she read his mind as easily as she could now read words on paper — after Beamer had explained what had happened at the castle then it had made him realize how wrong it was to hold girls captive — it wasn't something he was likely to do again.

But still, he had done terrible things, wasn't a nice man when you got right down to it, so she had still struggled with walking away, leaving them to their life, whatever that would end up being. It was down to them, down to Beamer to decide once he was older, and Drem had to come to terms with the man he was and the man he would strive to be.

It didn't mean she liked him, not one bit.

"Arcene, I'm sorry, okay? You girls are just impossible to understand. You don't know what you want, what's best for you."

Swoosh.

Drem's head fell to the floor, thudding on the pristine stone. The eyes were still open, looking at Arcene from the strange new level, blinking in incomprehension, the brain still alive and functioning as it would for a few more seconds. Beheading was never an instant death, they knew, they always knew, and saw. Suitable punishment for terrible deeds.

It looked like he was emerging from the stone, as if his body would rise up and he would be a whole man again. Although the illusion was ruined by the headless body standing next to the head. It teetered then crashed down to the ground. Drem's eyes moved to the side and he stared at his own corpse lying beside him, shock registering, finally understanding what had happened.

He closed his eyes. He was dead.

"You asked for it," said Arcene, swishing her sword in the clear water, watching entranced as the pristine fountain stained pink like the stone beneath her feet.

"I think it's time to leave the city Leel. I think it's past time to leave."

Woof.

"Good, I'm glad you agree."

Leel sniffed at the corpse. Arcene noted that the backpack was a little loose on Leel so she bent and adjusted the straps — it had been on her for days now so she should probably take it off, but the weight meant nothing to Leel and Arcene didn't fancy carrying it herself so she would leave it on until they rested somewhere.

"Ah, almost forgot. We need lighters. There's no way I'm messing about with sticks again to make a fire, it's really tiring."

Arcene stepped over the body of the man that had every intention of keeping her a prisoner, at least until he'd had second thoughts after hearing what had happened to his son and realized he would need her help to get revenge. Well, he blew that option. Arcene wondered what had happened, she hadn't had the chance to delve deep enough into his mind to find out, now it was too late.

They walked back into the shade of the closest alley and wove their way south, away from the city, the madness, and all that was wrong with the few people left alive on the planet.

Why can't I meet the nice people instead of all the stupid and nasty ones?

Arcene's belly rumbled; Leel saw a pigeon and chased after it.

"Ugh, I hate pigeon." Arcene's belly rumbled again. "Go get it Leel, it's better than nothing."

Leel ran faster. The pigeon flapped up onto a lamppost and Leel stood at the bottom barking, telling it to come down and take what was coming to it. It hadn't ever worked yet but if Leel was one thing then she was an optimist.

"Come on Leel, let's leave this stinking place. First, I guess we have one more thing to do."

[image: ]

Arcene stared down at the broken body of Beamer, the smile lost forever, the chance to be a man taken away from him. Could she be blamed for his death? Did she do the wrong thing by walking away when they'd released her?

She had thought she was doing the right thing, leaving without exacting revenge, as she'd felt Drem's acceptance that he'd done wrong, but that didn't atone for what he'd already done to her and girls much more innocent. The warped reasoning he'd used to justify to himself and his son why it was acceptable to take and enslave young girls still lingered. Unforgivable.

No. It wasn't her fault, Drem had acted out of selfishness when he released her. He needed her help to get revenge on the people that had taken his son, just like he'd taken the daughters of other parents. He got what he deserved; Arcene was justified in her actions.

But Beamer? He was just a kid, didn't know what he was doing, not really.

He'd been brought up in a way that meant he was even more isolated than would usually be the case. His mind had been twisted, his immature brain would have accepted what his father told him as the truth. But he'd rebelled, run away, so Arcene knew he was strong enough to grow into a fine young man — given the opportunity.

Now he never would.

She'd left his father alive so he stood a chance in the world and look what the result was.

Did that mean killing Drem was wrong? Surely his morals were down to his upbringing, the values instilled in him? Where did you draw the line? People had to be held accountable for their own actions at some point, so what was the cut-off? Nine? Ten? Fifteen like her forever-young body and mind?

"Ugh, it doesn't matter. He wasn't a nice man, and this is proof enough of that. I should have killed him the minute he showed himself when I was in the prison, then Beamer would be alive."

Arcene shut down as much emotion as she could, which wasn't easy. It was impossible to not grieve for Beamer, but she held her emotions in check as firmly as if she was hanging on to a ledge, feet dangling into nothingness. It didn't work. A single tear rolled down her pale cheek. She wiped it away with the back of her hand, sniffling and staring at his broken body.

She replayed what happened in her mind, going over it one last time, watching as if through Drem's eyes as she brought to the fore the visions she had seen in Drem's head before she chopped it off for his wickedness.

It had happened almost as soon as she'd left.

Drem had been in shock over what Arcene had done to him, how she'd entered his mind and taken control so easily, or at least threatened too.

Once she'd left, his anger rose and he'd shouted at Beamer, asking why he hadn't warned of what Arcene was capable of. Poor Beamer had instantly switched from being happy that his father would give them a new life to a cowering child — terrified. That must have been what he was like all the time, when Drem shouted at him over the years, almost but not quite breaking his indomitable spirit.

Drem was unable to contain himself, shouting and lashing out at things, rampaging through the cabbage patch, kicking at the heads like they were Arcene's, or maybe Beamer's. He moaned to Beamer about the boy not deserving to have a new life if this was the thanks he would get for all the hard work he'd already done, and all he would do. Did he take him for an idiot?

Beamer had hunched his shoulders, kept his eyes downcast and mumbled that he loved his father, but Drem was having none of it.

He called Beamer a fool and a coward, but something must have switched in Beamer's head and he stood up taller and shouted that he wasn't a coward. He could look after himself.

Then it all went very wrong.

Drem was shouting he was a coward, a baby and a terrible son for allowing such a girl into their presence — he had been told repeatedly that they couldn't be trusted, and then accused Beamer of lying about his capture at the castle: Arcene probably saved him from that too.

Beamer shouted that he wasn't a liar and he wasn't a coward. He jumped onto the ledge.

"See? See? I'm not a coward, I'm a good boy, and I'm brave."

Drem had felt shock, and worry, realizing just how far he'd pushed Beamer.

It was too late. Drem watched in horror as a gust of wind tussled his son's hair, pulled at his clothes and then he fell.

There wasn't even any screaming.

Beamer really was brave.

He lay fifty-five stories below, bones shattered, head caved in.

Dead.

"Goodbye Beamer. I'm sorry."

Leel bent and licked his face, one of her extra-special slurpy ones.

Arcene didn't even consider burying him, new life would be born from the old. The starving parents of a wolf cub watched from behind rusting remains of a bus across the street. She could sense their minds in The Noise, knew they were half-starved, too weak to attack her for the food. Once she was gone they would feast and life would continue for another generation.

It was as it should be.

The wind changed direction and Leel sensed the watchers.

"No Leel, you leave them be. They're just hungry, like the rest of us. Hungry and scared. But they have each other, and so do we. Let's go."

They left the city.


SAD FAREWELLS


ARCENE KNEW HER reaction to Drem's words may have been rather rash, but the fury rose fast, the attitude so annoying and rude that she'd acted without thinking. But it wasn't his words that had caused him to forfeit his life, it was what he'd done since Arcene and Leel had left.

He'd killed Beamer.

His own son. He'd killed him, maybe not directly, but the result was the same. The end of the young boy's life, and how Drem spoke and acted, meant she held no remorse for what she did.

She thought about it as she sat beside the fire, lit easily with one of the new lighters she'd picked up as they left the city, munching on the tiny bones of a squirrel that was nowhere near enough to fill her up, let alone when shared between her and Leel.

Arcene had seen it the minute Drem had spoken, although she was still cross with herself for not staying alert and feeling his approach through The Noise, something she could easily do if she remembered to focus on her Awoken state rather than getting distracted by shiny things all the time.

Anyway, that didn't matter now, did it? It was done. Over.

She'd seen what happened as if she was a real witness to the event, saw the deed and the outcome as Drem made his presence known. She looked into the mind of the man, everything revealed in a split-second, time losing meaning, as she could move through it as slow or as fast as she wished.

Drem saw it all and knew, knew as he spoke he would never see another day.

Some things were unforgivable in life, the only answer was death.

Arcene's thoughts darkened as the day faded. The fire warmed her but her heart stayed cold. Was it normal to not feel the deaths as a gut-wrenching awfulness? Or was she normal in that she chose not to allow the pain to consume her?

What was normal anyway?

"Well, you wanted adventure Arcene, now you have it."

The fire roared, pumping out the heat. Leel sat next to her, panting like she'd been running all day, but refusing to move further away as that would be like admitting defeat, and besides, she had to watch Arcene in case she dropped what little food remained.

The city had been nothing but a letdown, as such places usually were, but there was no denying she'd had an exciting few days, made and lost friends, experienced both sides of the human mind and heart — all it was though was sad.

"Why can't everyone just be nice, Leel?"

Woof?

"Never mind, it will never happen anyway."

Arcene's belly rumbled. Leel lay her head on a pile of blankets and was snoring even before the sun had set. Arcene stared into the fire and wondered if she wasn't just better off staying at home, looking after her son, forgetting about the rest of the world and remaining enveloped in the warmth and familiarity of her home, family and friends. But that's not how you grow as a person, you have to feel the good, and the bad. Don't you?

There was no answer to that question. All she knew was that she wanted to wrap her son in her arms and never let him go. But look what happened when you did that.

No, life was for experiencing, and she had a lot more to do before she made her way back home.

She had a castle to visit.

A blue castle.


INTO THE VOID


BEAMER THAT WAS no longer Beamer entered The Void, the place that was no place, the thing that was no thing, the everything and the nothing. The Void was all there was: the energy that was no energy, the mind that was no mind, the one constant since before time and the only thing that would endure in the universes when time once again ceased to exist.

It was the all, the place where energy came from and returned, the birth and the death of all things, where everything was as important and as unimportant as everything else. Things were equal in The Void — almost.

The Void remembered, knew all there ever had been and all there ever would be, and the energy that made up the boy known as Beamer for a period of time, so short it was less than meaningless yet as important as the galaxies and yes, even The Void itself, was once more accepted into its cold, uncaring embrace.

It wasn't the first time and it was far from the last, but time had no meaning in The Void and the tiny, impossibly insignificant amount of energy that was the essence of Beamer had waited sometimes days — if there had even been such a concept — sometimes many millions of years before he was reborn in one of countless life-forms on any number of planets, or circling gas giants as part of a collective that spread out and spanned billions of stars in its home galaxy before moving through the endless layers of time itself, free to roam where it wished, think thoughts that lasted longer than many suns.

Sometimes he was granted life far into the future of those bound by the constraints of time, other times born far into the past, long before the planet he had just left had even formed.

It was all the same, just a speck of energy in the unknowable Void — the true home.

He came and went in a flash, over and over, born to greatness, born to be nothing more than a tiny being that lived in purple trees and never once saw the beautiful colors that shouted their beauty to a world where nothing could see and nothing had a voice to speak of such wonders. On and on it went.

Beamer that wasn't Beamer waited for no time yet for three million years once he entered The Void, and the uncaring Void made a judgment that was not a judgment, his lives lived either past, present or future accumulated and counted, weighed for their worth, their promise, their dignity and their possible futures, and he was finally reborn.

The newborn creature opened eyes that were not the eyes of an organic creature, rather they were eyes as large as asteroids and just as dark, eyes that were fractal in nature, able to see things yet also see through the three dimensions to what lay beneath, to see The Noise, the true nature behind the superficial surface, and deeper and deeper, understanding more than most civilizations ever would just a fraction of a second after those eyes first opened.

Non-Beamer was as large as a moon, weighted perfectly to endlessly orbit its makers' home world, to watch over them and protect them, guide them and be their friend up in the darkness. The other eye opened and more knowledge poured into the newly born creature, its body as hard as any terrestrial body, mind as delicate and subtle as its creators', yet artificial, made not from organic matter but from their own thoughts, their own memories and their own desires.

This creature was two eyes, impossibly large and already effecting the tides on the planet's surface far below, shaped like a tear so one eye was always on its citizens, the other watching far out into space, across the years and the very nature of reality itself.

It was the newly created ruler, watcher, guardian and friend of the planet below, filled not with temporary matter that would decay over time, but with the minds of the billions of inhabitants on the surface below.

They loved him, unconditionally, and always would.

The newborn baby loved them back.

That was all it needed. All any of them needed. Finally, they had what they had worked for over the millennia.

They had a god that knew their minds, their thoughts, their souls, and their god loved them unconditionally. They loved their god right back.


IT'S ABOUT TIME


WHAT ON EARTH are they doing now? Whip watched in utter amazement, although he shouldn't be surprised by anything the twins did any longer, as they picked and pruned at each other, talking animatedly and turning to the side so the other could see how they looked — they were twins after all, so if they were together they didn't really need mirrors. The only difference was that Flynn's hair was much redder than Fionn's more strawberry blond color.

How can men one hundred and seventy years old be such complete imbeciles? It didn't bear thinking about. These fools had been running Castle Kenyon for so long, yet they couldn't perform the most basic of actions themselves. They were still the immature twenty-year-olds they had been when they Awoke and halted their body clocks. It was nothing to do with hormonal regulation though, Whip knew it was that they were simple, degenerate, too full of their own importance to take advice from anyone else or think about things logically for even a minute.

For generation after twisted generation those two men were the only rulers everyone else in the castle had ever known, and they accepted it blindly — the walls were their whole world, there was nothing else, and they looked up to the twins as something to aspire to.

What have we come to when this is what people strive for? Whip would have moaned out loud but he was hiding in the half-shadows as usual, invisible, overlooked and forgotten. Just as he liked it.

He'd grown accustomed to his role as watcher now, it had been going on for so long, but now and then it surprised him that, as long as he was quiet, he could open a door, walk into their room, cross the floor and stand in the shadows and the twins never noticed. He was never absolutely sure how it worked — was it that they saw but it didn't register as Whip had spent so long honing how his presence showed up in The Noise, making himself a ghost, or was it that their minds were so feeble that he was exerting his influence on them so easily that it never even felt like he was putting any pressure on their minds to forget he was there?

It didn't matter, the main thing was that he was left alone. Having to talk to them daily would have driven him mad long ago, he was in no doubt about that.

Whip continued to watch the pantomime carrying on halfway across the room, two rulers that were having serious issues finishing dressing — they'd decided to do it themselves for a change.

It could take hours.


HEDGEHOG DELIGHT


ARCENE STOPPED DEAD in her tracks as Leel's ears pricked up, pointing to the sky like two giant arrow heads. Straining to hear, she turned her head from side to side, loose hair blowing into her face as a slight breeze passed. Arcene suspected that while she'd been traveling her hair had grown at least a foot longer, maybe something to do with the fresh air, maybe because of all the meat she'd been eating, or maybe she needed to tighten up her focus on what was going on in her body, otherwise she might end up with her fingernails long again, something she had purposely put a stop to a long time ago — who needed the hassle?

Leel turned her attention to a patch of leaves, dry and brittle, a reminder of the previous autumn and the one fast approaching.

It looked like leaves, it was just leaves, but Leel pointed at it with her whole body like she'd discovered danger.

"Stupid dog, it's just the wind rustling the leaves." Arcene made to move forward, out of the shade of the forest and into a meadow full of wild flowers where the bees buzzed and birds flew high up overhead, snatching insects from the air, darting to feed their always-hungry young ones. "Come on Leel, let's go into the sun, it will be dark and cold soon enough so let's enjoy it while we can." Arcene walked forward, heading away from the dangerous leaves and toward the open country where the sun was bleaching the petals of the flowers, turning them pale and even more beautiful.

Woof.

Arcene ignored Leel and moved off to the left, the bright colors drawing her closer, just like the bees.

Woof, woof. Yowl.

Arcene turned around to find Leel sat on the ground pawing at her nose like she'd been bitten. Probably got stung again, I don't know how many times I've told her not to try to catch bees. Arcene failed to suppress a giggle when she remembered the time Leel had got stung on her lip and her face had swollen up making her look like a comedy dog she'd seen in an old cartoon: Scabby? Scooby? Something like that. Leel had looked funny for days until the swelling had gone down, but she didn't learn her lesson and soon enough she was back snapping at bees, getting stung, and acting like she had no idea how or why.

"Did you eat a bee again you stupid… Hey, what's that?" Arcene peered down at the suspected cause of Leel's pain, a ball of brown spikes partially hidden by the leaves. The scratch of Leel's paw was visible in the dirt next to it. She probably tried to move it then went in for a sniff and got a nose full of needles. "You need to learn to be more careful Leel, you'll get yourself into trouble."

Leel looked at her like she was a walking contradiction — she wasn't that clever, was she?

Arcene squatted down beside the creature and pulled her hair behind her back — it had definitely grown a lot, maybe she should cut it? The thought sent butterflies flapping inside her belly — she couldn't recall when she'd ever cut her hair, not properly. Sure, she had snipped a few bits off here and there, usually after she'd got into bother and had something stuck in it: honey for example, or tree sap, and there was that time with the glue, oh, and yeah, once she got some trapped in this weird machine that had a handle and little rollers and she'd got a little carried away seeing if it would flatten her hair out and—

Woof.

Arcene focused on the little ball of spikes again. She made soothing sounds to Leel, now sat next to her watching the cause of her pain intently, but making no move to touch it again.

The ball of spikes moved; Arcene and Leel jumped. She laughed for them both — after the life she'd led, the terrible time she'd had of it lately, and here she was worrying about a tiny thing that would go down Leel's throat whole if it wasn't so spiky.

"I wonder if you can eat it?" Arcene got down on hands and knees and moved her face close to the diminutive danger. She sniffed. "Smells of leaves. Who wants to eat something that smells of leaves?" Her belly rumbled and grumbled so maybe her body wasn't too concerned. You couldn't eat spikes, but what hid beneath the spikes?

Leel put her head next to Arcene's, thick neck muscles straining forward as she sniffed, copying Arcene.

"Don't get too close or you'll have another nose full of spikes," warned Arcene as she squinted to get a better look. "Ugh." She fell backward onto her bottom, almost sitting on her sword, as the creature uncurled and snuffled about in the decaying matter it uncovered beneath the pile of dry leaves. The rustling was loud up so close and Arcene could see that the little head had a cute long nose and tiny eyes that seemed pretty good at finding food. It uncovered a little worm that wriggled in the loam trying to escape, but the tiny mouth slurped it down; the creature paid Arcene and Leel no attention whatsoever.

The spiky hunter made a faint noise, almost like a whine, and Arcene couldn't help but wonder if it was sad. Did spiky creatures like this get sad? Did they miss their friends and their family? Did they wonder what was happening out in the world? Did they even know there was a world?

No, of course they didn't. All they knew was they were hungry or tired, and they probably didn't even know what they were called.

"Hmm, you know what Leel? I think this is a hedgehog. I'm sure I saw one…" Arcene trailed off as the hedgehog curled back up into a ball at the sound of her voice. "Oops, sorry there little fella, didn't mean to scare you. You go about your business." Arcene stood and pulled Leel away from the scared creature, stepping back two paces to give it room, then she resumed her crouching.

She put a finger to her lips, turned Leel's head with the other, and went, "Ssh." Leel just looked at her then snapped her head back to the hedgehog, eyes dancing with excitement and curiosity at whatever game they were about play.

Arcene knew Leel thought they would eat it somehow, and kept nodding her head slightly as if to tell Arcene to hurry as she was hungry.

From deep within the expansive stomach of Leel a dull rumble echoed like thunder in the distance, threatening to overpower everything in its wake. Arcene was starving too. It had been a day since they'd left the city and the bad memories, and they'd eaten little their first night. Arcene had hoped to catch at least a few birds that morning but it hadn't worked out, so spikes or no spikes, she couldn't help but wonder.

No, that's not fair, it's only little, and besides, I'm sure they are rare now. She tried to think back to when she'd seen one, but she had been a young girl, when her mother was alive and having a day when she wasn't deep in the grip of The Lethargy, but Arcene was too young to recall anything but snapshots of herself hopping about, dirty and disheveled as she danced around a curled up ball of wonder like this one. She'd been warned not to touch it, that it may have fleas, and that they were a very rare creature now so however hungry she got she must take care of them if she found one.

Such memories were few and far between, her life had been spent mostly alone through her childhood so she hardly ever recalled anything to do with her mother. Silly, it was another life, another girl, a small child that knew nothing much of anything. Arcene wiped a tear from her eye. Wow! When had she last thought of her mother, cried over memories of a life that would have been so different if she hadn't been alone for so many years?

It didn't matter, that was the past. Things were different now, better. She wasn't alone.

The hedgehog moved again, cautiously unfurled itself, and searched the pile of leaves in what seemed like a slow-motion panic.

What's it doing? Is it looking for food?

Mew. Mew. Squee.

Leel lunged forward, nearly dragging Arcene face-down into the dirt, but she tugged her ear and Leel knew better than to disobey. What was that noise? Was it the hedgehog? At the sound it turned and scampered into the leaves, its backside wiggling as it squirmed into the brittle pile.

Squee. Mew.

The high-pitched noises continued and moments later the hedgehog disappeared; muffled cries increased.

The two watchers stayed motionless, Leel now as interested as Arcene in what was happening out of sight. They sat there for minutes. Neither moved, just listened with heads cocked as they tried to hear as the wind whispered through the trees, disturbing the loose leaves and promising to bring a shiver to Arcene's bare arms.

Silver hair flew in front of Arcene's face, tangling around her neck like it was out to do her trouble; she muttered to herself that it better behave or she'd chop it off. She wished she'd put it in pigtails but didn't want to risk disturbing whatever was happening out of sight. Suddenly the wind gusted past fast, whipped the loose leaves around in a vortex and took away the top layer of the pile.

Arcene's eyes widened as three tiny pink creatures were revealed, moving blindly on tiny legs that protruded from bare skin as if they were tadpoles morphing into frogs. They were all wrinkled and had little black buttons for as yet unseeing eyes. They nestled close to their mother, hiding from the light and cold, making little cries for comfort as they slid under her exposed belly.

Arcene felt tears on her cheeks.

I miss Lucien. How is my boy doing? I'm a mother, just like the hedgehog.

Realization hit Arcene like she'd been playing at it so far, like she did what she was supposed to, showered her child with love and affection, wanting to give him everything and more, but it had all still somehow felt surreal, like it wasn't her, like she wasn't old enough or mature enough to cope with such a responsibility so did what she could as if she was within another person who cared for her child.

It was too surreal, too strange to think of herself as someone that brought new life into the world and was responsible for its welfare.

But she was, and she was a mother who loved her child more than she thought possible.

Here was the reality of what it was to be alive and a parent: tiny little creatures born into a world that would destroy them without the care and attention of their mother. Arcene was merely one of countless that had given birth and had such a responsibility — she wasn't special, but at the same time her responsibility was greater than any that had ever existed in the history of the world.

The baby hedgehogs settled down, slept as their mother warmed them and sank deeper into the leaves. Soon they vanished and nothing remained but faint squeals as the tiny creatures battled to survive while their mother gave everything she could to keep them safe and warm.

"Come on Leel," whispered Arcene into Leel's ear, as quietly as she could. She stood slowly, not wanting to cause more upset for the lone parent, and they left the family to their lives and walked out into the sunshine.

Arcene let her tears water the petals of the flowers. Bees buzzed about her head.

Leel tried to snap at one, then stopped.

Maybe she remembered the pain after all?

Sometimes life hurt; sometimes there were flowers.

There was always love.


FAR FROM IDEAL


WHIP FELT HIMSELF almost lost — he was too old for such exploits and definitely out of practice. He never enjoyed it much even in his younger days, although he had entered the bodies and minds of numerous animals, usually to experience the freedom of their life outside the castle walls. Mostly it made him feel ill, especially if he was in a bird's body. He occupied the bodies of animals within the castle walls so he could spy.

Those days were long gone, he had no need for them, but he'd kept track of the girl as best he could and had managed to sniff her out, literally.

He'd taken up occupancy in a fox and tracked her to the edge of the city, not daring to enter for fear of what lay within: people and other animals stronger and more dangerous than the fox he didn't want to come to harm. So he waited, lingered, and then followed her when she emerged.

He'd scouted ahead and decided to rest in a pile of leaves where his mix of fox/human senses told him a warm hedgehog hid, as content with life as it was possible to be. He switched bodies. How tempting it was to live a life such as that and never return to a human body with all its stress, worry, aches and pains. What could be better than curling up in a bed of warm leaves thinking of nothing?

It was so tempting, and the half-Whip that remained within the hedgehog found it almost irresistible. Look after young, prime imperative, stay warm, eat, sleep, survive — the simple things in life, unencumbered by the trials and tribulations of being an old, no, ancient man. Worry about… what was it he was worried about? What was his life as a human being? It was hard to recall.

Whip jolted his mind with a tiny surge of adrenaline he directed to course through the body of the hedgehog, making it alert, and watched with renewed interest as the girl sat staring back at him. He uncurled the tiny body, not forcing so much as suggesting, as he had no desire to scare the creature, merely be a guest that shared occupancy and would leave soon.

The hedgehog didn't seem concerned. It welcomed the visit, devoured the tiny pieces of information telling of a world it would never, could never know.

They were friends if for the shortest time.

Fading fast, losing himself to a dream-life of motherly nurture and curling up into a ball in a warm nest, Whip drew energy from The Noise through his human form and into the mind of his host, opening the pupils as wide as was safe and improving the eyesight so he could make out Arcene and Leel peering at him.

Whip saw her in normal space and time and he viewed her through The Noise, watching her lifeforce dance and shimmer with barely concealed vitality that seemed to spill out into the world and swirl around her like an extension of her hair. This was one powerful young lady; something wasn't quite right though.

He searched deeper as the eyesight dimmed, the hedgehog's body unable to maintain the forced clarity. He felt the tug of his young at his teats as warm milk flowed, losing himself for a moment in the intimacy of the parent/child bond. Gathering focus, he pulled back, looked deeper into the girl and found she was older than all outward signs suggested — she was a lot more complicated than her easy-going manner would have you believe. There was strength beneath the slender pale figure, he saw it clearly. Whip noted the connections between muscle and bone, the powerful tendons and ligaments that meant she could exert forces much greater than any human who wasn't Awoken, and even then it would take years of conditioning and practice to have such coiled energy and quick reflexes at your disposal.

A strange cough came from the lips of his host, making the girl and dog jump. It was a laugh, coming out weird from the creature's lips, not designed for mirth.

With a quick farewell and a polite thank you, Whip withdrew his mind and drifted back into the aching body of an old man.

He leaned forward and poked at the already fierce fire, stirring it up angrily, letting the warmth seep into his bones. It still wasn't as comforting as a nice nest of decaying leaves, but it would have to do.

A thin smile spread across Whip's creased face.

The idiot twins were in for a lot more than they had bargained for when the girl made it back to Castle Kenyon.

With thoughts fading and dreams overtaking him, Whip sank into the high back chair and closed his eyes.

He had the best sleep he'd had in decades, dreaming of dirt and worms and a life without worry where all that mattered were his babies.

Waking up was a severe disappointment, but at least he knew he had a way out when the time came. He unwound like a broken, rusty spring, pushed up with his hands on the threadbare arms of the chair, and went to make a cup of what passed for tea these days.

It was odd, but he couldn't get the craving for a tasty worm out of his mind.


STRANGE TUNNELS


ARCENE BECAME INCREASINGLY hot and bothered as the afternoon wore on, and hungry, always hungry. She often wondered if it was something to do with her body being forever young, her metabolism somehow ramped up and never able to slow, but then she thought back over the years and had to accept that it went a lot deeper than just being a permanent teenager — she'd always craved more, more of everything. But what dominated her every waking thought was her food obsession. There was never enough to eat, and the fact was that children who developed inside their mothers without enough sustenance often grew up to be infatuated with food, so she counted herself lucky that her obsession never made her put on weight — she was as slender as a willow, always would be.

To escape burning as the heat increased, they took a detour from open fields into the cooler shade of a shallow ravine where water trickled over boulders, slowly carving its way toward a destination far away. Arcene kicked at the rocks in search of freshwater crabs or maybe crayfish. All she found was silt and the odd tiny stickleback, impossible to catch and not worth the effort, which didn't stop Leel splashing about with her clumsy paws trying to catch them and barking her annoyance as they swam away or hid in the cracks between the rocks.

Still, it made for a pleasant afternoon, and the shade of the steep hillside was welcome.

As they sauntered down the slight decline, heading to the lower land after the hills that hid the city, Arcene's mind turned to the blue castle, a strange anomaly even amid her sometimes surreal world.

Why blue? Why so closed-off. What lay hidden behind those walls and why wasn't she allowed in?

It irked her no end. She was an adventuress, felt it her right to be allowed to uncover the secrets behind the walls. Nobody and nothing would stop her.

All she had to do was come up with some kind of plan to get inside — so far she'd drawn a complete blank.

Could she try to find her way in the way poor Beamer had escaped? No, gross, and besides, it was doubtful Leel would fit through the sewage tunnels — from what Beamer had said it was a tight squeeze. Plus who wanted to do that? Not her, that was for sure.

Maybe there was another way in? Maybe they had secret ladders hidden in the fields or the woods and would drag them up to the exterior walls the other side of the moat and let them drop onto the top? Ha, that was silly, the ladders would be way too large to move if that was the case.

No, she would have to get the drawbridge down and bang on the door like she was just passing and had popped in to say hi.

"I guess we better make our way back there Leel, then hang around and see what happens. We could make a nice camp, light a fire, that will get their attention. Someone is bound to come out at some point, surely?"

Leel ignored her and focused on the little fish that darted between her legs. She sniffed the water like she could trail the fish that way.

Dogs can't smell through water, can they?

It was funny to watch Leel and her antics, and it took Arcene's mind off events in the city. She was having a hard time dealing with it. She put up a wall surrounding the patch of darkness in her mind where the despair waited, festering, making sure it wouldn't cut as deep as it otherwise could. It wasn't only the loss of Beamer's life that saddened her so deeply, it was the darkness within his father and the nurturing of such contempt and utter disregard for others, especially women, that would hurt the most if she let it.

Not for the first time she wondered if The Lethargy hadn't done humanity a favor if this was what people could so easily become — maybe it would have been better if whatever caused The Lethargy had actually finished what it started, although the way mankind had acted since then was doing a good job of completing the extinction event anyway.

But there was still good in the world, people she trusted, liked, even loved, although that had been the hardest thing of all to admit to herself, even more so to others. And what about her? Arcene knew she was different, even compared to people that had serious issues, but she didn't think she was bad, she just stood up for herself, was willful, and knew, deep down, what was right and what was wrong.

Sort of.

It got confusing, it always had. When she was hungry she saw nothing wrong with stealing, why should she? If there was food then she wanted it, but the lines always blurred: to take from others put them in greater danger, and that was bad. Letting yourself die was bad too, so Arcene tried not to steal unless she felt it justified, and anyway, it wasn't like truly being mean and cruel, that was one thing she absolutely could not stand: people being nasty and taking advantage of others just because they wanted to, or because they enjoyed it. No, that type of person deserved everything they got, and if they happened to be in Arcene's company when their warped nature was discovered, well, there would be trouble, plenty of it.

"Argh!" Arcene glowered at the chunk of concrete she'd stubbed her big toe on, annoyed with herself for daydreaming again and not staying focused. She should have learned by now that when you were in the wilds you had to keep your wits about you at all times. She shook her leg, trying to force the pain to disperse, but her toe throbbed like she'd whacked it with a hammer. Quickly, she shut down nociceptors, the white-hot points at the end of her nerves fading to happy blue as pain subsided.

"What's a lump of concrete doing here? Weird." She bent down and poked at it, a large crumbled chunk with pieces of aggregate making it look like an ancient relic, which she supposed was correct. Brown tears stained the man-made boulder where reinforcement rods had corroded.

Woof. Woof!

"It's just a lump of stuff Leel, no need to get angry." Arcene pushed the alien rock over with her foot, but there was nothing of interest underneath and Leel lost interest, continuing her fishing further down the stream bed.

Woof, woof. Woof! Arcene took a moment to register the strange echo of Leel's bark.

Why is it echoing? We're in the open. Arcene looked up in annoyance, hoping she hadn't cut her foot through her boot, praying she didn't feel the icy water seep through to her sock. She lifted it out of the water, pleased to find it scuffed not torn.

Arcene froze, one leg in the air, looking like a weaponized flamingo, and shouted, "No. Stop," before Leel's wagging tail disappeared into the jagged opening of a tunnel. Her bark echoed weakly in the dark interior before being sucked up by thick concrete walls as the visible part of the storm drain angled into the loose gray shale of the steep mountainside.

"Stupid dog, what's wrong with her?" Arcene dashed toward the strange tunnel, not so much because of its existence but because of where it was. Why was there an old concrete tunnel out here in the valley? Was it pre-Lethargy and used to divert the water? Or had somebody put it here since?

Maybe it led to the castle? It could! Yeah, it was probably used to divert the water, although at the moment it looked like it was less than ankle deep as it ran along the ancient concrete. Making it to the opening, there was no doubt it was a purposely placed diversion for the water — although the edge was crumbling, stained brown like the piece in the stream, it was sited well to catch the flow. The top and sides were now well hidden as the shale slid down the gully and slowly backed up the side of the hill, making it nothing but a dark hole in the mountainside.

Arcene noted that to the left of the tunnel the water was dammed. It looked ancient, like the work was done well before her birth, but it was still functioning rather well — creating a wide pool before draining away into the tunnel. The concrete with its perfectly symmetrical circumference was out of place amid the shale and the scrappy tufts of grass that clung to the water's edge and climbed up the steep sides of the gorge, but even the once perfectly poured concrete was now eroding, the moss eating into the hard surface, reclaiming it over the centuries.

Just another reminder of what was, and how nothing lasted forever. Nothing.

Woof.

Leel's bark was faint but insistent, and Arcene opened her mouth to call her back. Then her eyes sparkled and a wide smile spread across her face. With the hunger pangs forgotten, the concern over her big toe gone, and the worry about her own safety non-existent, Arcene leaned forward and excitedly stepped into the tunnel's mouth.

Adventure. Yes!

Arcene splish-splashed into darkness.


THE RAT MEN


IT WAS HARD to imagine ever being able to stand upright again. Arcene had been bent over for so long it felt like her spine was fused in an almost horizontal position. Her upper back, shoulders and arms all ached dully, sensations reduced to a background throb, but her lower back was on fire, like the fusing of her spine was ongoing, performed by a sadistic surgeon who insisted on using white-hot metal rods he pushed slowly into her bone to complete his despicable operation.

Why can't I stop the pain? Will I ever walk upright again?

The darkness was absolute for normal, non-Awoken eyesight. Pitch black, like entering The Void. Nothingness filled the air and Arcene had the strange feeling that soon she would come out into the light, reborn as a girl of fifteen rather than a newborn. She prayed for light, for normal daylight, but up ahead was emptiness, more tunnel, slow running water and the rough texture of concrete.

Every so often water would drip onto her head, foul-smelling liquid that seeped through the hillside over the years until it found the cracks where the sections of tunnel joined, then chewed away at the material until it joined the stream Arcene and Leel sloshed through.

Again, Arcene wondered if she should turn back, admit defeat and retrace her steps, knowing that at least that way lay freedom. But what if she'd gone well past the halfway mark and it would be quicker to just keep moving forward? Ugh, how could she know?

She'd been thinking the same thing for hours, repeatedly stopping and turning, her indecision annoying, but each time her resolve hardened and she turned back the way she had been headed, determined to see her decision through to the end. Stubbornness, that was all it was, but being stubborn meant cool stuff happened — who knew what she would miss out on if she turned back right when things could get interesting?

So far all there had been was water, concrete and the moaning of Leel — and the surgeon performing his despicable operation on her crumbling spine.

Arcene's mind played tricks on her. She was sure she could hear the water, or maybe the walls, whispering to her: "Go back, don't come in, you're not wanted here."

She shook her head in the dark, cursed for not having tied her hair back tight — it was wet and slimy and felt like that time she'd been so hungry she ate algae off rocks and ended up so ill she smeared her whole body in it and thought she was a frog.

Yip, yip, yip. Leel's unusual silence was broken by her incessant noise, not too far ahead by the sound of it.

Arcene ramped up her vision the best she could, but the tunnel was so dark she saw little more than the hand in front of her face as the faintest trace of white, any further and it was just black. Black and wet.

"Leel? Leel, where are you girl? C'mon, don't you want company?" Arcene tried to convince herself that Leel was scared, when she knew that she was, if not frightened, then feeling less than overjoyed about the dark. It had gone on too long, had turned from an adventure into pain and an encroaching sense of claustrophobia, not to mention it was getting cold and her energy reserves were fast depleting as she burned precious calories to raise her core temperature.

We're gonna have to turn back soon, unless something happens to make this worthwhile.

Woof.

The bark sounded different, the echo distorted, and Arcene tried to focus on her friend as she took one soggy step after another. Her fingers felt like chipped fragments of bone as she trailed the curved wall, the sense of security overriding the rawness she shut down with ease.

Oompf.

"There you are, what you doin' girl?"

Leel whimpered.

"Good girl, it's all right. Fancy being scared of a silly old tunnel. Haha, you're old enough to know better." Arcene felt around until the familiar bumpy head of Leel was beneath her hand and she rubbed the ear, thick as her old leather boots and just as wrinkled — it comforted them both.

Leel whimpered again. Arcene felt muscles tighten as a paw lifted into the air, making a strange scraping sound as it fell back into the water.

"What is it girl? You found something cool?" Arcene felt past Leel and cold metal greeted her, tiny shards piercing her skin like rose thorns. Blood dropped into the water and flowed away.

Arcene stepped back as her nose almost touched metal, then moved her head left then right, up then down, and made out a lattice of well-rusted metal that was some kind of gate built into the tunnel.

Now things are getting interesting.

"Well, if they want to keep us out then that means it's worth getting in." Arcene slid her hands gently across the ancient metal, searching for a latch or way to open the barrier. Was it a permanent part of the design or was this an access point that could be opened and closed? Being almost blind wasn't helping and she fumbled with tender fingers for a way in but found nothing.

Clank.

Arcene peered closely and discovered Leel's snout nudging a catch carefully. She lifted it up and pushed forward.

The gate squealed in anger at the disturbance but the hinges held fast and it swung inward.

"Well, if that's not an invitation then I don't know what is. Come on girl, let's go see what's waiting for us, eh?"

Arcene marched forward; a reluctant Leel followed behind.

They managed all of five seconds before the peace was shattered.

Squeak, squeak, squeak.

The noise was faint at first, like the squeal of the gate but coming from ahead, but the sound seemed closer, coming at them in a hurry. It was soon apparent where the squeaks came from as the first rat ran past and Leel, with eyes better adjusted to the darkness than Arcene's, lunged for it and the quiet crunch of bone told she had caught her quarry.

Moments later they were overrun. Hundreds of tiny sharp claws snagged on her socks and scampered over Leel as the rodents passed, seemingly making a dash for freedom now they knew the gate was open.

The darkness made no difference, Arcene could see the pinpricks of gray light through The Noise that signaled the tiny life-forms, or at least tiny compared to her and Leel, not at all small in terms of your usual rat proportions. These were fat and fast, like super-rats. Thick fur scratched past their faces as they charged down the tunnel, many dashing past almost at right angles to the floor as they vied for space to make their escape.

The tidal wave of flesh passed as quickly as it had appeared, leaving nothing but an astonished Arcene and a somewhat less hungry Leel in its wake.

"Well, that was… odd. Wonder why they were so keen to get away? Surely if they got in then they could get out just as easily?"

Never one to be intimidated, Arcene took the onslaught of stinky vermin in her stride. She pulled up her socks, tried not to get too annoyed at the tiny tears to the fabric, and found a ribbon in the backpack still thankfully secured on Leel's back. She tied her hair back, wiped her forehead and tried her best not to gag on the stench of damp rodent. They headed deeper into the tunnel.

No going back now, it's got to lead somewhere.

As they pushed forward the occasional rat scampered past, much more sedately than the horde that had poured down the tunnel earlier, and the tiny pricks of light seen through The Noise were easy enough to avoid. Leel had also seemingly decided that rat was less than appetizing and left them to whatever mission they felt compelled to take part in.

"Whoa!" Arcene teetered on the brink, her feet halfway over the edge of the tunnel that ended abruptly and without warning. She waved her arms about in a panic before she managed to grab the slimy edge of the tunnel opening and shoved back against Leel.

Down below was a pool, the water dark and menacing as if resting before continuing its journey through numerous tunnels like hers.

Wait, it's not dark. Arcene had been so caught up in her aches and pains she'd failed to notice the slight increase in light as she moved down the tunnel. She peered into the cavern and realized there was a dull-red, ambient light, although she couldn't identify the source. She raised her eyes, noticing a ledge in front that ran from her tunnel to others dotted around the sides of a square space — hers was the only one where water poured out, the others had… Were they people?

Arcene peered across the void, searching the gaping mouths of the circle openings, peering at ledges fat and thin, noticing rope walkways and dubious looking ladders tied at random to the walls of the space.

Below and to the right was a large platform full of what at first appeared to be mounds of rags, except rags don't move, and they don't have hundreds of eyes all raised in your direction hidden behind hairy faces or covered by patches of material in all colors, taking on a similar red hue from the strange light.

The large platform was a living mass of writhing cloth hard to make sense of, but the upturned heads, some visible, some little more than a pair of goggles shrouded in the shadows of makeshift hoods, told Arcene that this was a community of sorts, far removed from the lives being led above ground. She'd encountered strange people before, heard stories of numerous bizarre communities where life and law had warped over the centuries, heck, she herself had first-hand experience of a group of nuns that took it upon themselves to cloister themselves away for centuries, warping a once worldwide religion until it became unrecognizable.

This was something different. This was… a little awkward.

"Um, hello," she shouted into the emptiness.

Heads turned, rags moved and limbs writhed, but nobody answered. If anything, it seemed like the people below huddled closer to each other. Were they scared?

Leel poked her head between Arcene's legs, pushing them wide to accommodate her thick jaw, and peered down at the congregation.

Woof.

The greeting echoed around the chamber, searching for a place to find a home, traveling down tunnels until it was lost in the darkness.

At the sound of the bark the mass of bodies and cloth seemed to become instantly alive — low murmurs reached their ears up on the ledge. It was as though Leel's bark held more weight than Arcene's words.

Maybe they just like dogs?

"Can I come down?" Silence. "Okay, I'm coming down. It's only polite after all." Arcene stepped out of the tunnel mouth and onto the narrow ledge. She ever-so-slowly straightened her back, feeling the vertebra snap into place as she unwound like an animal released from a small cage. With hands on hips Arcene stretched back and up, luxuriating in the feel of limbs and the lithe body. She felt like a tree free to reach for the sky and grow into majesty.

Arcene took a moment to see where the ledge went and saw that although it was almost lost in the gloom it appeared to wind its way around the edge of the chamber, sometimes narrowing, getting fat and sloping dangerously in others, and as with other ledges dotted around the room it joined to them by makeshift bridges or anything from thick ropes to fragile swings made of lengths of cloth tied together.

Doesn't look like a place you'd want to practice your acrobatics.

"Can I come down this way? Is that okay?" The people below stared, or ignored her completely, so Arcene took that as a positive sign and began her descent to the silent watchers below.

Leel followed behind, her breath coming fast and hot on Arcene's knee-pits, tickling her legs. What was she doing? Normally Leel's breath would be at her neck, not her legs. Turning, Arcene failed to stifle a laugh. "Haha, what are you doing you daft dog? You're not a panther. Come on, up."

Leel was almost flat on her belly, wobbly skin scraping the floor thick with dirt. Arcene was sure there were little mushrooms growing in clumps like tiny eruptions of smoke in the dark.

"Why are you crawling like that? You aren't hunting, and anyway you'll get your belly all dirty. Get up," whispered Arcene, casting nervous glances at those below. This wasn't the dangerous warrior girl impression she hoped to create — they looked like a pair of lost travelers who didn't know what they were doing, rather than two dangerous adventurers you wouldn't want to mess with.

With a reluctant whimper Leel straightened up to her full height, stretched her neck up high and yawned. There was a communal "Ooh," from the crowd below, who clambered eagerly to their feet. Goggles were adjusted and wiped, hoods and scarves were removed from faces, and then the weirdest thing of all happened: they bowed.

They aren't doing that for me, they're bowing to Leel. What is going on here?

They carried on moving, making their way carefully around the room until they could get to one of the rickety bridges that led to a lower level. It continued like that for some time, the large group of people coming into sharp focus as they reached their level. It was hard to tell where limbs began or ended, so caked in dirt and rotten rags were they, but if Arcene was one thing then she was nonjudgmental — life was hard and weird stuff wasn't that much of a surprise as nobody knew what normal was anyway.

Finally, they were on the same level as the crowd, although many more were dotted about the lower levels, eagerly leaning forward to peer at the newcomers.

A baby cried, quickly hushed by its mother.

"Er, hello? I'm Arcene, and this," indicated Arcene with a wave of the hand, "is Leel."

"Leel," came the chorus in reply. "Leel."

"Um, yeah, that's right." For the first time in her life Arcene was at a loss. She stood there and fidgeted as she tried not to stare at the strange people stood in a semi-circle around them like a rotting congregation.

These people are seriously strange.

The silence stretched out, but it didn't feel menacing, more like they were waiting for something to happen, a signal to speak maybe? Or were they expecting something of them?

Aha!

"Say hello Leel." Arcene turned to her friend and nodded, then pointed at the people. "Go on."

Woof!

A man stepped forward, nodding gravely, flaps of cloth bouncing around his head like tattered ears. He had a thick beard with a mustache wet with oil — Arcene wondered how it wasn't dripping down his face.

"Welcome. We rat people."

Okaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaay.

"Oh, nice to meet you," said Arcene, all smiles and doing her best to look pleased to meet rat people.

Rat people? What does that mean?

"We been waiting. Knew you coming. You let food escape." It wasn't an accusation, merely a statement of fact.

"Your food? Um, what…" realization hit. "Oh, oh! Oops, so sorry. We didn't know."


RATTUS RATTUS


IT SEEMED THAT Arcene was talking to the leader of the group of rat people, although he wasn't really deferred to, more a spokesman as far as she could tell. The people were shy, had a very stilted way of speaking, but their obsession with Leel overrode their timid nature judging by the way they stared and bowed at her if they thought she had looked in their direction.

Leel was having a great time, playing a rather naughty game until Arcene caught her.

"You stop that Leel, that's very rude." Leel was moving her head to one side, a wave of bows following her gaze, then whipping her head back the other way, trying to catch out the rat people eagerly poised to bow with deep respect when it was their turn. As Arcene watched she saw how upset they were if they didn't pay homage before Leel's gaze passed to the next person.

Leel moaned at the admonishment but stopped her antics and sat obediently next to Arcene. She couldn't stay angry at her friend, she was just playing after all, so Arcene tapped a knuckle on Leel's head then rubbed an ear. She frowned and raised her hand to her face then sniffed warily.

Ugh, I think we are both going to need a good wash after this place. What are these people doing here?

They were still the center of attention, facing the semicircle of rat people, now all standing and moving about slowly as if their bodies only worked at a sedate pace.

"So, um, you live here then?"

The leader nodded.

"Do you have a name? It would be easier if I had something to call you."

The man hung his head as if shamed. "I sorry. I Yevette, this Bastett, this Allott, Pattis, Yattis, Dimwitt. This…" It was impossible to keep up, Yevette fired off the names of everyone in the immediate vicinity without pausing for breath. He pointed at each person and as their name was called they bowed. Not to Arcene, but to Leel. Minutes later the introductions were finished. Yevette stared at them — he was expecting something, Arcene had no idea what. He wiped a dirty sleeve over his goggles.

The goggles were strange devices and something they all seemed to wear. The glass of the wraparound contraptions magnified their eyes, giving the illusion their eyes were too big for their heads, and they blinked constantly. Arcene felt it rude to ask, so concluded that if they lived underground most of the time, maybe all the time, then they would have problems seeing well. She bet they didn't like strong light either, hence the red glow she realized was coming from way up at the top of the room where filters covered several tiny openings.

"You sit. You eat."

"Oh, okay." Arcene envisioned feasting on rat legs and nasty big teeth fighting back as she chewed down on live flesh. They wouldn't eat them raw would they? There didn't seem to be much in the way of anything apart from people and rodents, there certainly didn't seem to be any cooking facilities.

The people sat or reclined on piles of cloth then scooted back to make room. Arcene stepped forward but Yevette put a blackened hand to her chest and pointed at Leel. The dog was to go first, then her. "Oh, right. Leel, you go sit with the nice people."

Leel obeyed, as if she knew she was deemed important and wanted to make a good impression on their hosts.

She'd never act so good if it was just us. Why the dog obsession?

Arcene got herself as comfortable as possible, maintaining a tight hold on her sense of smell at all times. The people seemed to relax too, and chatter built to an excitable pitch. Arcene and Leel, or maybe Leel and Arcene was more appropriate, were the talk of this strange community but the language was such a perverted form of English that to make out more than a few garbled words was impossible. This was why Yevette's words were so stilted: he wasn't used to speaking ordinary English, that or he was more intelligent than the rest, which as Arcene studied the others, wasn't hard to believe.

Many were disfigured in one way or another: strange bumps on their heads, hands that were crooked, arms at angles that didn't appear quite right, and many were stunted in growth, that or they were the weirdest looking kids she had ever seen. It was tough to know what was what under so many layers of filth and odds and ends of clothing.

Because of the sword strapped across her back, Arcene had to sit upright, making her the only one not reclining and lounging like on vacation, and it wasn't long before her personal space was invaded. Young and old draped themselves over her and Leel as if they were little more than new pieces of exotic furniture to be tried out — there was zero consideration for personal space. She kept quiet, not wanting to be rude, but she felt dirtier than she ever had in her life and wondered if the grime could ever be washed away. It felt like it was seeping through her pores, staining her insides dark and oily.

"So, you like dogs then?" Arcene spoke to the mustache of Yevette, finding it impossible to drag her eyes away. It twirled up almost to his forehead, making him look like he had two large tusks poking out of his mouth making a break for freedom and fresh air. It was a bad idea, she should not have looked. The moment she spoke she caught sight of the gaping void that was his mouth, teeth so green and speckled with pieces of rancid meat that her gag reflex cut in even though she controlled her body as best she could.

Don't puke, don't puke. It's vulgar.

"They are noble, they here once. Long ago times."

It took a moment for Arcene to catch up, she'd forgotten she'd asked a question. "And what is here? Is this your home? You all live here?"

He nodded. "Yes. Home. Rat people live with rat, love rat. Like dark."

"Oh, I see." Arcene didn't, but each to their own was her motto. As long as she was left alone she didn't care what others did.

"Food come."

The smell made its way to Arcene's unguarded nostrils, the unmistakable aroma of cooked flesh. Her stomach made its presence known with a gurgle, the sound picked up by Leel who's belly let out a deep rumble met with approving nods by the others.

"Rat. Rat. Rat," came the chorus from every mouth, before they clapped in appreciation as two crooked women beaming with pride from under their rags carried a huge platter toward them. They placed the steaming mound of meat before Leel, who stared at Arcene, pleading with eyes that could melt the heart of the most hardened of warriors.

I thought she'd gone off rat? Must prefer it cooked. Stupid dog, she's loving this.

A dozen filthy hands reached to grab chunks of meat and Leel buried her head into the fast-diminishing pile as soon as Arcene gave her the go-ahead. Soon the only sounds were murmurs of contentment and the snapping of bones, the licking of lips and the spitting of gristle. A scrawny thigh was shoved at Arcene's face by a small women who nodded eagerly. Arcene accepted the gift with grace.

As she lifted it to her mouth the room fell silent, so with little choice if she wished to remain polite, Arcene tore off a strip of charred flesh. "Ooh, yummy," came the garbled thanks as she swallowed the rat meat and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, trying to hide her concern over the diseases transported into her system.

Everyone applauded, then ignored her as more of them scrambled forward and snatched at the meat before scuttling off into the dark to eat without fear of their meal being stolen.

Those closest kept offering food, which Leel gulped down greedily, loving the attention, but Arcene found it impossible to keep accepting the meat — no matter how many times she told herself there was nothing wrong with rat, and she had eaten it enough times over the years when that was all she could get, she couldn't bring herself to do anything but nibble with timid bites on what was offered so as not to offend, even though her belly cried at her to stuff it in then move on to the next piece.

Maybe it was because rat was forever associated with being close to starvation, like when she'd collapsed from exhaustion and malnutrition and lay helpless as the creatures clambered over her while she wallowed in her own mess, sick and wishing for The Void, saved only by a fight between two males resulting in the death of one and the feeding of herself, gulping down the still warm flesh, sucking on the meat to get the blood inside her and allow her to fight for survival for another day.

They had to go, they couldn't stay, the people were too strange, the life they led too far removed from anything she could hope to understand.

Hours drifted by, the rat people happy to do nothing apart from laze around and chat quietly. Sometimes they argued amongst themselves, feuds taken off to quiet corners where the thunk and splat of fists hitting flesh could be heard before both parties returned, battered and bruised only to huddle up close to one another and their extended family, the business sorted out, no resentments harbored.

Others moved off for different reasons, the quiet gasps and moans heard close to the entrance of their chosen hidey-hole. It took a while for Arcene to figure out what they were doing, but the glow on the couple's faces as they returned minutes later told her all she needed to know.

Arcene tried to engage her host in conversation, but it seemed like his vocabulary was severely limited. They struggled through the best they could though, and Arcene came to understand that opening the gate had caused their staple diet to make a dash for freedom, even though they were revered as the saviors of the strange band of people.

From what she understood, it appeared they had lived underground in the tunnels for centuries, seldom if ever leaving their darkness for the dangers of the open skies. They felt safe in the dark, hated the bright light and green of above ground, and were happy where they were with plenty to eat, harvesting the rats and eating as and when they wished, supplementing their diet with algae and the occasional fish caught in the large pool that took up almost the entire floor of the cavern they called home.

"We family," said Yevette, indicating the rest of the rat people.

"Family? You mean friends? Close?" Arcene clasped her hands together and put them over her heart when she saw he didn't understand her words.

"No. Family." Yevette cupped his groin, then nodded at various women, some holding children.

"Oh, okay."

So they're all related somehow? Probably all come from a few people that hid down here long ago and never made it back to the surface.

Yevette smiled and said, "You want? Me? You?" He cupped his groin again and nodded to an empty tunnel.

"Oh, haha, um, no, and we must be going now, but thank you for the kind offer." Arcene didn't notice when her hand reached over her shoulder but she stopped just as the tassel tickled her still raw fingertips. He meant no disrespect, it was just how they lived. No need to get violent.

"Is okay. You skinny anyway."

Is he serious? He's criticizing me?

"Well, anyway, we must be going. Thanks for the food. Um, do any of the tunnels lead to the castle?"

At the mention of the castle the silence became palpable. Everyone froze. Even the babies stopped howling and the couples in the tunnels halted either their fighting or their love-making.

"Castle not good. No go."

"Nooooooooooooooooooo," came the wail of the rat people.

"What? Why not? It looks interesting."

"Don't go castle."

"Why?"

"You see. Best no go."

"Hmm." Arcene got to her feet. Hands clung to her but they didn't insist, they merely warned, pleaded with her not to go.

"We'll be fine, won't we Leel?"

Woof, woof.

The rat people stood and bowed to Leel, then cast sorrowful glances at Arcene, like she was a child and didn't know how to act when with company. "So, can I get to the castle through the tunnels?"

"Yes. Safer than above."

"Okay, which one?"

A hundred hands pointed to a tunnel like the rest, where water from the pool spilled over and carried on its journey. Arcene adjusted her sword, tightened the straps on the backpack so it was snug once again on Leel's back and said, "Thank you. It's been nice meeting you all." She tried to walk away acting casual and confident, but the truth was the people were beginning to intimidate her, and nothing made Arcene scared, hardly anything anyway.

"Maybe we'll meet again. Thanks." Arcene gave a nervous wave and wondered if they'd pounce on her, force her to stay and maybe crown Leel Queen of the rat people. She hopped up onto a short bridge with half the planks missing and moved as fast as she could into the welcome dark of the edge of the room. Leel walked obediently behind her and as soon as the ledge widened she ran past Arcene, turned at the tunnel mouth and barked her eagerness to get a move on.

She's not such a stupid dog after all.

The rat people bowed one last time to Leel, waved at Arcene who waved back again, and they left the people to their strange existence and their rats.

Moments later they were swallowed up by the tunnel and Arcene's back ached more than it had in the other one. As they moved deeper into black a voice echoed after them. "Remember. Rat people warn you. Castle bad."

Arcene didn't look back. Regrets were for those that didn't know their own mind, and besides, it would make her look weak.


LET THERE BE LIGHT


"STUPID TUNNELS, STUPID water, stupid rat people." There was no doubt, Arcene would never walk upright again. She would forever hobble like an old crone, back bent double, legs bowed, tottering around muttering about her aches and pains and generally scowling at the world for letting such a terrible thing happen to her poor body.

She had assumed the tunnel would change soon enough, open out into another large space maybe, or at least be short and allow her to see the glorious sunlight and the blue skies once more. But no such luck.

The walk to get them as far as the home of the rat people was torturous, but the next stage of their underground trip made it pale into little more than a short walk in a field — this was unbearable.

However many nerves and muscles she told to stop complaining, shutting down the feelings where she could, it wasn't enough — her back was broken into tiny shards that stabbed into every nerve she had.

Even that she could put up with — she knew pain and she knew how to take herself away from it, leave a part of her mind in The Noise where she could watch the girl named Arcene as if she wasn't her — but Leel, oh Leel, Arcene was ready to rip her head off and stick it down the hole she made. Leel refused, whatever she did, to shut up.

It began as a low whine. Leel was a little scared and told Arcene she didn't like that they were in a tunnel again, but soon it grew louder, more insistent, until it was a constant noise that grated on her nerves like she was stuck in a room listening to the "music" called Jazz — how people had enjoyed it was something she'd never understood. When she first heard it she was sure it was some kind of joke, or what the ancients had devised as some form of auditory punishment, but no, they'd made it on purpose, to listen to. To enjoy!

"Leel, will you shut up!"

With other senses sharpened to replace the lack of sight, Arcene heard Leel turn her head, noted the collar rattle, cringed at the sound of the backpack as it scraped against the ceiling, then continued to walk, keen to get out as soon possible. Maybe she'd gone mad, lost her sanity somewhere in the tunnel, become just ears and broken bones.

The whining elevated to a new pitch of unbearable annoyance.

If we don't escape soon then there will only be me getting out anyway. I can't stand this.

She'd tried everything: being nice, giving Leel a cuddle, shouting at her, threatening her, promising lovely food, shouting again, even crying a little. Nothing worked. Leel whined like a big baby and it drove her to despair.

"Okay, speed up then. If you're gonna moan like a child then at least go faster so we can get out of here." Arcene picked up her pace, dashing forward like a geriatric sprinter, and caught Leel on the heel. She got the message and ran, yipping and barking as she splashed in the water that was…

Hang on, is the water deeper?

Arcene trailed a hand down as she continued to run — there was no doubt about it, the water was up to calf height now, whereas before it was little more than a trickle.

What does it mean? Will we drown?

No, it wasn't like the tunnel would fill up totally. Or would it?

Panic set in, not the panic of just being scared, but deep-seated primeval terror at the thought of drowning. Arcene hadn't known she contained such fear, she'd been in water plenty of times and was a good swimmer. Her wide shoulders and slender body were perfect for moving gracefully through the water, but she'd never been stuck deep beneath the ground with a whining dog in a tunnel that could fill with water before. If she knew one thing it was that she'd never get herself in a similar situation again.

They continued to run best they could in the torturous tunnel, until a few minutes later Arcene felt her progress slow. The water was now at thigh height, making running next to impossible. Leel whined louder, but at least she was moving faster too.

"Go faster Leel. Faster, faster."

A loud noise echoed down the tunnel, like the wind was coming to catch them up, howling after them, telling them of danger, that they would soon be swept off their feet.

Except this was no wind, this was water, and by the sound of it the whole pool back at the rat people's home had emptied into their tunnel in an instant.

"Faster Leel, we have to find a way out, and quick. Go. Go, go, go!" Arcene dragged her heavy legs through the deepening water, sword trailing in her hand, no room for it on her back in the cramped space.

They dashed forward like they'd melt if the approaching wave reached them, panting heavily and trying not to put a foot wrong — if she went down Arcene had the distinct feeling she wouldn't be getting up again.

Here it comes, here it comes.

"Get ready Leel. When the water hits let it carry you forward, don't struggle but remember to hold your breath. There has to be a way out at the end, we just have to get to it."

Arcene slowed her heart otherwise the stress would make her panic and need more air sooner. She exhaled as much as she could then breathed in slowly through her nose until her abdomen and chest felt as bloated as the hot air balloon on takeoff.

Whoosh.

Water hit like a brick to the back of the head. Arcene slammed face-first into the speeding wave. It took her down and catapulted her forward with more force than she imagined possible. She clung to her sword desperately, tried to stay calm, and opened her eyes to see the murky figure of Leel just ahead, panicked and trying to find air at the top of the tunnel. It was no use, it was full of water, taking them fast toward she didn't know what.

Arcene's lungs burned, she couldn't keep her mouth closed much longer. She'd slowly exhaled her air through her nose, keeping her mouth clamped shut, but it was no use, she would open it soon. The urge was impossible to resist and then she would be full of water, drowning and unable to do a thing about it.

It can't end like this, not now. I have a son, I have a life, I have an adventure to finish, and it's just not fair. If she were able, Arcene would have stamped a foot in frustration, instead she went as deep into herself as possible and improved her eyesight to the limits of what was safe, and beyond.

She saw Leel further ahead, hardly moving, like she too was about to take that fateful lungful of water. But wait, was that light? It was!

Up ahead a shaft of sunlight penetrated the water, giving hope. Light meant a way out, or air at least.

Arcene kicked forward, grabbed Leel by the paw and tugged, pulling her back slightly. The water pushed at Arcene until they were wrapped together tightly, heading for the light. Arcene put a hand to Leel's head and turned it toward their potential salvation. Maybe she would understand it meant freedom, maybe not, but if there was a chance then she would take it.

The pressure forced them ever forward, no concern for the two creatures caught up in its momentum.

Arcene felt her thoughts jumble, knew that the lack of oxygen was slowing her mind, slowly killing her if the water in her lungs didn't once she opened her mouth.

It had to be soon, or they would die.

They passed into the beam of light and Arcene put out a hand to the lower edge of a vertical shaft that bisected the tunnel, sunk halfway down the sides. It was made of rough stone, familiar and easy to grip. The water pushed them at it hard and they both crashed into the barrier with a crunch. The air that remained punched out of Arcene and her mouth began to open. She kept hold of Leel's collar and pushed a foot out to the opposite wall of the shaft to steady herself against the current. She inched up, knowing she had mere moments left, but if there was light…

It was no use, she had no strength or breath left and she collapsed, but the water eddied around them and as Arcene gulped water their heads broke the surface and they floated in the shaft, coughing and spluttering, spitting and wondering how it was they hadn't died.

"Well, now what?" Arcene croaked, as she turned her scabbard sideways and wedged it between the walls of the shaft before draping an arm over it, resting by the crook of her elbow. She hauled on Leel's collar but the water did most of the work. She rose out of the water enough to plonk two front paws on the sword's outer casing, tongue lolling like she'd never have enough time in the world to catch her breath.

"Let's not do that again, eh?"

Woof!

Arcene peered up, happier to see the sky than she had ever been in her entire life. They appeared to be in some kind of variation on the tunnel, except lined with stone and vertical. Under the water it went down about halfway then stopped, which meant it was here to act as a way to get to the water that flowed past.

Does that mean it's a well?

Crack.

"Oi!" Arcene turned paler than normal as the wooden bucket dropped hard onto the sword's scabbard. She nearly submerged but kept hold, thankful that at least it hadn't hit her or Leel. It wasn't bent, so hopefully it was fine — there was no way she could stand her sword getting smashed, it was as much a part of her now as her own limbs.

Arcene looked up only to be greeted by the round, wrinkled face of a man peering over the rim of the well curiously.

"What you doin' in the well?"

"Oh, you know, just fancied a bit of a wash."

"Oh, okay." The face disappeared.

"Hey, hey! Come back." What is wrong with him?

The face reappeared again. "What?"

"I was joking. Can you get us out?"

He hung deeper into the well, blocking out more of the light, and looked first at Arcene then at the head of Leel. He furrowed his brow in confusion or concentration, Arcene couldn't tell which. "Can't you go back the way you came in?" He smiled, seemingly pleased with himself for coming up with such a great idea.

"Um, no, I'd rather not. Can you get us out. Please?"

The man removed his cap and scratched at thin brown hair receding to reveal a thick, tanned forehead. "Um, wait here. Lemme pull up some water though."

With that the bucket rose, the rope attached to it shortening as it was pulled up then dragged out by a thick forearm.

"Like we have any choice," muttered Arcene, as she heard chatter above.

Another face appeared, this time a woman's. "What you doin' down there?"

"I just fancied… Oh, never mind. Can you please get us out of here?"

"Why don't you—"

"Because we can't, all right? Now please, we are very cold and very, very wet. Can you get help?"

The woman brightened after looking rather cross at being interrupted. "Okay, you wait there."

"Like we have anywhere else we'd rather be."

The face reappeared. "Wassat?"

"Nothing," said Arcene, giving her best smile a try.

The woman disappeared again; muffled words could be heard. It sounded like an argument.

Arcene got the feeling they would be in the water for a while yet.


THINGS GET INTERESTING


WHIP WANDERED OUT into the afternoon sunshine — no matter how close he got to the fire in his quarters he couldn't seem to shake off the chill. Not for the first time he cursed the castle and its thick stone walls like chiseled blocks of ice whether it was summer or winter.

He stepped with gratitude into the warmth and felt instantly more alive. He raised his head and closed his eyes against the glare of the sun, feeling its power heat his face and melt away the ache.

"Ah, such simple pleasures." Whip frowned, startled by his words. When was the last time he spoke to himself? To anyone for that matter? He needed to make himself known a little more often. But he enjoyed the peace and quiet most of the time, if only because otherwise he knew he would be constantly dealing with one idiotic emergency after another and involved in the madness that was the twins' life.

The small quadrangle was nice, he often came here to enjoy the relative peace and look at the distant trees. Sometimes he wondered what it would be like to set foot outside the castle walls and enjoy what the world had to offer, but he knew it was impossible — love it or loathe it, this was his home and always would be.

Some of the people were hanging around at the well, one of many that served the castle, although what went on underground with the strange tides that meant they only supplied water at certain times of the day he had no idea — another of the strange quirks of his home.

The people were more animated than usual, bickering amongst themselves about one inconsequential thing or another, he assumed.

Another reason to remain hidden. I don't think I could stand to be involved in their inane chatter for more than a moment.

More people came rushing from the fields or from their chores inside the castle, others emerging from small homes built into the walls that edged the courtyard, doors opening and slamming as they hurried toward the well with neighbors they had been jabbering with urgently.

What's all this then? They never abandon their chores or work like this.

Whip stepped back against a buttress, merging with its shadow, and continued to watch.

The peasants, for that was what they were however you looked at it, became increasingly excited, gesticulating wildly at each other, at the well, at something happening off through an entrance to the next quadrangle that he couldn't see. What was going on?

There was a deep rumble and one of the rare horses used to plow the fields trotted into the courtyard, led by a man that had seen better days and was as shaggy as the beast itself.

He walked proudly up to the small crowd and listened to what a man and woman had to say before pointing at the well and shouting something.

I do believe things have gotten interesting.

The farmer walked back to the side of the horse, stroking it and whispering into an ear, then unhitched a large coil of rope. The man shouted at the people and began to order them about by the looks of it; they backed off. He secured one end of the rope to the horses harness and threw the other end nonchalantly into the well.

The couple that had first approached him peered into the well and shouted down. A moment later the farmer whispered to the horse again and slapped it gently on its rump before he moved to the front and led it slowly from the crowd.

More and more of them peered into the well, shouting and waving their hands around wildly, before they called for the horse to stop.

They reached in and with a lot of arguing and fumbling about dragged on the rope and…

It was her. The girl. The dog too.

She put her legs over the edge of the well and rubbed at her face, turning to check on her dog already on the cobbles, shaking and clearing a large space around it as it soaked the shouting peasants.

Something was said to the dog by the girl and it stopped shaking, just stood there, taller than the people, dominating them as if they were in miniature. The girl hopped down off the low wall.

She pushed at unruly hair plastered to her face, beautiful as it glistened almost orange in the sun, and then stared around her.

Whip forgot himself and moved forward to get closer to the action, walking fast without even thinking. He watched as confusion then something close to horror appeared on the girl's face and she strapped the long scabbard containing her sword to her back, widening her stance as she reached an arm up to the hilt.

Foregoing his love of hiding in the shadows, Whip moved nearer, as keen as the rest of the crowd to get a close look at the newcomer.

She saw him approach and something seemed to connect between the two of them as she trailed her eyes all over his body.

"How come you're the only one with all your limbs?" she asked, as she pointed at the crowd, indicating the missing arms, legs, or maybe just fingers of every single person in the courtyard.

"It's a bit of a tradition around here I'm afraid. Would you like to get dry? Maybe have something hot to drink? Food?"

"Um, yes please."

The girl looked up at the peeling blue walls of the castle and smiled weakly. "So, I'm inside the castle then?"

"Oh yes," said Whip, "you are indeed. Welcome to Castle Kenyon."

"Um, thanks. And thank you," she said, turning to the crowd and nodding at the man with the horse.

Whip supposed he should learn their names some time, but he never could bring himself to take much of an interest.

"Come, this way," he said to Arcene, beckoning for the dog to join them with a half-wave. "Everyone else get back to your business."

Whip led them into the castle, ignoring the grumbles of the crowd and the odd, "Who's he then?" as they did as instructed, knowing it came from one of their betters, and soon enough Whip took the visitors into the cool interior of his home for centuries.

At last, change has come.


NO MORE SECRETS


"WHIP, WHERE HAVE you been old man? We haven't seen you for the longest time, have we Fionn?"

"No Flynn, we haven't. In fact, I'm not sure when I last thought about you at all, but that's not the point. What if we needed you?" Fionn frowned his disapproval at Whip, his confusion plain.

Whip could see the cogs turn in the twins' minds, trying to think about the past, about him, attempting, and failing to figure out when they had last seen him. They are such idiots. I can't believe they have stayed alive all this time. "And did you need me for anything young masters?" See, they don't even know when I'm being sarcastic. Young! They're a century and a half old, but I suppose when you have the brain of a child you—

"Whip! What is wrong with you? Are you not going to introduce us?" Fionn tugged on Whip's sleeve and nodded toward the girl that called herself Arcene.

She was a strange one. She acted sure of herself even though she would be confused and wary of the castle and its inhabitants, which was perfectly understandable. For someone from the outside it was certain to be a rather cloying and confusing place.

"Oh, of course Master Fionn." Whip stepped forward, ignored the growl of the dog Arcene had said was named Leel, just as Fionn and Flynn stepped back in fright at the low rumble coming from the mouth of the huge Great Dane. "This is Arcene. Arcene, these fine gentleman are the rightful rulers of Castle Kenyon: Fionn Kenyon and Flynn Kenyon."

Whip watched in amusement, doing his best to stop himself disappearing from the minds of the twins — it was such a habit, so ingrained into his very being, that he knew he was fading in and out of view like a flickering candle flame. He noticed the girl looking at him with an odd expression, losing her focus as if watching him through The Noise rather than through normal vision. Could she see what he was doing? She was Awoken, that was certain — one look at her in the flesh confirmed Whip's suspicions that she had a lot more going on beneath the surface than you would expect, and a lot more life experience than you would assume by looking at her apparently young body.

Flynn and Fionn gathered themselves together after concerned looks at each other — each saw the doubt and fear in the other and that wouldn't do at all. They stepped forward with military precision. Both peered at Arcene, chins raised as if to put her in her place as a lesser person, a feeble attempt at intimidation in the presence of great leaders. It was obvious it wasn't working but the twins were oblivious as usual.

Whip caught the wry smile of Arcene before she let it fade and he watched with interest as she hunched her shoulders a little, made her eyes large and wide, and turned from a confident young girl into just another humble servant — what the twins expected but in no way deserved.

Arcene nodded at the two men but made no move to bow or speak. Whip was sure he would burst out laughing at any moment.

The twins hesitated, unsure how to proceed as normally a person in their presence like this would bow and tremble, concerned about their fate — the subjects of Castle Kenyon were never alone with their leaders.

The two Kenyons were at a loss. Where were the shaky legs, the trembling hands, the stuttering and spluttering, the excuses and the pleas for leniency? That was what they expected, not somebody who stood their ground, even if the girl was acting meek on purpose, which, of course, they missed — it was outside their scope of experience.

Whip watched their faces as they tried to come to terms with somebody that didn't treat them like they were royalty, and it was a delight to behold. Arcene tried to act subservient, Whip could tell she was trying, but she kept having to hide a smile, raising fingers rather raw at the tips to her face to hide her full lips that seemed like they were always ready to laugh.

"Perhaps we should let the young lady get dry, maybe have something to eat?" offered Whip, doing his best to keep to the role expected of him.

"All in good time Whip," snapped Flynn. "First I believe my brother and I would like to know a little more about this girl."

"Absolutely," said Fionn, staring and licking his thin lips as his eyes lingered on various parts of her anatomy.

Oh dear, this won't go well. Whip knew what was happening and it was the worst possible thing that could happen, for the twins at least.

"Why is she all wet anyway? Is it true what the people are saying, that she was found in a well of all places?"

"It is true Master Flynn. She was trapped at the bottom of a well with her, ah… dog, and they had to be rescued. Which is why she is so wet," offered Whip as way of an explanation, hopefully reminding them she was soaked through and shivering in the dark interior of the castle.

As he spoke, Whip noticed that the slight tremble that had begun at Arcene's shoulders was gone, the goosebumps sinking back into perfect, pale flesh. Steam rose from her skin as it dried. The twins failed to notice, so caught up were they with their own thoughts and indecision about how to act.

"What was she doing down there? And how did she manage to enter our castle so easily? We have safeguards in place to prevent such intrusions. You should see to it that it never happens again."

"Yes, right away," replied Whip, trying not to shake his head at their outright stupidity. The defenses were nothing to do with him, there were trained men for such work, not that the twins would remember their general's name — they took no notice of anyone unless giving orders, often to the wrong person. Whip pulled himself back from the safety of The Noise, getting a strange glance from Arcene as he rooted himself in reality.

Was that a smile? Did she wink at him? He was sure she did. She was finding the whole thing amusing, amazed by two imbeciles playing at being rulers.

"Get her cleaned up Whip, then we shall hear her story. Send her to our quarters when she is presentable. Better yet, bring her yourself. You have been lax in your duties of late. I think you have anyway," said Fionn, his nose scrunching up the way it always did when he thought. "Come brother."

They moved to leave, but Flynn stopped and turned, causing his brother to copy his actions. "Why is she not scared of us? Why does she not behave in the correct manner?" Flynn stared at Arcene, then at Leel, his insecurities so obvious he may as well have been holding a sign saying, "I am a bit of an idiot, please confuse me."

"I believe because she is not from around these parts Master Flynn and doesn't know of your greatness."

"Ah, yes that must be it. She's a strange one isn't she?"


"HELLO? CAN YOU...


…SEE ME?" ARCENE waved a hand. "I'm right here you know." Arcene had heard enough. Were these two boys that looked like men really in charge of the whole castle?

She smirked as the one known as Fionn spoke. Greatness indeed, this man Whip was playing with them. He was an odd one too, certainly intelligent, and powerful in The Noise judging by the way he kept sort of zoning in and out of being present. It was like he could make himself invisible but not invisible, as if people somehow forgot he was there, paid him no attention as he faded into the background like a piece of unwanted furniture.

And what was with the castle? Arcene had been in some strange places in her time, but this place was genuinely odd. Everything was falling apart — she didn't even want to think what would happen if she tried to sit on one of the woodworm-riddled chairs. She could see them through The Noise: tiny blobs of pale yellow eating their way through almost every piece of wood in sight. It was a miracle the place didn't just crumble to dust.

The rugs on the floor were the same, heck, even the flagstones seemed like they were about to disintegrate. Mortar on walls was loose and every so often she turned her head as another piece of masonry dinged off the cold floor. Glass at the windows was broken or panes were patched, unwashed for centuries if the lack of a view was anything to go by, and even the clothes the people wore were so thin they looked like they would fall off at any moment.

It was abundantly clear that this was a very closeted community where nothing had come in from the outside for a very long time: they were slowly working their way through whatever was inside when they closed the doors to the outside world for good.

Arcene stopped her musing as she realized the room had gone deathly silent. What now, did the two odd looking twins — they must be, they were so similar — want her to prostrate herself before them, call them King or do a little dance for them?

"You, you… what!?" spluttered one of them, she forgot which, staring first at her, then his brother, then Whip, as if it was his fault.

"Oh, please. What, you never heard somebody talk before?"

Woof!

The twins jumped back at the noise, whether Arcene's words or Leel's bark she couldn't be sure.

Whip burst out laughing before putting his hand to his mouth, actually looking scared.

"Get her cleaned up Whip, and there will be consequences for your actions," said the other twin, before putting an arm through his brother’s. They turned with a haughty rise of the chin and stormed out of the room.

"Well, they're rather full of it, aren't they?"

"Haha. You should be careful young lady, they may seem somewhat… ah, um—"

"Like a pair of dolts?"

"Hmm, quite. The walls have ears," warned Whip, staring at the door as if a crowd had gathered. "But they are the rightful rulers of the castle and they are rather hot-tempered I am afraid to say."

"And as daft as my dog, no offense Leel." Arcene scratched her head, pretty sure that Leel was more intelligent than the two identical fools.

Whip kept quiet, just watched her, smiling and seemingly rather pleased to have her to talk to. It was clear he was not a foolish man, yet there was something about him that gave Arcene a warning deep down in that place inside that told you when things weren't quite right, that you had to be on your guard.

"Do you still need to get dry, or have you managed it yourself?"

Ah, so he knows about me? Not surprising, he's Awoken too, and has been for a long time before I was born. But the twins are the same, so how come they are so stupid?

"Age does not always bring wisdom, you have to want it, work for it. The twins are, shall we say, easily distracted?"

"Can we throw sticks for them," joked Arcene. "But yes, a warm fire and the chance to dry off would be great. It's freezing in here, don't you have central heating?"

Whip frowned at her words. "Accentual heating? What is that?"

"Central heating," corrected Arcene. "I'll tell you while we walk to wherever we're going. But no funny business, I may look scrawny but I'm pretty tough," warned Arcene, although she knew he wouldn't be anything but gracious. She could tell this was a man who fought his battles through mind games, not by getting involved in anything physical himself.

"I'll lead the way. Is he dangerous?" asked Whip, pointing at Leel.

"That he is a she, and she is only dangerous if she needs to be."

Whip nodded and opened the door, checking left then right before ushering Arcene out of the room.

"Now, about this central heating…?"

[image: ]

As they walked and talked, their voices sucked up by the thick stone as if saving the sound for later, Arcene tried to explain the wonders of centralized heating systems but got lost the minute she started, realizing she didn't have even a rudimentary idea of how it worked apart from that you could put a boiler at the back of a fire and run pipes from it that led to large metal things called radiators that got hot.

Whip found the concept fascinating and spoke faster and faster as he led her down one freezing corridor after another. They passed doors hanging off hinges or half-rotted, walked through deserted halls and past strange piles of random stuff Arcene could see no practical use for at all.

And everywhere people scurried about, involved in one chore or another. Nobody seemed to have been given the job of controlling the dust or the dirt though, that task abandoned long ago.

This was a place on the verge of collapse even if the inhabitants didn't appear to notice, or maybe they knew and there was nothing they could do about it? If the world at large was closed off then their options would be severely limited.

Through the twists and turns, the strange rooms and empty halls, Arcene kept smiling, she couldn't help it. What an adventure! What a cool castle to visit, full of oddness and weird people — definitely her kind of place.

She knew there was a lot more going on though. Beneath the surface was a darkness, a despair and a sense of fear that practically made the damp walls pulse. If only they could talk, the terrible tales they would surely tell.

One question burned on her tongue and she knew herself well enough to know she would have to ask soon — it was all she could think of, all she could recall when she thought back to standing on the cobbles once they got her out of the well.

"What happened to everyone?" she blurted, unable to keep her question inside any longer.

"What happened? What do you mean?" asked Whip, as he stopped in the corridor. "Ah, you mean the rather disfigured people of the castle? Well, let's just say there is a distinct lack of new blood within our walls, so the workers are a little inbred. Shallow gene pool verging on dry I suppose."

"Er, no, that's not what I meant. I meant why does everyone have an arm or a leg or a hand missing?" Arcene knew she wasn't going to like the answer, but had to ask. Was it down to some type of very dangerous manual work? Were they all miners or did they work with lethal machinery all day? Or were the twins keen on punishment? That wouldn't surprise her in the least.

"Oh! Yes, that." Whip's face turned dark, mouth angled down in distaste. "You'll see soon enough. You shouldn't have come here you know, this is not a place for someone like you Arcene. Not a place for anyone from the outside," he warned. "But I am glad you did." Whip smiled and placed an arm over Arcene's now dry shoulder. He squeezed it gently.

It was like being caressed by a happy corpse.

Arcene held her shudder and smiled innocently at the old man. "Now, about this warm room…?"


AND RELAX (A BIT)


ARCENE WASN'T EXACTLY body conscious, she was comfortable with the way she looked and for many years she'd never given it a single thought — she didn't have the luxury of thinking beyond survival and hadn't been raised to feel shy or abashed about the human body.

But as the years went by and she found herself in the company of others, male and female, she slowly recognized things going on both inside and outside.

Her chest grew a little and it was sore, menstruation began — something she absolutely couldn't see as anything but a serious design flaw, there to make life for girls that little bit harder than it was for boys — and she morphed from a girl that looked like a boy with long hair to a young woman that had the beginnings of an adult female form.

So it came as quite a surprise when she clasped her hands to her small breasts and sank deep into the water as the door to the quarters Whip had allocated her opened and a hunched woman, who Arcene could see was in her early thirties but looked like an ancient crone, came in with an armful of towels — if the thin material that looked like something she would use to dry Leel with if she got muddy, then throw away, could be called towels.

The woman was bent almost double, head down, eyes locked on the floor for the most part, but she stole furtive glances when she thought Arcene wasn't looking. Arcene made herself relax after chastising herself for such sudden modesty, letting the redness recede from her neck. What did she have to be ashamed of, whoever came into the room? Had she become shy, or was it that she didn't trust the men she'd met so far? The men, definitely. Arcene may not have thought of herself as the epitome of womanhood, but she knew damn well that compared to the females she had seen so far then she was, without being big-headed, quite a catch.

Oh dear, fancy me being the best looking with the best figure. Who would have thought it? Arcene cupped her tiny breasts in her hands and stared down at them doubtfully. They'd always just been a bit of an inconvenience, and now they were more so than ever. She shook her head, wet hair dripping over the edge of the steel bath, and frowned at her chest again. Sometimes it was a real pain being a girl.

Come to think of it, where were the other youngsters? She had seen no one that could be classed as young like her, and there certainly weren't any children. Where were they? Being schooled? Unlikely. Working? Hidden away indoors? Another mystery to be solved, and Arcene had the feeling there were plenty of them at Castle Kenyon.

Interesting times lay ahead, but for now she was going to enjoy lazing in the bath and hope the sour stink from the rat people was finally washed away. Even after the near-death experience in the tunnel the water had hardly touched the oily residue left on her arms and shoulders from her brief visit with the strange underground tribe.

"Eh, what was that?" Arcene turned to the woman with the towels, who stared at Leel like she thought she was about to be eaten. At Arcene's voice she lowered her head to the floor once again.

"Would you like me to dry you ma'am? I'm not sure about the etiquette for the ladies like you. I'm just a humble servant is all I am. Should I put the towels down?"

"Oh. Um, anywhere is fine. I can dry myself. But thanks for offering," said Arcene. She smiled, hoping to put the woman at ease. "And you don't need to call me ma'am or anything, call me Arcene."

The woman shuffled over to a low table by the bath and half placed, half dropped the towels with her one arm, fussing about to get them lined up and neat. "Yes ma'am. Um, oops. I mean Arcene." She raised her head and stared in what Arcene was sure was awe at her naked body in the murky water.

She looks like she's never seen a body before. And what's with the interest?

"What's your name?"

"Me ma'am? Arcene," she added hurriedly. "Oh, I'm Margaret, like my mother before me and her mother before that."

"I bet your daughter is called Margaret too, isn't she?" said Arcene, doing her best not to sound as cheeky as she felt.

Margaret put a hand to her head. "Wow! How did you know?"

"Oh, a wild guess is all." Arcene had to stifle a laugh — it wasn't nice to make fun of people just because they were a little slow on the uptake.

"Ooh. Is there anything else I can do for you? The masters said I was to be very accoma… accomme… er, very, um, helpful. Whatever you want."

That's a surprise, I assumed all this was down to Whip.

"No, I'm good, and don't mind her," Arcene pointed at Leel, who had grown bored and was curled up by the roaring fire, fast asleep. "She's a big baby really."

The woman seemed more interested in the fire now than Leel, and Arcene wondered if this was a luxury that Margaret rarely saw.

"Do you want to stand by the fire? You can if you want."

"Oh, really!? Yes please. It's so big, so warm." She moved over to the fire, careful not to disturb Leel, and smiled widely as the flames warmed her.

"Be my guest," said Arcene, as she stood. The water was grossing her out, a shower was what she needed, not wallowing in her own filth. Water cascaded off flesh like pale marble. Arcene caught Margaret staring at her body and couldn't hep but notice a slight rumble coming from the woman. Come to think of it she was hungry too.

Arcene grabbed a towel and dried her upper body before stepping out of the bath to dry her legs. Margaret was silent now, with her back turned, lost in whatever thoughts she had, soaking up the warmth while she had the chance.

[image: ]

Margaret came in and out of the room over the next few hours, along with what Arcene suspected were nosy servants, not having been told to check if she needed anything but taking it upon themselves to find an excuse to come and stare at the strange girl and her pet.

It became maddening, the women unable to stop staring, drawn to her long limbs, pale and athletic as opposed to their stunted bodies, all with various crucial bits missing. Arcene was amazed any of them survived as long as they had, unless they were much younger than they appeared. She grew increasingly irritated until finally she locked the door and the interruptions slowed once it was clear she would take no more visitors for a while. She shooed Margaret away, telling her she was tired and needed to rest, and that did the trick.

Arcene realized she really was tired, and lay on the large four-poster bed, coughing as dust billowed from the heavy, damp bedding. It creaked as she moved in a vain attempt to get comfortable — it wouldn't surprise her if the whole thing fell apart, it looked as old as the castle itself.

Before she knew it she was asleep. The long day had taken its toll, sending her into a deep, disturbed slumber where she dreamed of her son falling to his death from the broken tooth of a giant.

She awoke with a start to the sounds of hammering, groaned as she rolled over and shouted, "Go away," to whoever was at the door. The noise continued so Arcene got up, feeling grumpy and tired, and moved over to the door. She'd put her boots on when she'd dressed and stared in horror at the muddy marks over the bedding.

How rude. They may be mad here but I should still have manners.

The knocks and bangs grew louder and it was then she realized it wasn't coming from the door at all, it was from outside, noise traveling up from far below, the sounds and cries of people reaching the smudged panes of ancient glass, most missing, repaired with what appeared to be ancient animal skin. The window was large, but high, so Arcene dragged over a wooden chest, looked at it with suspicion then pushed it out of the way — it was full of woodworm and she didn't want to risk breaking it by standing on it.

"Here Leel, there's a good girl. Come and help me see what's happening."

Leel opened a lazy eye, groaned, then curled up tighter by the fire and went back to sleep.

"Leel, come on, something is happening and I want to see. Don't be so lazy."

Leel finally got up and moved over to Arcene and after a slight struggle Arcene finally got her to stand still. She clambered up onto her back and stood so she could stare out of the window.

She hadn't realized quite how high up they were, and the view of the countryside and the grounds of Castle Kenyon were impressive, although from her vantage point she saw how messy the hill was, not to mention the number of buildings in various states of decay. How did these people cling to life for so long when they appeared to be so utterly incompetent?

Arcene's attention was drawn to the main courtyard that spread out from the castle doors, a large plaza built out from the hill, steps and walkways leading off it to lower levels and the other open spaces surrounding the castle. It was an impressive setup and would be glorious if well-maintained. She watched groups of men shouting at each other, carrying boards and hammers, banging nails into wood in a rather unorganized manner.

What were they doing? How did they ever get anything done acting the way they did?

She followed the progress for fifteen minutes, entranced by the chaos. Some kind of platform took shape and other activities kept various groups of people occupied — all of which involved a lot of shouting and waving of hands, or hand in many cases. These people needed to take better care of themselves.

"Whoa! Ugh. Leel you daft dog, you can't sit down when I'm stood on your back." Arcene smacked Leel playfully on the rump. She wasn't mad, Leel had done well to be so good for so long. She stretched out her legs in front and dusted her socks off. The banging began again.

The door. This time it is the door.

With a slightly sore bottom from her fall, Arcene got up and went to unlock the door. She wouldn't get back to sleep now, not with all the noise, and besides, maybe company would take her mind off thoughts of her son and the guilt she still felt over Beamer — he was a nice boy, misguided sure, but underneath the indoctrination he'd been a good boy.

Arcene unlocked the door and opened it, where a smiling Margaret and two other women that had snooped earlier, dressed in what appeared to be heavy curtains she wouldn't even let Leel sleep on, stood looking as excited as if they'd been given a puppy each.

"Um, hello?"

"Hello ma'am."

Arcene waited to see how long it would take Margaret to remember. The silence ran on; she'd forgotten. "What can I do for you Margaret, and, er, ladies?"

The women giggled nervously at her words, and Margaret stepped aside with what Arcene assumed she thought of as a curtsy. Arcene stared at the big reveal, a white satin sleeveless gown, out of place amid the gloom and air of neglect. "For you m'lady," said one woman, grinning, the black gaps in her teeth reminding Arcene of the time when she had fallen down a badger hole and knocked out her teeth on a rock.

"For me? It is pretty, but why?" Arcene admired the dress — it wasn't something she would normally wear but it was very nice.

"It was kept for best," interrupted Margaret. "There ain't much like this left but the young masters said we was to be giving it to you and for you to be wearing it for The Feast in your honor tonight."

"A feast? For me? Oh, there's no need for any of that," said Arcene, waving away the notion. It sounded like fun though, so she didn't protest too much.

"Oh, it will be wonderful," said Margaret, face lit up, getting nods of approval from the other women. "We love our Feasts, don't we gals?" More murmurs of agreement. Margaret handed the gown to Arcene with the utmost care. Arcene took it and placed it flat on the bed.

She turned to find the women still at the doorway. They were waiting for something; Arcene had no idea what.

"Shall we dress you ma'am? Arcene," Margaret added.

"Oh, no, that's fine, I can do it myself. When is this feast? Soon?"

"When it's dark," blurted the woman with the worst dental hygiene, who then put a hand to her mouth as if she wasn't allowed to speak. She got angry stares from the others but continued. "We don't do Feasting until dark, it's… Well, it's how we always done it, right girls?" The women nodded.

Are they capitalizing feast? They are. "Okay, well, say thanks to Fionn and Flynn, and I guess I'll see you later. You going to 'The Feast' too?"

"Yes m'lady. Everyone goes to Feasts, it's the law."

"Cool, see you later then." Arcene gave a broad smile and waved.

Margaret paused as the others curtsied and left, saying, "I'll come back later when it's time, just to check before Master Whip escorts you down to do the Feasting. I ain't never seen anyone like you before, you pretty."

"Um, thank you Margaret, you're, er, nice too." That sounded all right, didn't it?

Margaret did her idea of a curtsy once more and backed away down the corridor.

These people are completely bonkers. Arcene stared at the dress on the bed and wondered what "The Feast" would be like. She frowned when she thought of eating meat in a white silk dress — it didn't bode well for the dress.


KNOCK, KNOCK


WHIP'S KNUCKLE WAS mid-air when Arcene opened the door. Shock registered on his face as he looked her up then down.

"What? It's all right isn't it? I usually wear socks and a kilt." Arcene squirmed in the tight-fitting dress — she'd thought she looked pretty, but after Whip's reaction she wasn't so sure. And why did she care anyway?

Stupid dress, stupid Whip, stupid twins and stupid castle.

"All right? I'm lost for words. You look radiant, the most beautiful creature in the entire world."

Arcene put a hand to her neck, sure she was blushing, unable to contain her pleasure at the compliment. What is wrong with me? Why would I care what Whip thinks? Then it hit Arcene: the realization she'd never had such a compliment before, not one so gushing. This was what everyone wanted, wasn't it, to be told you were beautiful, special? Since when had she sought the recognition of others? She had always been confident in herself, never needed such trivial things as approval, especially from those she didn't even know.

"Arcene?" said Whip, giving her a curious look.

"Sorry, please come in, and thank you for the compliment. You sure I look okay?"

"More than okay, you will be fighting off the men I am sure. Especially the twins."

"Ah."

"Hmm."

"About that. They are, um, you know, stable, aren't they? Am I going to have a problem with them?"

"Oh, yes." Whip nodded.

"Yes, they are stable, or yes I will have a problem?"

"You will have a problem, they are not stable. But I can help, I want to help. More of this later, we have a Feast to attend in your honor and I am to take you to Master Fionn and Master Flynn. They wish to both escort you to this special event."

"Both? Well, okay." Arcene knew it wasn't the time or the place to get into a deep conversation, and if she was honest with herself then she felt like Whip was manipulating her, or at least intended to. He didn't know her, if he did then he would think twice about ever trying to cross her.

Arcene was full of fun, always on the hunt for excitement and the good things in life, but there was a darkness at her core, born out of the struggle to survive and encounters with the depths to which people could sink when no one held them responsible for their actions. She would not, under any circumstances, be used, abused or confused with somebody that would stand back and let herself or her friends be manipulated or harmed in any way.

Arcene gave Whip her best smile and said, "Shall we?" Whip nodded, a slight frown showing for a second before he caught it and exchanged it for a smile. He was a clever one and no mistake. "Come on Leel, we're going to a party."

Woof.

Leel stretched, muscles rippling, making Arcene smile as she knew the dog was showing off and warning that the man better not mess with either her or Arcene. She took a sad last look at the fire then trotted over and sat next to Arcene, showing her indifference to Whip by ignoring him totally.

"You are bringing the dog?"

"Where I go Leel goes."

"So be it. Please, take my arm." Whip offered a suit-clad limb and Arcene placed her bare skin through the crook.

They went to find the twins.


THEY HAVE ISSUES


WHIP, WHO HAD dressed for The Feast in a simple dark suit with minimal signs of wear, kept stealing glances at Arcene as he led her to wherever it was the twins waited. Arcene got the distinct impression Whip seldom had such a hands-on role in the goings-on of the castle and caught him fading a little now and then, as if he was unused to being present in front of people, but often hid away in the shadows like a… like a ghost.

Arcene shuddered. He wasn't, was he? Could he be a ghost? No, that was silly, right?

"Are you all right my dear? I apologize for the temperature, but it is a fine evening outside and you will be warm soon enough. Plus, the twins do like to keep their quarters well-heated."

"That's not the case for everyone though, is it Whip? The girl Margaret, who I saw earlier, she seemed almost obsessed with the fire."

"You are correct. As you can imagine, there is an issue with firewood."

"About that. You haven't told me much of anything concerning the castle, not that there's been much time." Arcene realized she hadn't actually spent more than a few minutes with Whip although she felt like it had been longer, but there had been the walk to the castle, then the twins interrupted and… well, that was it. How strange.

"Haha. I have that effect on people. They often feel like they have been with me longer than they have. It's because… No need to go into that now, you know already, don't you?"

"About the fading in and out? Yeah, I saw it. But nobody else does?"

"No. As I have already mentioned, the people here are not the most astute."

Arcene tried to keep up with Whip, which she was finding hard in the tight dress as it wasn't designed for walking, more for standing about and probably getting your hand kissed. "About the wood situation Whip, there are loads of trees all around the castle, what's the problem? Got no axes or worship trees do you? Ah, that's it," Arcene was sure she was on to something, "you lot worship trees. You like to hug them and talk to them and think they are like people. Trust me, they may have their own energy in The Noise but they aren't people. And anyway, you could just wait until there is dead wood and burn that."

"Oh dear, you have got the wrong end of the stick, haha, entirely my dear. No, it's nothing to do with that. You see, we have been behind these walls for a long time. I have been here the longest, the first born as a matter of fact, but there have been endless generations since, all born within the confines of the castle, and well, things have changed over all those years. Me too. We can't go outside. We don't go outside." Whip stopped and gave Arcene a hard stare. "Do you understand?"

Arcene saw more than Whip wanted to share behind his eyes. It was as if he were pleading for help, wanted a way out, or change at the least, and had no real idea how to go about it. He thought she was the answer, that was the truth of it. He wanted help. Arcene nodded. "I understand. You're stuck, all of you, but you most of all. Am I right?"

Whip smiled, or what Arcene thought he believed to be a smile at any rate. "You are correct. Now, before we meet the twins again I must warn you about this evening. I doubt it will be what you are accustomed to, and it will come as a shock, so please—"

"Whip, there you are. Come on man, this is no time to dally. What on earth have you been doing?"

"Please excuse me Master Flynn, I was merely escorting the young lady to—"

Flynn held up a hand, stopping Whip mid-sentence the moment he turned his attention to Arcene. His jaw almost hit the floor, and he adjusted his trousers in a way that Arcene did not like in the slightest. Flynn smiled, brushed a curl behind an ear and straightened up. Whip was ignored as though he wasn't there, which wasn't far from the truth.

Arcene watched as he faded into the background. Probably too much for him, she thought. He's not used to having to deal with people. Don't blame him.

Arcene realized her hand was being lifted when she turned to Leel to tell her to stop growling. Flynn was bending down as he raised her hand, lips puckered like a fish. "Quiet Leel." Flynn paused. "Sorry, carry on." Arcene spoke with her most regal voice, like she did when she used the flip-talker back home — it always made her want to sound like the posh people she'd seen in the movies made so long ago.

Flynn kissed her hand, then straightened. "M'lady, would you care to accompany me to The Feast? It is in your honor. It isn't often that we have guests." He stared at her, full of hope.

"That would be wonderful, I am honored." Arcene stifled a laugh trying to force its way out like water from a broken bucket. As she stared into the dry, red-rimmed eyes of a man she saw through The Noise was ancient yet had learned nothing in all his years, she couldn't help but think of him as a warped reflection of herself: trapped in a body and unable to age as was right. But in his case it was different: he was too full of his own self-importance to consider the needs of others, too caught up in his own self to accept what was right or wrong. Bottom line? Not a nice guy, just like his brother.

Speaking of brothers.

Arcene watched as Fionn came marching down the corridor, pace increasing when he saw his twin held her hand.

"Flynn!" shouted Fionn. "You were supposed to wait in our quarters. We are not to go chasing about the castle like common peasants. We are rulers, we are to be treated as such."

"Yes, yes," said Flynn, as he released Arcene's hand reluctantly.

Fionn practically shoved his brother out of the way and the whole hand raising and kissing was repeated. Leel didn't bother to growl; a look from Arcene told her to keep quiet for now.

"You look radiant, like an angel," said Fionn, getting a frown from his brother for stealing away compliments he wished to give.

"Thank you kind sir, you are both too lovely." How am I keeping a straight face? These two are right idiots.

Flynn and Fionn jostled for position and Whip came back into the equation as if popping into existence — the twins didn't question where he had been.

"Ah, Whip. Lead the way to our quarters, we are almost ready and we would like to show Arcene how we live here at the castle."

"How we live? Yes, of course Master Flynn, it would be my pleasure. This way please." Whip stepped forward, leading the little group.

"We know where it is Whip, no need to tell us the way," said Fionn.

"But you just… Oh, never mind. This way please."

No wonder he tries not to get involved, these two are about as dumb as a bag of rocks, and less useful. Arcene followed Whip down the corridor, getting squashed by Fionn and Flynn who refused to give up space to the other even though the corridor was too narrow to comfortably walk three-abreast. Leel didn't help by "accidentally" nudging each twin in the bum as she jostled to stay close to Arcene.

"It was our mother's," said Fionn.

"Was it? Er, what was?"

"The dress," said Flynn. "She's dead now. And Father isn't well, is he Fionn?"

"No, he isn't well at all. Do you like it?"

"What, that your father isn't well?" asked Arcene, confused by the to-and-fro of the twins' speech.

"The dress. Are you stupid or something?"

Arcene stopped dead in her tracks. The twins continued to walk a few paces before they realized she wasn't there. They turned. Whip stopped ahead and rushed back to see what the hold-up was.

"Did you call me stupid?" Arcene could barely get her words out. Her hand reached up past her head before she remembered she didn't have her sword — lucky for the twins. Arcene saw shock register on the faces of the two men, fear too. This was probably a first for them, but they had better watch their step. Guest or no guest, Arcene would not be spoken down to by such imbeciles.

"N… no, I… did not," said Fionn. "I asked if you were. What's the matter with her Whip? This is the second time she has failed to show us the proper respect."

"As I said earlier Master Fionn, she is not from the castle. Things are different the other side of the wall. She does not know who you are."

"You don't call me stupid. I am your guest and I should be treated as such, not spoken to like a child." Arcene saw panic in Whip's eyes: he didn't want her to ruin the chance of change, not like this anyway.

The twins were oblivious to the fact that Arcene could snap their necks like twigs before they even knew what was happening, but her words were enough to cut through their soft facade of bravado, making them question their roles and the way they presented themselves. They lost their air of superiority for a moment before composing themselves. The jutting chin and the haughty attitude returned.

"We may have overestimated her value to us brother," said Flynn. "We almost let her come between us, cause trouble, we must be more careful."

"We must," agreed Fionn. "She is just a girl and—"

"Just a girl! I'll chop off your chins and feed them to Leel and—"

"Come now Arcene, let us not get carried away. I do believe the excitement of the evening is getting to us all. Shall we?" Whip gestured to the door at the end of the hall, presumably the quarters of the twins.

"Yes, yes, fine," said a twin. Arcene had forgotten which was which again.

Arcene nodded and let herself relax. It wasn't their fault, they weren't used to having anybody do anything but cower in their presence.

"Good," said Whip, and led the now quiet group to the door.


DOGS HAVE FEELINGS TOO


WHIP PULLED ON the handles to the double doors and heat hit Arcene like she'd stepped into a hot spring. He hadn't been kidding when he said the twins liked it warm. Perks of the job, she supposed.

Don't get so angry with them, you call them stupid in your mind, they just haven't got the sense to keep their opinions to themselves.

The heat made Arcene feel like she was walking into her own funeral pyre as she stepped over the threshold after Fionn and Flynn. One of them went to close the door. Arcene caught herself before she smacked him about the head, placed her hand gently on his arm instead, and said, "Leel isn't in yet. Look."

Fionn, it was him she was sure, poked his head around the door to see Leel sat with her special sad face in full force. Fionn just shrugged and said, "It's a dog. We don't have dogs in our room."

"For me?" asked Arcene, pouting her lip and tilting her hip. Oh no, I have sold out to a fool.

"Fine," sighed Fionn, and opened the door wide.

Leel trotted inside, gave him a quick stare, then went to sniff the room, doing a thorough job.

"Thanks," said Arcene. At the words Fionn melted, the scowl replaced with a smile. However they acted, tried to be superior, it was clear that they had little female company and were rather overwhelmed with her presence — she intended to keep it like that. No way were they going to boss her about. She was a guest and you treated guests well: with proper respect.

Flynn stepped up beside his brother, Whip forgotten — he'd joined Leel, who sat by the fire panting but refusing to move away as that wasn't what you did when there was a fire.

Lucky things.

"Let us start again," said Flynn graciously. "We apologize if we said the wrong thing, we rarely have much to say to girls. Um, women."

"Or much interest in them usually," added Fionn.

"Until now." They both smiled, confident she was happy to have their attention.

"I'm flattered." I'm not.

"Good. Now, can I get you a drink? Wine?"

"You have wine? But no, better not, I don't really like it." Arcene had sipped wine a few times — it never ended well. She got rather manic and when she got manic things got dangerous, and broken.

"If you are sure? Would you care to sit?" Flynn indicated a group of chairs arranged around what appeared to be a TV screen, the technology out of place in the antiquated room with its ancient furniture and even older walls. But then, the TV was as old as some of the furniture, just different.

"Thank you, that's kind." Be good, be polite. Arcene sat and tried not to moan when a spring stuck into her bum. She looked at the screen on the wall and wondered what they watched. If they never went outside then how much choice would they have?

"Do you like watching magic screens?" asked Fionn.

"Magic screens? Oh, yeah, sure. I've seen loads, what's your favorite? Mine is anime, I love all the crazy sword fights and the big eyes, it reminds me of all the fun I used to have and I also really like the movies where people do daft stuff like go in cellars or into the woods even though they know there are nasty people or evil creatures out to get them and they are always hiding in those kinds of places. Oh, and I love car chases, I would have loved to have been in a car when the roads weren't all overgrown and you could…" Oops.

Arcene had gotten carried away. She enjoyed watching movies and all manner of things from the vast collection at her home, but the choice she had was not the same as for others. She'd rambled, like she always did when she had the chance to talk about things that interested her.

The twins stared at her like she'd appeared from nowhere and had something wrong with her. It hadn't been that bad, had it?

"Oh, gosh, we don't have much, I don't even know what most of what you talked about means. We just have these." Flynn reached under the table and pulled out a battered box containing a TV show Arcene had watched once, and hated.

"Ooh, that's a good one, you're lucky." Arcene smiled, no point making them feel bad.

"We like it," said Fionn. "But we have little choice," he said, talking to the floor quietly.

"Hey, about this Feast," said Arcene changing the subject. "Is it really for me?"

In a flash the twins became animated, eyes alive and heads high. "Oh yes, we have everything ready. The platform is built, the food is being prepared, and we shall have the very best of times. It is all in your honor and there will be more meat than you could possibly eat."

"It will be an excellent evening," added Fionn. "We wondered when you would come but knew you would. Just not the way you did." Flynn nudged his brother who gave him a blank stare before reddening and said, "Um, now, shall we be going?"

The twins stood in a hurry and Flynn said, "Whip, time to go old man. The Feast awaits."

I knew they were watching me, I could feel it when we were outside the castle. But why didn't they let me in? They like to spy that's why. Or they are so bored that they didn't want to make it too easy. Arcene's thoughts were interrupted by the hand of Whip on her shoulder.

"Shall we?" He nodded to the door where the twins waited, smiling like two kids allowed to stay up late. Both held out a hand for Arcene.

Oh boy. "Come on Leel."

Leel got to her feet, padded past the twins at the door and walked out, ignoring them completely.

Lucky dog.

Arcene glanced at Whip before he turned to leave; he looked worried. More, he looked almost green, like he was about to vomit. He hurried out the door.

Arcene smiled, held out her hands, and took a deep breath.


IT'S TIME TO FEAST


HERE WE GO again, thought Whip, the familiar dread gripping his stomach as all around him the loud conversations died down. Chairs were scraped back noisily on the flagstones by those lucky enough to have one, while others rose from squatting positions or stood up straighter out of respect. Whip hated this aspect of castle life more with each passing year, every Feast knotting his insides tighter, the dread cutting deeper.

Why can't they just eat the damn cattle and the vegetables instead of this?

Fionn and Flynn rose from their thrones, what they liked to call thrones at any rate — Whip thought them fools to take on such airs and graces, but they looked the part, he had to admit.

Silence.

Whip struggled to keep his composure, he hadn't shown his presence at a Feast for longer than he could remember although he always attended, drawn like a moth to a flame, but he never let others see him. If he did then he would be forced to participate, to eat.

Flames danced high in the fire pit, the waiting crowd illuminated orange, to Whip a nightmare of distorted features and limbs. Hell come to earth. As the silence continued, a man with a white hood over his head, narrow slits for eyes, clapped once from his position beside the fire and wielded a long-handled metal rake as if it were a weapon.

He raked the coals. Sparks flew high into the darkness and the crowd cheered before silence descended once again.

Whip turned to watch Arcene.

She sat, transfixed by the ritual. She hid her confusion well, unless she already knew what to expect, but Whip doubted it. Castle Kenyon was a closed world, there was little chance that such a warping of a religion would have occurred outside its walls. He supposed he would find out soon enough where her loyalties lay — he knew they would not be with the twins, or the rest of the simple folk that kept the castle functioning, barely.

"Whip, what's wrong with you man?" asked Fionn. The stern voice sliced through Whip's thoughts. What had he missed? How long had Fionn been speaking?

"Excuse me Master Fionn, these old ears aren't what they used to be."

"Well, Whip, I suggest that if you wish to keep them then you pay better attention in the future. Our guest?"

Fionn smiled at Arcene, who stood as Whip said, "Lady Arcene, would you please stand?"

Arcene continued to stand and Whip waited. He wished he could say The Feast would be more brief than it usually was but he knew that was wishful thinking. It would be long; it would be nasty.

He almost faded away right then, to be forgotten and not take part, but it was too late: if he wanted the change he was so reluctant to embrace then he had to be present, interact, guide events however much he objected to them.

"Let us begin," shouted Flynn and Fionn, before each stepped back and indicated that Arcene should stand between them. She moved cautiously, her dog never once taking its eyes off the twins, although it stayed where it was after Arcene whispered, "Stay, Leel," before taking her place.

The crowd cheered, the sparks lit up the scene, the twins began their speeches and Whip groaned.

He hoped that when the night was over he would have an ally. If not then he had deeply misjudged Arcene and would have another problem to deal with rather than the help he so sorely needed.

It was time to find out.


LET THERE BE MEAT


STOOD BETWEEN THE twins in the half-dark and staring down from the dais at the hushed, expectant crowd, Arcene felt like she was about to cast judgment on the poor creatures. She steadied herself on the less than well-built platform, the planks as worm-eaten as the furniture inside the castle. Arcene guessed they were a precious commodity indeed.

The dais was close enough to the huge fire pit for the warmth to reach her, welcome in the cool evening air. What wasn't so pleasant was the stench of burning dung and that of the crowd — they needed to wash more often.

Makeshift chairs, benches and stools were arranged rather haphazardly in a circle around the pit, spreading out from where she stood with the twins, Whip, Leel and a few others important enough to be introduced to. All of them wore clothes that would have once been called fine but were now well past their best — that didn't stop the owners from puffing their chests out and looking down their noses at those below, caught up in their sense of self-importance and preening like peacocks for the watching masses.

Where's the food? Arcene stared at the bare tables made of more rough planks, bits of pipe tied together, scraps of metal and other pieces of salvage from the castle — she was sure one rather strange looking table was made from bone. But they were empty, not a morsel of food was to be seen. What was going on?

Then it began.

From her position between the twins she felt their energy build, felt the excitement ripple through the crowd as they smiled at their doting people.

"We are gathered for The Feast," roared Flynn, as the crowd erupted into cheers and shouts. He held up a hand and they were silent. "We owe it to Him to give thanks for the life we are fortunate to have, and we, as loyal subjects, never shrink from our duty. We shall give of ourselves so He knows we are His children and follow the traditions of thousands of years. The Feast." The crowd went wild, shouting and cheering, stomping their feet and banging the tables, a few of which collapsed. There was rather a lot of raising of hands; the only thing Arcene raised were her eyebrows.

Fionn took up where his brother left off. "Since the first day at Castle Kenyon our father, the founder of the new order, gave thanks for the gift given to him and those that followed him to safety behind these walls. He upheld the traditions of the past, and the people flourished. We continue those traditions to this day, giving thanks and ensuring that Castle Kenyon endures. We work hard and we always have, and that is as it should be, but we must also enjoy the fruits of our labor, so, without further ado—" Fionn was interrupted by Flynn tapping him on the shoulder. He whispered something and Fionn nodded.

"Of course, I could never forget why this is such an important occasion and will be the best Feast Castle Kenyon has ever seen. We have a very special guest, from the outside." Fionn waited while the "oohs" and "aahs" died down as the crowd all admired Arcene. This was way more attention than she liked, and the feeling of something bad about to happen grew as the speech continued.

"Arcene is our guest of honor and for her we have more volunteers than I can ever recall. We give thanks to Him for the generosity of you all and we pray she decides to stay with us and help us be better than we have ever been. To thrive and to breathe new life into the castle. May we flourish for thousands of years. Amen."

"Amen," came the chorus from the crowd.

Oh boy, this will not go well. What kind of religion have they made for themselves? What does this all mean?

The twins sat; Arcene was standing alone. She caught Whip's eye, who nodded for her to sit too, which she did thankfully.

Flynn clapped. The Feast began.
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Arcene suffered the mindless chatter of the twins, no chance of escape. Conversation, if it could be called that, consisted mostly of them not wanting to wait much longer for the food to arrive and that they wished they could burn something apart from dried dung to make the barbecue — Arcene couldn't argue with that. They wittered on, probably going over the same issues they had a thousand times before, agreeing that as nice as it would be to burn real wood it simply wasn't possible for The Feast: the fire was too greedy.

They repeatedly asked Arcene how she was, told her she looked lovely and squirmed in their chairs when they said something Arcene took issue with and gave them one of those looks.

She tried to move away from the twins but found it impossible: they insisted she stayed between them. She glanced at Whip, silently pleading with him to help her, but he shrugged his shoulders — it was out of his hands.

The food arrived, each course greeted with cheers and the sounds of a thousand bent forks or spoons scraping cracked plates, pieces of metal or slate, as it was devoured greedily.

On and on it went. Arcene found herself relaxing in the atmosphere of the warm fire, the background chatter below, and the food she had to admit was rather delicious, if simple.

It was how she liked it. She wasn't interested in fancy meals or unnecessary garnishes, she preferred her food plain and well-cooked: hot, sticky and juicy. The only thing that ruined her enjoyment was the constant preoccupation with the damn dress. She dared not spill food, it was too pretty and rare, so she had to lean forward rather awkwardly to eat, and constantly caught herself almost wiping her hands down the front of the delicate fabric.

The first course was served by a group of very proud looking shepherds, although from what Arcene gathered they didn't so much shepherd as leave the sheep to it most of the time. The men were charged with ensuring the meat was the best it could be, and that meant going outside the walls occasionally to check on the grass, deal with the fences and assorted other tasks — they were held in the highest regard, almost in awe by the twins and everyone else for their ability to step outside the walls and not be tainted by the poison air. They seemed to all believe it would infect the minds of anyone but the line of shepherds that had passed down the protection over generations.

They served delicately cooked cutlets that were delicious, although the portions were tiny and Arcene had worried she would go hungry until the twins began their chatter in earnest, telling her that there would be countless courses before the main meal even began.

Their eyes twinkled in the orange light as they mentioned the main course. Arcene couldn't wait.

Next came goat's cheese and a dried cracker with seeds sprinkled on top — tasty and delicate. Then there were baked parsnips, then sweet peppers drizzled with canola oil, followed by a tiny sliver of beef, bringing gasps from the crowd as they savored every tiny bite — beef was a real treat, they had it only once or twice a year as the animals were so valuable, the milk so precious, the males needed for breeding.

Cups appeared, full of cow's milk, creamy and thick, followed by pigeon breast. Then a handful of the tiniest potatoes Arcene had ever eaten, roasted to perfection, swimming in butter, chunks of garlic and sprigs of rosemary.

On and on it went. Arcene was in heaven.

The twins wished to talk in private, but Arcene suspected it was more to do with the fact that Leel kept nudging them out of the way to get to the food on the table and take scraps from Arcene that led them to ask if she wouldn't mind sitting to Fionn's left, next to Whip, while they discussed important castle matters.

Arcene was more than happy to oblige — they were the most boring dinner companions she had ever encountered, and they kept talking to her when all she wanted to do was eat and soak up the party atmosphere.

"I see you are enjoying The Feast, Arcene," said Whip, looking uncomfortable as he pushed the softest pork Arcene had ever tasted around his bowl with his fork without eating.

Arcene tried to calm her mood, she was hyped and content. Food, and plenty of it, knowing there was more to come, did that to her every time. "You aren't? This is amazing Whip, all this food, all these happy faces. What could be better?"

"We should chat later my dear, or maybe tomorrow. Things are not as they seem, as you will find out soon enough. All this food you see before you results from a lot of hard work but The Feast does not happen every day, although it still happens more than I would like, which is never."

"Okay." Arcene was at a loss, what was wrong with him? This was good, wasn't it?

Whip sighed. "You don't understand. Most days the people eat sparsely. Rice and vegetables are given every morning here in the square, and if you miss it that's it, no second chance. You wait until the next day."

"That seems fair, everyone gets a share. It must be hard to keep people fed when you, you know, won't go outside the walls. There's plenty out there Whip, if you went outside then you would never go hungry."

"But I can't. I tried once and felt like I would die. No, my place is here, as is everyone else's. The air is poison out there, the open spaces do things to your mind and send you funny."

"I'm from out there and look at me." Arcene smiled her best smile. "There's nothing wrong with me is there?"

"I meant no disrespect Arcene, I apologize if it came across that way. But you have to understand, ever since we first came to the castle, when the twins' father did, with those that followed him, everyone has stayed inside. Over the years the outside has become off-limits. We have myths, legends, even a religion that discourages it, but even if people want to leave they can't. It is too ingrained into their minds to even consider it, not that any of them do."

"Because they are all a bit simple, right?"

"As you say. They are so inbred they accept their lives blindly, and they accept the warped religion that has built up over the years. It's just the way things are. The twins' father started it all, warping a faith that many in the country once followed, turning it into something obscene. Now nobody knows any better. They love it actually, think they are doing something a higher power, God, wants them to do. It makes me sick."

"Whip, I've seen strange religions before, you must have heard of The Eventuals, right?" Whip nodded. "I saw their leader, I was there at the end. I saw how they twisted faith and what they did, all of this seems harmless in comparison. Just a little odd."

"It may be harmless to those on the other side, but trust me, it is not harmless to those within the walls."

"Tell me."

"It's too late for that, it's about to start." Whip gulped, turning to stare at the fire pit.

Arcene realized that the courtyard had grown silent, nobody was eating or talking, even the children Arcene had wondered about were silenced by parents as The Raker of The Coals, as the twins had told her was his title, wielded his rake once again and stirred embers into life. Heat radiated out over rapt faces as everyone stood and the twins lifted their arms into the air and gazed up at the sky, faces slick with sweat and grease.

Arcene automatically put a hand out to stroke Leel, her head higher than Arcene's as she was sat down, so she raised her arm and stroked the fur then frowned: her hand felt sticky. She realized she must have been wiping her greasy hands on the poor dog's head without even thinking.

Oops, sorry Leel.

There was no time to think about Leel's greasy head though, the twins were speaking, almost in a whisper, the sound carried through the silence, interrupted only by the crackle of the coals.

"Time for the main course," said the twins in unison.

"Time for the main course," echoed back the crowd.

Snick. Snick. Snick…

Knives, scissors, slivers of glass and steel were drawn and held high in the air.

Then the screaming started.


THE MAIN COURSE


ARCENE GRIPPED WHIP'S bony upper arm tight, not noticing the wince of pain as she dug her fingers in so hard he'd have a nasty bruise the next day. "Do something Whip, do something! They're chopping bits off each other. Off themselves! Stop them!"

"I can't," said Whip quietly. "If I tried then I'd be dead. This is what The Feast is all about, and this is an extra special one. In your honor." The words came out as a hiss, but it wasn't an accusation directed at Arcene, it was for the twins, who watched in delight as blood spurted and screams filled the night sky.

Arcene stood transfixed as the insanity continued in front of her. The glow from the fire twisted already gnarled and misshapen limbs into grotesque parodies of humanity. People smiled and clapped with glee as their neighbors sliced off ears, placed hands flat on tables and chopped down hard with axes on their own fingers or those of their loved ones.

Others took it one stage further, so caught up in the moment were they, taking off first a finger, then two, then cajoling others to pin them down and hack away at bone, amputating limbs and watching half-crazed with pain and blood loss as arms, hands, feet and more were taken up by the screaming crowd only to be flung onto the coals where they sizzled, crackled and spat.

The Wielder of The Rake, hood now black with soot, carefully and attentively arranged the more delicate offerings of flesh, such as ears or fingers, onto racks or moved limbs in the coals, turning them and shifting them to either hot or cool spots depending on what his expertise dictated.

A barbecue of human flesh. But this was no cannibalism as Arcene had ever encountered or heard of, this was voluntary, tradition, the giving of themselves for their religion, for the greater good of the community.

How had this happened? How had they sunk so low to think this was right? Arcene couldn't even begin to come to terms with such a warping of all she took for granted in the world.

"This is why I don't eat meat," said Whip almost casually, as he leaned in close, sour breath assaulting her nostrils. "Now do you see why I warned you?"

"Warned me!? You didn't say a word about this. It's disgusting. What is wrong with them all?"

"It's tradition. It's what they think is right and nobody has done anything but encourage them. I tried once, to stop it. I almost lost my life doing so. The twins’ father, Finn, he threatened to have me roasted alive when I tried to reason with him. It was no use, everything was too far gone by then. Now it's a part of their faith, part of who they are."

"They're cannibals! They're going to eat it, aren't they? Eat themselves, eat each other."

"Oh yes, they most certainly are."

Arcene watched as the flesh was sorted, other masked men moving close to the barbecue and arranging the smaller pieces onto platters, slicing up meat into small chunks, chopping through bone.

The main course began.

Arcene was about to shout at the twins, tell them they were out of their minds, that they were abominations and should be held responsible, when Whip grabbed her hard, his grip surprising. "Don't even think about it," he said, his face straining to keep calm, fighting his own inner demons. "If you so much as say a wrong word now then it'll be you on the barbecue, or bits of you anyway. And I don't imagine they will think twice about your dog."

Arcene looked at Leel, who had sunk down to the floor away from the madness, whining quietly to herself under the table — she knew what was happening, understood it and wanted no part in it either.

"I can't just let this carry on," protested Arcene. "I can't be a part of this."

"Sit down," ordered Whip. "You can, and you will. There is nothing to be done now. We will speak tomorrow. Do not say a word to them, this is part of who we are here, there is no getting away from it. You think a stranger can change their minds, just like that? No, of course not, so keep quiet and do not cross them today. They may act like little children but when it comes to The Feast, well, it is all any of them have ever known. It goes back a long way Arcene, you can't change it with a few words."

He was right. What would she achieve by blurting out how insane it all was? Nothing but another course for the masses. She sat, unable to take her eyes off the slowly cooking limbs, the ears and fingers that were already placed on the table in front of her, little crispy bits of ear lobe and knuckles of lumpy female fingers steaming and crackling, golden brown and disgusting.

No wonder he won't eat meat. It's more of a reason than Beamer's dad had, that's for sure.

Beamer, poor Beamer. She believed she had found a friend in the young boy and she supposed that in some ways she had: it wasn't his fault, he'd been warped just like these poor souls. Was there no end to the madness?

Arcene wished she'd stayed at home. Adventure was one thing, this was something else entirely. You could have too much of a good thing and Castle Kenyon had delivered more than she had ever bargained for. And then some.

Arcene was interrupted by the encouraging smile of Flynn as he nudged her to get her attention.

"Isn't it wonderful Arcene? Look how generous the people are this evening, how much they give of themselves to celebrate your presence amongst us and to continue the faith. They are so good really, although we do moan I know, but He will be most happy with the gifts they have given this night, most happy."

It wasn't real, it couldn't be. Arcene watched in a daze as Flynn picked up an ear and crunched on it, smiling like he'd seen an angel as he munched on the chewy morsel then picked up what Arcene was sure was a big toe. He nodded at the platter, encouraging her to help herself — she almost jabbed him in the throat with her fingers and put an end to his life right there and then.

But then what? Whip was right: she couldn't kill every last one of them, could she? No, so they would mob her, kill her, or roast her alive. Leel too.

"Please, help yourself," said Fionn, leaning over, not wishing to be left out of the conversation or let his brother have all of Arcene's attention. He lifted the platter to her face then shook it slightly so the meat rattled. A slice of something, smooth and terrible, bounced off and fell to the floor.

Arcene panicked — no way did she want Leel to eat human flesh. She needn't have worried. As she looked down Leel jumped up, sniffed the at first glance tasty treat, then nudged it away with her nose until it fell through a crack in the boards and disappeared.

She is the best dog in the whole world.

Knowing she had little choice, Arcene did the only thing she could: she picked up a finger, smiled sweetly, and said, "Thank you Fionn," which resulted in a scowl at his brother from Flynn for getting her attention.

What now? No way was she going to eat it. No way.

A shriek from below saved her having to do anything drastic as the twins became distracted. She dropped the finger between her legs and down onto the boards; Leel nudged it into the void like before — she really was the best dog ever.

Arcene watched as a woman was cradled in the arms of a man and hurried away into the night as blood spouted from her stump of an arm like the fountain in the city. Arcene wondered how they survived such catastrophic wounds, there didn't seem to be much in the way of knowledge amongst the people so she doubted there were either doctors, the necessary equipment or drugs, to stop them from dying rather quickly.

"Don't worry," said Flynn, turning back to face her, "she'll be fine."

"Fine? Really?" Arcene couldn't think of anything else to say. What was there to say to such a flippant remark about someone who had chopped off their own hand then flung it into the fire happily?

"Oh yes," interrupted Fionn. "They make a bit of a song and dance about it but they always pull through. She'll be back to work in a few days."

"What!? How? She's just cut her hand off."

"Because it is His will, that's how, Arcene. Our people are strong, they recover. They have some type of special drink, it sets them right in no time. I'm not sure what's in it," said Fionn with a frown, "but it works wonders. It's the breeding you know, they are stubborn creatures if a little dim. They're like… well, I'm not sure what they're like, but it doesn't do them any harm, and besides, it is what He asks for, how it has always been, even before Father came to Castle Kenyon and claimed ownership. This is religion Arcene," lectured Fionn, "it goes back thousands of years. People did it to be closer to Him, to show they don't hold their bodies in higher regard than Him."

These people are twisted in the head. Arcene had read about various religions over the years, some of it she could relate to, other bits not in the slightest, but she was sure that none of them called for the chopping off of bits of your own body and chucking them on a fire then letting others eat them. Of that she was certain. What would be the point? You'd end up with no arms and then how would you eat or do anything? The logic escaped her.

The next course arrived.

On and on it went, each platter served more macabre than the last.

Some bits looked half-raw, others as crispy as the coals they were cooked on, but nobody seemed to mind. Everyone was in a trance: part religious ecstasy, part overfeeding, was all Arcene could assume. It never ended. People stuffed their faces with meat, juices of other human beings running down their chins while those that had given of themselves enjoyed eating their neighbors as much as they enjoyed being eaten themselves.

Finally, the main course arrived. Men struggled under the weight of roast arms and legs on massive trays they carried from table to table — people sliced pieces off or groups shared a limb.

Fionn and Flynn shared a plump forearm between them, talking excitedly about how tender the fat was, how it melted in their mouths — Arcene tried not to be sick. Whip had no such luck and discreetly vomited several times, but he never excused himself, he stayed. Arcene could tell he wasn't used to being quite so involved at The Feast. When immersed in The Noise he probably staved off the smell and the overpowering effects of the meat, but now he was fully present it was too much for him. She wondered why she didn't retch but realized she had gone deep into herself, shut down or subdued her senses so she could remain at the feasting table without going crazy and shouting at the top of her lungs that they were all insane, then leaving.

How could she get away? She had to leave, that was certain, and as soon as possible. If she spent another day within the walls she would surely be wielding her sword and trying to knock sense into whoever she happened to leave alive.

"Enjoy," shouted the twins, as they stood and wiped their mouths on their sleeves.

"Hurray," came the cry from their subjects.

"We will leave you now to enjoy the rest of the evening. Remember, we give to Him so we may save ourselves and do His work."

Finally! At least it means I can go too.

"Arcene, would you care to join us in our chambers for a drink?" asked Fionn with hope.

Damn!

"Um, er, I'm sleepy, it's been a long day." Arcene noted their disappointment, anger too, so quickly added, "But I would be delighted if you escorted me back to my room."

With that they perked up a little, although it wasn't exactly what they wanted to hear. Both held out a greasy hand which Arcene took, politely ignoring what she touched.

Whip rose and said, "I shall lead the way. No need for you to hold a torch yourselves."

"Good man Whip, off you go then."

Arcene called to Leel and they left the dais to cheers from mouths full of flesh. Soon they were swallowed up by the welcome darkness of the castle's interior, lit only by the burning torch Whip took from the entrance.
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Half an hour of goodbyes and more goodbyes later, while Arcene fought the urge to dash into her room, grab her sword and chop off their heads, she finally closed the door to her quarters and leaned against the thick wood.

Her head spun like she'd been on the Merry-Go-Round again, and her stomach gurgled. She fought against the gag reflex and wondered how it was possible for people to inflict such punishment on themselves, let alone be happy to do so.

The power of the mind, people can do anything.

What should she do? How best to help these people? Could they be helped?

The answer was no. Traditions that went back hundreds of years, were as much a part of the people as breathing itself, would not be changed by one person. Her attempts would be futile at best, maybe cause more harm than good.

She had to leave.

In the morning, I'll leave in the morning.

Arcene staggered over to the bed in a daze, noting that Leel was already asleep in front of the fire. She changed her mind and joined her sleeping friend, curled up tight against her gurgling belly and was asleep before she had the chance to think another thought.


AN EXPLANATION


ARCENE AWOKE TO the sound of her own snoring and wondered where her arm had gone. She couldn't feel it and surprised herself that she didn't panic. Memories of the previous evening flooded back and then the calm vanished, replaced with horror. Maybe someone had stolen her limb after she fell asleep, the crowd Feasting on her flesh while she was curled up by the fire with Leel.

They wouldn't, would they? Yes, they would, they ate their friends and family. She was a stranger.

Fearing the worst, Arcene opened her eyes to find herself staring at Leel's copious belly. She tried to move but couldn't, only to realize that her arm was still attached: it was numb because somehow Leel had rolled onto it and cut off the circulation.

Better a numb arm than no arm.

"Come on Leel you big fat lump, shift it. I need a pee."

Woof?

"I know you're sleepy but tough, you have to move. Come on, I'm stuck." Leel rolled away from Arcene and she got to her feet, staring down at the dress, now covered in Leel's blue/gray fur and very creased. She tried to straighten it out by brushing at it, but all that did was make it worse. Giving it up as a lost cause, and anyway it wasn't her fault as who wears white to a barbecue? Arcene tried to remember where the bathroom was. Was there one? Did they have proper plumbing and flushing toilets?

She opened and closed a few doors, coming across nothing but closets and small empty rooms, until she found the bathroom. It was basic, but she cleaned herself up a little, had a welcome pee, and changed into freshly laundered clothes she found on her bed. They smelled of smoke where they must have been dried overnight before being put into her room for her that morning.

The socks and vest were still a little warm from their drying, feeling luxurious and comfortable after the formality of the previous evening's wear.

There was a nervousness that drifted away, probably as she couldn't believe she had forgotten to lock her door, but she was still alive and whole. Arcene felt normal again, herself and in control.

Almost.

For the first time in years she had no urge to eat breakfast — a sure sign that something wasn't right at all. Arcene frowned at the break with her personal tradition, almost allowing herself to panic when she wondered if it would put her off meat for good. What would she do then?

The thought soon passed. The Feast may have been despicable and sickening, but it had confirmed her desire to spend as little time at the castle as possible, not never eat again.

I need to find Whip, I can't leave without getting to the bottom of all this. Why would these people allow those idiot twins to run their lives, and so badly? And why do they think chopping themselves up into bits is a good idea? They're mad. Absolutely bonkers.

Leel snored; Arcene packed.

Thoughts swirled around her head like blood dissolving in a fountain, drifting, lapping at the shores of her awareness, trying to tell her something, but she didn't know what.

She shivered, even though the fire warmed the room nicely — Margaret must have come in and added wood when she dropped off the laundry. What was wrong with her? Why did she feel so odd? Ah, that was it: he was here. She didn't need to look, she could sense him through The Noise without having to search.

"You can come out Whip, don't hide like a ghost."

Whip stepped from the shadows beside the fireplace, solidifying as he moved into the warm glow. Leel growled at him in her sleep, senses still acute, then curled up tighter and resumed her snoring.

Stupid dog. I could be getting eaten by him and she'd stay asleep. Arcene knew that wasn't true, but still…

"Sorry to intrude, and please excuse my lack of manners Arcene. I'm so used to going where I please without the need to consider other people I am afraid it has become rather a habit."

"I'm not other people, and I don't like spies." Realization hit Arcene. "Oh no, did you watch me get changed? Are you a pervert, Whip? Do you hide and peek at naked girls and watch them go to the bathroom. Ugh." Arcene reached for the sword, now strapped to her back and comforting her as it should. Had she sensed he was there without thinking it? She didn't normally wear her sword in her room.

"Gosh, no, I'm so sorry Arcene. Of course not. I wouldn't dream of doing such a thing. Actually I came in while you were in the bathroom, but I meant no disrespect. You have my sincerest apologies."

"Hmm." Arcene removed her hand from the sword hilt, even though it pained her to release the comfort of the cold steel. "Okay mister, we need to talk. Why didn't you tell me how nuts everyone is here? And you, you have issues, you do know that, right?" Arcene stared hard at Whip. She hoped she was getting across how insane she felt he and the twins were. What was wrong with him? He was a sensible sounding man yet he lived a life beyond the realms of madness.

"I told you, I can't leave. Arcene, it is not as simple as you make it out to be. This is my home and I love it. Hate it too if I'm honest, but I want to put things right, stop the twins corrupting more people, change things, allow us to flourish. Is that so bad?"

"No, but good luck with that. You've been here what, almost three hundred years?" Whip nodded. "And what have you done so far? Nothing. If you wanted change then you would have done something already, not wait for some girl you met yesterday to save you. Don't think so. This is too crazy. You are all too far gone. This isn't my fight and even if I wanted it to be there is nothing I can do."

"No, you're wrong. You see our home with fresh eyes, can help to convince people what they do is wrong."

"And the twins?" Arcene knew the answer but wanted to hear it from Whip.

"They have to go."

"Outside for a nice walk in the meadows?" asked Arcene, sarcasm very much in evidence. Whip stared at her, silent. "No chance, I'm not a killer for hire. This is your mess, you deal with it."

"You saw what they did, what they are like. How can you let them carry on?"

"Because what difference would it make if I chopped them up into bits, apart from that everyone had a nice lunch? It would be worse, the people wouldn't have a clue how to run things on their own. The twins may be simple but they are the rulers. Ah, you want to be in charge, don't you?"

"Would that be such a bad thing?" asked Whip. Somehow he was now close to Arcene, as if he'd moved without her noticing, which was not normal.

"I have no idea. I don't know you, you could be crazier than them. At least they seem harmless."

Whip exploded with anger. "Harmless!? You saw that… that sick meal, the pain people inflicted on themselves. How can you call that harmless?"

Arcene shrugged. "Not my fight. It's time for us to leave."

"They won't let you. Don't you understand? This is your home now whether you like it or not. They won't ever let you leave."

"Don't you worry about that. Nobody makes Arcene Robideaux do what she doesn't want to. And what about you?"

"What about me?" asked Whip in confusion.

"Will you make me stay?"

"No, how could I?"

"That isn't what I asked."

"Yes, probably, if I could. It's so lonely Arcene, so very lonely. Please, just a few days. Stay, get to know the place, the people. Me. See if you feel the same way then."

"Fine," said Arcene with a sigh. "Now, if you don't mind, I think I'd like to be alone." She said what he wanted to hear, giving herself time to think, organize.

Whip moved to the door, smiling. "Don't get used to being alone Arcene, I'm sure the twins shall call on you soon. They are rather smitten with you if you hadn't noticed."

"I noticed." Arcene shut the door on Whip before he could say anything more.

Why do I get the feeling I'm going to regret this? Oh, I know, because they eat each other!

Arcene stood next to the fire and tried to figure out how to leave without drawing attention to herself. She concluded that accepting Whip's offer would be the best way of scouting out the castle and finding out how to leave without having to get too "deathy" on the twins and the population in general. She was rather surprised at herself: normally her first thought would be to hack her way out and get away as fast as possible.

"I must be getting soft in my old age."

Leel continued to snore. Arcene sat down, crossed her legs and stared at the flames, enjoying the moment of peace while it lasted.

Minutes later she realized Whip had utterly failed to give her the explanation he'd promised the night before. It seemed pointless now anyway — the only thing she needed to know was already clear: they were all crazy.


OLD MAN DANCE


WHIP FOUND HIMSELF doing the strangest of things: he was dancing.

He wasn't foolish enough to think it would be pleasant to watch, or that anyone would be jealous of his moves, but he didn't care.

What a delight the girl Arcene was. A breath of fresh air in a world that had stagnated for far too long. She would shake things up, bring change whether she knew it yet or not. For the first time in more years than Whip cared to remember he was actually enjoying the company of another person, and a woman too!

Although, it was hard to think of her as a woman because she still had the appearance and attitude of a girl, but it was evident she was older than she looked, and how beautiful.

Whip had believed such thoughts were left behind long ago, but she had awoken something in him: a newfound wish for company and conversation. He felt invigorated, like his senses, no, the world, had come alive for the first time since he had been a young boy. Even then he couldn't recall ever being happy, that wasn't part of the life he had ever known, but he felt the change she brought, the life, the energy, the hope and experiences that could never be his or anyone else's born behind the terrible walls of Castle Kenyon.

Arcene would alter everything, even if she didn't think she would.

A few days, that was all he needed. Once she got to know him and see for herself what really went on, she would be glad to help, he was sure of it. Wasn't The Feast enough for her to understand she was the one that could make a difference? Apparently not, but he assumed she was merely in shock at such acts of depravity. She would change her mind, she would help him to get rid of the twins and in a way that would not alienate him from the people.

Why they loved the twins he didn't understand, but the populace did, which just went to show how simple they really were, all of them. He would rebuild, change things, draw people in, repopulate, and Arcene would help.

Alone in his quarters, Whip continued to dance. He felt alive, had forgotten what it was like to feel energy coursing through his veins. Could he be happy? Yes, that was it, he was happy.

He fell into his chair, tired from the unusual movement. He couldn't remember the last time he'd done anything but creep through the castle, a man on the periphery, unnoticed, never missed. What would it be like to rule the castle, change the faith, direct the people to a brighter future? Maybe he would feel like this all the time?

What was first? What needed to be done to convince the strange girl she would help everyone if she took an interest in the future of the castle? Maybe it was best to leave well alone, let her experience daily life for herself, wander the fields, the plazas, the endless rooms of the castle, see how people lived, see the insane things the twins did, watch as they performed one idiotic act after another?

Yes, that's what he would do, what he'd always done: watch and wait.

Feeling generous toward himself, Whip pushed up from the chair, promising for the millionth time he would hunt out a piece of furniture less threadbare, and stepped close to the fire. He frowned at his hoard of wood, knowing it wouldn't last, but built up the fire until it roared anyway, then sank back down into the chair and smiled as he dozed off, happier than he could remember ever being in his life.

"All because of a girl," he mumbled, before he was lost to dreams of empire.


ANOTHER EXPLANATION


"I THINK WE need to talk." Arcene wasn't in the mood for wasting time. She couldn't sit still after Whip had left, so she found him easily enough through The Noise and was now stood outside his door, staring at the rather bleary-eyed man.

"Yes, I suppose we do. Please, come in."

Wow, this is warmer than the twins' room.

"You people sure like it hot, don't you?" Arcene felt sweat pricking her skin so lowered her core temperature a little to stay comfortable. Leel, who had reluctantly tagged along, headed straight for the fire to continue her morning doze.

"Sorry, I just cannot seem to get warm these days. It's as if the castle has seeped into my bones, like they are made of stone too."

"I thought wood was scarce? How do you manage?"

"One of the perks of being what I guess we would call the upper classes, not that I am really. It's just the people here think of me as their better, which I suppose I am," mused Whip.

"You're better than them are you?" Arcene peered at Whip, judging him. What kind of man was he? And what on earth was that smell? Arcene sniffed and searched the room, trying to uncover the source. It wasn't anything in particular, it was just age, a mustiness telling of damp and illness, spores floating in stale air that would make you cough and wheeze and settle in your lungs. "Eh? Sorry, I missed that." Arcene turned her attention back to Whip.

"I said I don't think I am better than anyone, except maybe the twins as they should know better. I just use how others see me, which they seldom do, to my advantage. And there is never enough wood, but after last night," Whip almost spat the words, "I took it upon myself to, shall we say, gather excess wood. Haha."

Arcene stared at the high pile by the fire. "Oh, you mean you nicked the tables and chopped them up?"

"Hmm, something like that. Now, shall we sit?" Whip showed Arcene to an elegant pair of chairs and they sat facing each other.

"Okay, spill it. You told me hardly anything yesterday or this morning. What's going on here? Ugh, Wait a minute." Arcene shifted awkwardly then unstrapped her sword. Why did she always forget about it when she went to sit down? Not to worry, it was better to deal with the inconvenience that not to carry it at all. It was one thing she had made her mind up about: no going anywhere without means of protection. The castle was too full of weirdness to be without a weapon.

"Where do I start?" said Whip with a sigh. He glanced at the sword on his thin rug but didn't seem overly concerned.

"How about with why the castle is blue? That would be a good place."

"Okay, I suppose that is as good a place as any."

Arcene leaned forward, keen to hear why on earth anyone would paint a castle blue.

"It all began…"
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An hour later Arcene had a much better grasp of not only the madness of the twins — realizing they were more dangerous because of their stupidity than she had ever imagined — but of the way life had gone on for centuries within the walls of Castle Kenyon. Whip gave a brief history of the terrible Feast, going right back to when it had started.

As far as Whip could recall, and he was very young, just a child when it had begun, it seemed to have stemmed from a mixing of religious faith, a symbolic sacrifice to God, and the result of a terrible famine when crops failed, livestock grew sick and died, and people turned to the most despicable of acts by accident.

The story went that one poor soul had caught his arm in a piece of ancient machinery, probably something used in the fields, and it had been sliced off. He was half-starved, his wife and children the same, so rather than leave the amputated limb where it fell he had taken it home and the family had eventually eaten it. The man survived, as back then there were people who knew about medicine and he was cared for — very different to now, where the intervening years meant such skills were lost, replaced with knowledge of herbal treatments to ensure those that continued the tradition of self-sacrifice often survived even the most horrific of wounds.

That first accident led to several others cutting off bits of their own bodies to feed their families over the harshest winter the castle had ever seen, and the people, most of them anyway, survived until spring when crops grew and the livestock multiplied once again. But the sacrifice became tied up forever with the survival of the people, and every winter a few devout souls would give of themselves so the winter would be mild and the harvest would be bountiful enough to see them through the lean times to come.

Year after year it continued. The twins' father, a devoutly religious man, encouraged the sacrifice, built on it, making it a tradition carried out more and more regularly.

Once the twins were in control and running the castle it became even more a part of life, usually occurring at least once a month. Everyone, the twins included, believed that their sacrifice kept the population alive and the crops healthy — it was as natural to them as eating vegetables.

Whip couldn't stand it though, he was old enough to remember the stories told to him by his mother of what it was like before The Lethargy, and knew that what was happening was very wrong, not what truly religious people would do to themselves or their neighbors. But he was one man, and by the time he was of an age to voice his opinion the practice was so much a fact of life that when he objected he suffered terrible punishment from Finn for his blasphemy.

Ever since that day he had faded more and more into the background, keeping himself away from the daily nonsense of the castle, interacting less and less, not knowing what to do, feeling helpless.

But over the years there also came a growing sense of the need for change. Things stagnated and he knew life couldn't go on like that — the population dwindled, the twins got crazier by the day, and The Feast became ever more extreme.

He needed to take control, to turn things slowly around so such terrible traditions faded and the people would thrive, forget the old ways. The problem was he didn't know how. Whip had plotted and planned, but he was one man, locked in a fog of uncertainty and indecision over how best to proceed.

"Why didn't you slit their throats?" Arcene had asked, but Whip explained that it wasn't that easy. The twins may appear stupid, and in many ways they were, but they were also Awoken, had power and knowledge, and most of that was directed at their own personal safety and maintaining their youth. And besides, he couldn't assassinate them like that, it would lead to uproar. The castle would be in anarchy without the twins or a very good reason why they had been murdered. No, they had to be replaced in a way that meant the populace would accept the change as something for the better. That, or they had to be turned and stop the madness.

Maybe Arcene could do that? Could she convince them what they did was wrong? Even as he asked, Arcene knew he didn't want that, knew he was asking as a means of getting her to stay, hiding his true intentions. She told him no, she wasn't staying long and that kind of thing would take years.

Would she find a way to help him though? Again Arcene had said no, she would leave soon, but if she could do something while she was there then she would, but her main priority was to leave.

Whip explained that it wasn't that simple, the twins would not let her go, there was no way. Had she not seen the guards now posted at every access point to the castle? The guards at the gates and the tunnels, even the wells?

Arcene admitted she had taken little notice the night before. The Feast had been the main preoccupation then, and she hadn't been out this morning yet.

The conversation went on, both sides understanding where the other stood, but Arcene knew Whip was holding a lot back from her. There was something off about him, something he wasn't telling her, or it could be a million things, the castle was certainly an odd place and there were no doubt plenty of weird traditions she would uncover if she stayed.

Not that she would. After her conversation with Whip, Arcene was sure of one thing: she was going home as soon as she could without causing too much trouble. But if it came to it, then trouble there would be.

Arcene left a little wiser and went to see exactly what the twins had been up to while she had been sleeping and talking to Whip.


A GENTLE STROLL


"OOH, YOU'RE A strong looking one, aren't you?" Arcene tried not to smirk as the guard at the castle entrance puffed out his chest and stood a little taller — in this case taller being all of four foot ten.

"Morning ma'am." The guard saluted and knocked his helmet with his hand, resulting in a clunk followed by an "Ow!"

"First day on the job is it?" asked Arcene as she stopped and stared down at the man. Leel stood next to her, sniffing the top of his head. For some reason it seemed to make him feel uncomfortable, judging by the way he took a step to the side and put his hand on the hilt of a rusty looking short sword at his side.

"Nah, been doin' it for years. Normally me and the boys are in the fields, keeping an eye on things, but the masters said we was to keep watch of the castle for a bit."

"Any particular reason?"

"Oh, you know," said the guard looking uncomfortable, "just in case there is any bother, stuff like that."

"Oh, okay. Well, be seeing you." Arcene saluted sharply; the guard knocked his helmet again. "Come on Leel, leave the man to do his guarding." Leel gave him one last sniff then chased after Arcene.

Similar scenes had been repeated as she made her way around the castle. There had been a man stationed outside the door to her room when she'd returned, and a few others as she got closer to the large doors that led to the open plaza where most of the daily business was conducted and The Feast was held.

As Arcene moved away from the main building she sniffed in disgust at the lingering odors of the cooked flesh of the night before. The fire still smoldered and charred flesh could be seen in the pit alongside piles of bone crumbling in the still-intense heat.

The festivities, and screams, had gone on until early morning; Arcene woke a few times to the sound of the party still in full swing.

What a nightmare.

Still, Arcene whistled as she made her way onto the plaza. It seemed that business was back to normal, and much to her surprise her stomach rumbled. Margaret had brought breakfast when she'd returned from her visit with Whip, surprisingly still as intact as she'd been the previous day. She was glad she hadn't asked before how the maid had lost her arm — now it was obvious. She'd shooed her away, refusing food, which Arcene believed was the first time in her life she had done such a thing.

Now she wished she'd eaten, although she was sure she could get something if she wanted. First she should get her bearings — she had seen next to nothing of the castle exterior apart from the rush across the small courtyard after they were dragged from the well.

If she was going to leave then it was best to know the place so she had as many options as possible.

Arcene turned and gave the guard a wave, who waved back and smiled before realizing what he'd done and frowned. Arcene saw no point to the guards, did the twins think it would make any difference? And anyway, it wasn't like they were following her around so why bother? She assumed they had their reasons, probably something rather silly, so she put it all out of her mind and went for a nice stroll.

Five paces was all she managed before people began coming up to her to talk or stare.

She was polite, but made it clear she wasn't in the mood for extended conversations and the million and one questions they seemed to have. How did she get her hair to be silver? She didn't, it was natural. How come she was so tall? She wasn't, they were really short. Did the dog eat babies? Only naughty ones. What was it like on the outside? Nice. Didn't she get sick from the air? No. Could they touch her sword? No. Did she enjoy The Feast? It was an experience.

In the end she hurried away from the hustle and bustle as by the time she made it to the middle of the plaza she had a large group of people around her with more coming from all corners. People were leaving their stalls, emerging from makeshift hovels, or dashing from who knew where to come gawk at the newcomer now the twins weren't with her to tell them off.

Finally, she just ran, sword clattering against her back, pigtails bouncing and kilt feeling as great as it always did against her thighs. She jogged through an archway and found herself in a small courtyard where a tiny fountain, with mossy rocks at its base, bubbled quietly. Most of the small space was covered with gravel raked to perfection around stones that jutted from the ground like islands at sea.

High walls made the courtyard private, with another arch opposite the one she'd entered leading to more courtyards and she assumed it went on and on at various levels around the castle, repeating as you got lower down until you were at the only way out, the gates and drawbridges in the outer wall — each opposite the other.

Arcene stepped into the quiet and turned, wondering why nobody had followed her. It seemed they had gone back to whatever it was they were doing. They'd forgotten.

"Come on Leel, let's sit in the quiet for a minute then carry on exploring." Arcene wandered over to a flat stone resting on the edge of the gravel and sat, Leel beside her. She stared at the rocks, tiny patches of bright green herbs at their base giving the impression of mountains with trees.

"Do you like it?" came a voice from behind.

Arcene reached for her sword, jumped to her feet and turned. "Oh, hello. Um, yes, it's very relaxing. I'm surprised there aren't more people here." She loosened her grip and sat back down — it felt rude towering over the tiny man who couldn't have been more than four feet tall if he stood on tiptoe. He had a jet black plait longer than hers, hanging over a simple tunic as dark as his hair and just as shiny. It was the first piece of clothing she'd seen that looked remotely new — this was pristine.

The man caught her staring and said, "I make it myself, it's kind of tradition. I keep worms, they provide me with everything I need."

"Worms? Oh, okay. I'm Arcene, this is Leel."

The man nodded at Leel, smiled then walked right up to her without a hint of fear and reached to pat her on the head. "Good dog." He pulled his hand away and stared at it. "I think she needs a wash."

"Oh, yeah, sorry about that. She got a little greasy last night and I forgot."

"Ah, The Feast."

He sounded like he didn't approve, which took her by surprise. Come to think of it he had all his bits and pieces too, even his ears. "Not your kind of party eh? May I?" Arcene indicated the fountain and the man nodded. They walked over and she scooped water over Leel's head and rubbed. It took a few goes but she was a little cleaner. The man washed his hands too and then they moved back to the seat and sat beside each other.

It was strange, Arcene felt so relaxed, like the man gave off some kind of sedative. It was his manner: slow and unhurried, words chosen carefully.

"Not really," he said. Arcene looked at him in confusion. "The 'party,' as you put it, it's not really my kind of thing. But what can you do? It is what it is."

"It was rather…"

"Deathy?"

Arcene jumped to her feet. "Exactly. Very. I've never heard anyone else say that before. Cool." She sat back down and enjoyed the peace. She felt relaxed, there was no awkwardness, just two people enjoying the relative quiet, the sounds of castle life muffled by the walls.

"I have lived here all my life, and so have my family for generations. Some things you cannot change, some things you can. People are strange."

Arcene was expecting more, but the man was silent. He sat, hands in his lap, smiling at nothing in particular. "I like you."

The man nodded.

They sat, they listened to the gurgle of the fountain, admired the moss and the swirls in the gravel.

Time lost meaning, there were just two people enjoying the absence of anything but the now.

At some point the man stood and said, "I have pickle to make," and with that he left.

"What a nice man, eh Leel?"

Woof.

Arcene walked along the path at the edge of the gravel and went through the archway.

She realized she never got the man's name.


DON'T MESS WITH ARCENE


"WHOA!" ARCENE WATCHED the cleaver pass her cheek as she leaned away and turned, kilt tickling her thighs. Her sword was out and slicing before the man's weapon even came to the bottom of the arc and hit the ground.

With a squelch it continued on its trajectory, the hand still clutched tight to the gnarled wooden handle, along with the arm to above the elbow.

Arcene glared into the eyes of a shocked man as tall as her and three times as wide, a white, or once white apron bloodstained and tight around his copious belly. He stared at the arm on the ground, the reality sinking in, and screamed at the top of his lungs. Then he did something even more surprising: he charged Arcene, his remaining hand reaching for her throat. She took one step back for balance, trailed her sword along the cobbles with a cool sounding shleeeeeeek and sliced up and across before he came close.

Momentum carried him forward and Arcene sidestepped as he crashed to the ground, blood pumping out of his neck.

Lifeforce pooled around the fat head of the man; Arcene watched impassively as the body twitched once then was still.

He was dead.

I need to get out of this place. What is wrong with these people?

Leel sniffed at the fat jowls of the corpse on the stained cobbles then wandered away to where the man had first appeared.

It had all happened so quickly Arcene hadn't had a chance to see where she was or what on earth had made the man react so violently to her. She watched Leel sniffing along the floor, following the man's trail. She disappeared through a door into what seemed like a long room built into the length of the wall. Arcene followed her inside.

It was a butchery.

The man must have been the butcher and this was his place of work. On benches were animals in various states of wholeness, mostly sheep carcasses, but there were a few goats and, yes, several human limbs too, although they were hidden away in a sectioned-off room. The place was a mess, with little in the way of organization: meat and chunks of viscera dotted around the room at random, much of it smelling foul or close to being inedible.

"Come on Leel, let's get out of here. Who knows what fat attacker we'll meet next." Leel came in an instant; there was definitely something wrong with the meat if the ever-hungry dog had no interest in gulping down as much as she could in what should have been a room where all her dreams came true.

Arcene wiped her sword on a relatively clean rag she spotted near the door, then slid it carefully back into the scabbard.

We need to leave here now.

Outside, the air was warm, the sun shining cheerily. A pleasant breeze wafted by, cooling her skin. It felt like a lovely day, and it was, if only the huge pile of dead flesh like sour milk, all white and lumpy, wasn't lying on the ground attracting flies, now surrounded by a few traders and passersby. They stared at the body; not one of them seemed in the least bit shocked by the dead man. As Arcene walked up to them a few smiled at her, one even clapped.

"Was he the butcher?" asked Arcene.

"Yes ma'am," said one of the men. "Right nasty piece of work he was too. Always wanting to go chopping things up, never got enough of it did this one." The man poked a toe at the butcher's side; flesh wobbled.

"He attacked me for no reason. I walked through the arch and he just went for me." Arcene felt like she needed to explain, but nobody seemed interested, it was like this was a regular occurrence, him attacking people, not him dying.

"That sounds like The Butcher, yep. I mean ma'am," said the man, nodding his head then smiling. "Well, at least he won't be after anyone else now. Bad one he was, bit funny in the head." He made a circular motion with a finger at his temple then nodded again. "Well, can't stand around chatting all day, things to do." With that he was gone. The rest of the small group nodded their thanks to Arcene or shook her hand nervously — they were fascinated by her, there was no mistaking it, especially when they all tried to bow or refused to meet her eye.

They treat me like I'm their queen or something.

"Hey, what about him?" shouted Arcene after the retreating crowd.

One of the men turned and said, "Don't worry, the twins will be along soon enough, they'll decide what happens to him. Leave him be for now, he's too big to move anyway."

Arcene was alone again.

"Leel, I think we should go back to our room. This place is too dangerous, even for us."

Woof!

Thinking that a rest in her room would be welcome, Arcene headed back to the main castle, passing from carnage to the serenity of the courtyard with the gravel and the fountain, then to the main plaza where the noise was as loud as ever and the people stopped and stared as she passed, bowing or trying to curtsy. Arcene nodded at them all, tried to keep smiling, and didn't stop until she passed the guard at the gate, who clanged his helmet as he saluted and Arcene said, "The Butcher is dead," as she carried on walking.
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A few hours later, after a nice doze and a rather large lunch that Margaret brought to her room after appearing to ask if she wanted anything, Arcene became rather bored so decided to go for another walk. Events of earlier that day weren't forgotten but she knew she had to understand the castle if she was to leave without too much fuss.

But more than anything she worried that the twins would appear at any moment and she wouldn't be able to get rid of them from her room, so a nice stroll would help to burn off her lunch and keep her away from the twins. She was rather surprised she hadn't seen them already that day, but Margaret told her in a whisper they often slept until the afternoon and didn't leave their quarters until late in the day sometimes, especially after The Feast — they slept an awful lot, she told Arcene, eyes darting around the room as if they might hear and she would be in trouble.

So Arcene once again found herself walking around the perimeter of the castle, this time keeping her guard up and her hand ready to grab her sword at a moment's notice.

As she walked, and walked, Arcene began to get a proper sense of the scale of Castle Kenyon and the life that people led behind its walls — she had to admit it was rather impressive, if odd, but then what wasn't odd?

Then things got weird. Really weird.


NOT VERY FLATTERING


THERE SEEMED TO be no end to the grounds of the castle. Arcene and Leel wandered through courtyard after courtyard, ducked under low arches, were confronted with huge plazas devoid of life only to pass through a narrow tunnel into an even larger plaza packed tight with people involved in the swapping of what to Arcene looked like pathetic rags but would in reality be a precious commodity. Arcene nodded and said hello to no end of people — how they could carry on their daily lives like normal after the previous evening she had no idea, but they took it all in their stride and didn't seem in the least bit concerned about what had happened.

They met people whose lives mostly seemed to involve checking for weeds between cobbles, others tasked with trying to scare pigeons away, even a woman who seemed incredibly pleased to have the job of keeping inventory of brooms, a truly bizarre experience as every broom had to be accounted for each day, returned to the woman who guarded them like her life depended on it — which it may well have. The more she walked, the more Arcene despaired of how the castle ran.

Rules and strange titles for seemingly pointless tasks were an obsession: everyone seemed to have some convoluted title or other they were proud of, and everyone was kept busy. The people seemed to have made up their own sets of rules to govern what they did and how they did it, warping over the years to make their jobs pointless and if anything just hindering the proper functioning of the castle.

Why would you make people walk half a mile to get a broom, then have to take it back at the end of the day, when it should be stored near their place of work? It was bonkers.

That was nothing compared to some of the strange things she saw, and the more she walked the more bizarre it got.

What she couldn't deny however, was how impressive the various levels that descend from the main building were. There were large steps that led to lower levels, sheer drops, or beautiful curving walkways, all built hundreds and hundreds of years ago, although it was clear that many improvements and additions had been done since.

Arcene wondered how they maintained it all until she came across The Repairer of Walls, a man with hands so big they even dwarfed Leel's huge paws. He was busy putting the finishing touches to a section of wall that retained a higher level where roses grew that somehow didn't have any fragrance and she asked the man why. He'd replied that they had been bred not to smell of anything as the twins had commented on them once, long ago, saying they made them sneeze — The Keeper of Roses had bred the scent out of them, not that the twins had ever returned.

Enjoying a rest, Arcene admired his skill. He was good at his job but there was too much wall for him to ever finish his work. She had asked about the other men that repaired the walls but he'd stared at her like she was daft: he was The Repairer of Walls, it was his job. Arcene shrugged and continued her walk. How was one man expected to maintain a whole castle, let alone all the various walls for the levels and sections within it? And that was without the outer wall.

Arcene left the courtyards, ever changing plazas and places of work, and moved through the endless rows of vegetables, testing the quality as she went — some excellent, lots barely clinging to life where somebody had forgotten whose job it was to tend them — and found herself in a field of wheat.

She stopped dead in her tracks; Leel bumped into her. "Leel, how many times do I have to tell you? Oh!" Arcene stared at the massive construction ahead, surrounded by men and women, ladders of all description teeming with activity as people went up and down, the massive sculpture of wheat getting bigger and bigger as she watched with dread. What did it mean? Nothing good she was sure, not with the twins stood at the base shouting at the people as they worked faster and faster. She watched as a man fell from a ladder in his haste to please the twins, only to be carried away by two others as he screamed and pointed at the splinter of bone protruding from his upper arm.

"We really need to get out of here today Leel."

Woof, woof. Leel definitely agreed.

The wheat scratched against her thighs, bending as she stepped into the field, finding its way under her kilt. It wasn't a particularly large field, and as with the other crops it was sectioned off by makeshift fences and scrawny hedges that had seen better days, the responsibility of one man by the looks of despair on a scruffy individual trying not to frown as his crop was ripped up to build the monstrosity Arcene couldn't take her eyes off. Leel loped forward, head scanning left and right for the chance of some hunting — Arcene didn't have the heart to tell her she would be severely disappointed.

"Arcene, where have you been?" shouted either Fionn or Flynn; Arcene was past caring.

She ignored their smiles until she got close, then said, "Is this what I think it is?" She pointed at the idol, the stubs at its base trampled as flat as her hopes.

"What do you think it is?"

"What do you like about it the most?"

"I bet she likes the pigtails the best Fionn, I believe them to be exceptional," said Flynn.

"Yes, they are spectacular," shouted Fionn, voice rising in pitch, his excitement evident.

"Why have you done this? What's it for?"

"For the wedding of course," said Flynn. His face showed obvious confusion, as if it was clear what the massive figure of Arcene signified.

"The wedding? What wedding? Whose wedding?" Arcene knew, but she had to ask. They wouldn't, would they? No, surely not. She had probably got it all wrong and they'd built a massive, forty foot wheat idol of her as some kind of way to celebrate her visit. Arcene clung to the belief as she waited for the twins to reply.

The twins looked at each other, then realization dawned.

"Oh, we didn't tell you did we? See, that's what happens when you keep going off on your own Arcene. We've been out here since the morning organizing this and nobody has been able to find you. Well, we will have to put a stop to all this wandering about. The guards were supposed to keep an eye on you, there will be words with those fools."

"What are you talking about!?" Arcene fought the urge to run, to just turn around and sprint as fast as she could. But where? How could she get out? She'd seen one of the gates that led to the drawbridge, there was no way she could open it on her own. What could she do?

"We have decided that you will be our wife, Arcene," said Flynn with pride. "We talked about it throughout the night. Both of us wish you to be our bride but that will lead to too much trouble. We are brothers and we share our rule, so we shall share our bride."

"Is that right?" said Arcene, staring at the twins like they were dirt on her boot. "You have decided have you? Talked about it did you? Made up your minds?"

"Um, well, yes. We did," said Fionn, startled by her seriousness. "You will be ours. You will be Queen Arcene, doesn't that sound lovely? Queen Arcene, Queen Arcene."

"Queen Arcene," said Flynn, as he smiled and put out his hands to take hers.

"Queen Arcene," came the chant from the people busy constructing the idol, shouting from up high at the top of the head where a man smiled down and stuffed a handful of wheat into a grotesque approximation of an ear.

This is a nightmare, these two are absolutely mad. I should just chop their heads off now and be done with it. Arcene was tempted, but then what? How would the people react? Probably eat her for supper, that's how.

Arcene stood and stared at the twins, waiting for them to realize something they never would: you don't just decide somebody will be yours, you ask if they would like to be a part of your life, show love and affection, not tell them they will no longer be their own person. It was slavery, pure and simple.

They would never understand, and part of her didn't even blame them — it wasn't part of the world they lived in. They were rulers, could do as they pleased, and it had always been like that, or for a very long time at any rate.

All Arcene could think was: Here we go again. A man had taken her against her will before, made her lose her mind and her baby for a time, had wanted her to be a queen — he soon changed his mind once he understood that Arcene would be forever wild. No man would control her, make her act like a lady and stop her enjoying life to the limits.

Having two men tell her what she could and couldn't do didn't even bear thinking about. Especially two men that were like little children compared to her. She was the one supposed to be a juvenile, they were ancient.

"Where's Whip? Have you spoken to him about this?"

The twins looked at each other for an answer, then Flynn said, "Whip? Why would we talk to him about it? This is our decision, we talked it through between ourselves. Now, I think we better get you safely back inside, don't you? No more of this wandering around unescorted, you need to look after yourself now."

"I can take care of myself, thank you very much. I've managed this long and I don't need men telling me what to do."

Leel sensed Arcene's anger rising and moved close, the weight of her brushing against Arcene's leg a comfort, a reminder that Leel was part of their team, that individually they were dangerous but together they were invincible.

"That dog needs to go," said Fionn. "It's too big and too smelly."

"That's it, we're off." Arcene turned to leave just as a short man — although who wasn't? — came running into the field shouting for his masters. He stopped short as he reached them and panted, "Master Flynn, Master Fionn, The Butcher attacked Arcene, could have killed her. Ma'am," he said, turning to Arcene and taking off his cap, unsure what to do next.

"What!? That fool has always been unstable. We'll have his head for this, nobody puts our bride-to-be in danger."

"Um, he's dead m'lord. Lady Arcene um, sort of, er…"

"Out with it man, what?"

"Well, she chopped off his arm then slit his throat. He's very dead now." The man stared at Arcene with awe, no doubt taking in her slender frame and wondering how she could have possibly fought off the huge Butcher.

Arcene smirked and winked first at the man then at the twins. There was fear in their eyes, maybe a little respect too.

"You killed him?" asked Fionn.

"Yup, he attacked me. He had it coming. Right, I'm off." Arcene turned to leave again but Flynn grabbed her by the upper arm.

"We are so sorry Arcene, we must think of your safety. Guards." Several men who had been watching events unfold stepped forward and saluted, some rather well, others clearly new to the roles they had probably been given that day. "Please escort Lady Arcene back to her quarters, she is not to wander alone from now on. If anything happens to her it will be you held responsible. This is your job, guard her with your life or pay the consequences."

A chorus of "Yes sir!" ensued, then the men surrounded her like she was in danger.

Arcene sighed. What now? Fight? No, that was ridiculous, and it wouldn't be fair — they didn't stand a chance. An idea came to her. "Okay, look, where I come from only one man and one woman get married, so you have to choose."

"Choose? But we have decided," said Fionn, staring at his brother to see his reaction, then turning back to Arcene. "We are twins, the same. And our men often take two wives, sometimes more."

"Not where I come from. Choose." That will give me time to talk to Whip and get the hell out of here.

"We are brothers and we share," said Flynn. "But we shall think on it Arcene, we shall—"

"How big is the sacrifice gonna be?" shouted down a man from the top of the wheat statue as he pulled hard on a long spike sticking out of the head, checking it was embedded firmly.

"Do not interrupt me," shouted Flynn to the man, scowling at him.

"Sorry, didn't mean to be rude."

Flynn sighed. "That's fine. It will be a very small child. The younger the infant, the happier the marriage will be."

Arcene felt her skin prickle like a thousand bee stings and watched as her skin flushed. She felt it heat her arms and neck, rising with the anger and desperation. "Sacrifice? Child? What are you talking about?"

Flynn waved away her questions, then relented. "It is tradition that a sacrifice is made to bless the vows of those who hold prominent positions in Castle Kenyon, to give thanks to Him for watching over us. When the marriage happens the idol will be burned and the child will scream out its blessing as it returns to His embrace."

"You're going to burn a small child alive." Arcene wasn't asking a question, it was more a confirmation of what she was hearing.

The twins, the guards, the man who had brought the news, they all nodded as if Arcene was a little slow.

Maybe I should have just chopped them all up into pieces.

This was madness. Beyond madness: true insanity. "Take me to my quarters please, I've had enough of this." Arcene held herself in check and spoke to the twins. "Choose, I shall marry only one of you." With that she walked away.

The guards moved awkwardly as they tried to maintain the circle of protection around her as she walked in a daze through the beautiful wheat and the construction continued behind her — people happy with their work and the promise of more festivities to come.


FIGHT, FIGHT, FIGHT


"I THOUGHT WE'D agreed?" whined Fionn, as he brushed at Flynn's shoulder, removing a few pieces of wheat stuck into his tunic.

"I know brother, but you heard what she said. Do you really think it best we marry her if she would not be pleased?"

"It's not up to her, and anyway, we are the rulers, we decide what happens."

"Yes, yes, I know, but…"

Fionn stared at his brother in amazement. "You're scared of her, aren't you? And you want her for yourself too."

"Come brother, no need to be like that. But she is rather ferocious isn't she? You know, I don't think anybody has ever been rude to us before, ever spoken back to us. It's rather… Exciting, that's the word. Think what the children will be like, they will be rather willful, I bet."

"You fool, haven't you looked at her properly? Looked through The Noise? She cannot have children, she has born a child, and we must ask after it, but she cannot have more. Arcene has stopped all that female stuff that goes on, halted her aging too, like us. She is forever a young woman, never to mature and never to have more children."

"Oh, I hadn't realized. But no matter," said Flynn, suddenly more animated. "Actually that's better, children are such a bore and so smelly anyway. It will be nice to rule and not have to worry about all that. And besides, we can always have one of the peasant's children, there are no end of the little brats."

"Rule? You think you can marry her and rule together, without me!?" Fionn's anger rose. He stared at his brother as if he'd just told him he no longer had a brother at all.

"No, no, definitely not," said Flynn, words coming out fast. "I didn't mean that, and anyway I'm just talking. We need to decide between ourselves. Let's think about it for a while, see what we think is best. The decision is ours after all, not hers."

"She is a breath of fresh air for the castle, I must say. When we first saw her I thought she would be good as a servant, maybe help to bring new blood into the castle, but now, well, she is above all that. She should have her place by our side. Or one of ours anyway." Fionn was lost in thought, a mirror image of his brother.

"Come brother, let us visit Whip. Now he is around more, and I don't know how we could have forgotten about him, we can ask his advice."

"He's just an old man, what does he know?"

"You forget that we are old too brother, and Whip is a clever man. He knows things. Think about it, it was his idea to use the paint and look what the result was. He may have more good ideas."

"Fine, but we must promise not to let Arcene come between us. We have been here for so long, a woman must always be second to us, kept in her place like Mother was."

"Of course, of course."

The twins glanced at each other when they thought the other wasn't looking while they dressed for the coolness of the evening outside of their quarters.

They knew each other as well as they knew themselves, and that meant each understood that their brother was not to be trusted in the slightest.
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"She is lovely, isn't she?" said Flynn.

"Oh yes, exquisite. Come, let us hurry to talk with Whip."

Whip solidified as he stepped away from the shadows in the corridor. He smiled; things were going better than expected. The twins were smitten, drawn to Arcene like moths to a flame.

He waited a minute then followed, taking a different turn along the corridor. He walked slowly, the twins would have taken the long way to his quarters, they were useless with directions even after so many years.

They really were absolute fools.

As he sauntered back to his rooms, Whip wondered what Arcene was doing, the large idol and the "proposal" should have cemented her hatred for the twins — the end to the perfect day for her as far as Whip was concerned.

He congratulated himself on the incident with The Butcher, it couldn't have gone better if he'd planned it himself.

Whip laughed quietly at that: he had planned it. The idiot Butcher took less than five minutes to convince that Arcene needed to go — Whip knew he wouldn't stand a chance, it was a setup to show Arcene how unstable things were and to get her a little edgy. He knew the twins were planning to tell her of their marriage idea, what better way to get her in the mood for such a delightful looking future than a little bloodletting?

The twins had better watch out, they had no idea what they were in for.

Whip whistled as he walked, and did a little jig. He was becoming quite the happy man; it felt weird, but nice.


TIME TO THINK


THE PROMISE TO marry one twin had come as much of a shock to Arcene as it had to the twins, but she was thinking fast and didn't know what else to do. It gave her a little time to think at any rate — she wouldn't have been surprised if the wedding happened right there and then otherwise. They were impulsive to say the least, and so oblivious to anything around them that they took it for granted she would be happy with their idea.

She wasn't.

So, stood in a field with a massive golden likeness of herself ready to be burned along with a small child, the only thing she could come up with was to turn them against each other and give herself a little breathing space. Everything was unraveling too fast, things had changed so dramatically in the course of a single day that she couldn't keep up. Arcene was used to a more leisurely pace of life, letting ideas percolate and making the right, or wrong, decisions after due consideration.

Now she was almost out of time and it seemed like her new guards were taking their jobs rather more seriously than the men she had encountered earlier that day. After leaving the twins her guards had stayed close, too close, escorting her back to her quarters without saying a word. The twins had clearly given them instructions and they intended to carry them out — the threat of death was a great motivator.

One guard seemed like he knew what he was doing, instructing the others to keep their formation tight, and he gave orders as they moved through the castle, shoving people out of the way, even one-armed old women ineffectively brushing dirt around the floor, and at her door he told two of the men to stand guard. Arcene knew her moment of freedom was over — wherever she went she would be watched and followed, so she needed to think, to decide how to leave.

Arcene stared at her sword on the bed. How tempting to pull it from its scabbard and go on the rampage, slicing and dicing her way to freedom. But first she needed to find out how to open the gate and the drawbridge. Still, her fingers itched to grip the hilt, let the pommel swing as she dealt out death to people she suspected truly deserved her vengeance.

How soon would they decide who was to marry her? Would she hear a knock at the door any moment only to be told it was Fionn, or Flynn, and that the idol was already ablaze and a child was screaming from the top for its mother as the flames licked higher and higher?

"Ugh, what a mess."

Woof. Woof, woof!

"Hey, it's not my fault I'm so gorgeous. I seem to always have this effect on men."

It was true, Arcene had been of interest to many men over the years, men that should have known better and paid the price for what she saw as their perversions — she was always right. In a world so empty of humanity she was unique: young, beautiful and healthy. The men just didn't know that she was also strong, capable, and would allow no one to rule her life.

It was history repeating, but this time she would not be taken advantage of, would not lose herself to despair and rash decisions. She would think things through properly then take action.

No more getting "deathy" before it was the right time to do so. It would be nice to chop their heads off though.

Arcene sat cross-legged on the floor and realized she had snapped at Leel when she came for a cuddle — it was time to go, she never took out her frustrations on her friend, a sure sign she was out of sorts. Tired too, drained mentally and physically.

Had it really only been a day? Was it yesterday she was dragged from the well and found herself in this nightmare?

What time was it now?

A realization came to Arcene: there wasn't a single clock in the castle. She never wore a watch, those antique devices held in such high esteem so long ago, but they were common enough. She'd seen a number of them over the years, the best technology just before The Lethargy meant many still worked as well as the day they were made, clocks too. All manner of timepieces functioned to a greater or lesser degree, and Arcene had always found when there was a large group of people there was some form of time-keeping, the castle should have a main clock so it could be run orderly at the very least.

Arcene glanced up at the dirty window, the blue sky little more than a dirty smear across the grime of the glass. That meant the sun was probably still high, so it was early evening.

"Leel, come here girl, I'm sorry."

Leel crawled over from her place by the fire, low and ears flat to her head. Arcene ruffled her fur and whispered apologies, then cuddled her friend, giving her love, receiving it too. "I didn't mean to be angry with you, I'm all muddled up Leel, these people are very bad and very mad too. Tomorrow, tomorrow we will go. We will leave and go home to see Lucien, my little boy, your playmate. You'd like that wouldn't you?"

Leel's tail thumped like a thick length of rope against the musty rug, then rested her head in Arcene's lap and began to snore.

It's been a busy few days for the both of us. Time to go.

A rumble disturbed Arcene's thoughts, the sound taken up by her own belly — this was why she never needed a watch, their bellies told Arcene what time it was.

Six o'clock, time for food. Regular as clockwork but without the need for those rarest of commodities: batteries.

Would somebody call her for dinner? Would they bring food? Was she supposed to eat with the twins?

Arcene sat; waited.

The sky grew dark, the sun set and night crept across the castle until it was as dark as Arcene's thoughts. Logs on the fire burned low and the room cooled but Arcene didn't move. She sat, stroking Leel's head, watching hundreds of timelines unravel, following them to endless futures, retracing and taking countless alternate paths until she saw the truth of it all, saw the path she had to take, the way events had been directed not by the twins but by another: Whip.

The twins may have been stupid and cruel but they were nowhere near as dangerous as a man who knew exactly what he was doing and would manipulate others to get what he wanted.

It was all Whip. He'd planned this, done whatever he could to make sure she became violent and turn the twins against each other, leading to chaos and the start of his own rule.

"We'll see about that Whip. I'm not some little girl you can use and discard, I'm the bringer of death, the girl who will have justice. I don't leave well alone, I take my revenge seriously and I never, ever, back down." Arcene smiled in the dark. Orange light danced across silver hair she admired as she lifted a pigtail until she frowned at the state of it. She needed a bath, but most of all she needed to go home.

"Tomorrow, we'll go home tomorrow."


GOOD MORNING


"MORNING MA'AM," SAID the guard, as Arcene opened the door. It was hardly even light so she was surprised to see the man there, looking alert too.

"Um, morning. What you doin'?" Arcene tried to keep a straight face but failed, this would be fun.

The guard frowned then said, "I'm guarding you ma'am, like I'm supposed to."

"Great. Come on Leel, time to go for a morning walk." Leel trotted to the door and stared at the guard. Arcene watched and smiled.

He took a step back and wiped at his forehead. "I'm sorry ma'am, but I was under strict instructions to not take my eyes off you while you are in the castle. I was told that you were to be kept safe and nothing was to happen to you."

"That's great! But nobody said anything about stopping me actually going outside did they?"

"Um…" The guard thought for a moment then brightened. "No, the twins never said nuffin' about that and neither did The General."

"Well, all right then. I'm taking Leel here out—"

Woof!

"Quiet Leel." Arcene glared at Leel then continued. "I'm taking trouble here for a walk, we don't want her weeing all over the castle now do we?"

"Oh, no ma'am."

"Good." Arcene closed the door behind her and marched off down the corridor. Wait for it, wait for it.

"Miss, miss. Er, ma'am, wait up, I have to come with you. I have to guard you."

"I thought you had to guard the door, stop anything happening to me?"

The guard turned and stared at the door. "Er, um." He scratched his head. "Well, I was told to guard the door and make sure that you stayed safe and nobody tried no funny business."

"Okay then," Arcene began walking again.

"But, but, if you ain't in the room then it don't matter if somebody comes to the door. Er…"

"Okay, let's clear this up, it sounds like your orders were very confusing." Arcene was amazed the man couldn't see the smile on her face. "You were told to guard the door and make sure nobody tried to get in and hurt me, right?" The guard nodded. "And I bet they told you that nobody was to go in or out apart from the twins or Margaret, right?" Another nod, followed by a look of confusion. "I know what you're thinking, you're thinking that now I'm out of the door then none of that matters, aren't you?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"But what if when I come back there is a nasty man in my room with a big ax and he chops off my head?"

"Well, that would be terrible."

"Exactly. So…?"

The guard brightened. "So I need to follow orders and guard the room in case somebody tries to get in while you are away."

"Right. You're a clever one aren't you? I can see why you were chosen for such an important mission. As you were, carry on guarding."

The guard stepped back to the door and stared at it suspiciously, chest puffed out with pride, focusing on his orders.

Arcene whistled and wandered down the corridor with Leel.
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There were similar encounters along the way to the castle entrance, but her guard was the most intelligent of the lot so it didn't slow her down much. Finally, she was at the main doors. She heard the noise outside already building as people set up stalls and shouted at each other, calling out what delights they had to offer those with the necessary goods to trade.

"Morning," said Arcene brightly to the guard she had seen the previous afternoon.

"Morning," he said sleepily, only half saluting. He didn't even donk his helmet.

"You haven't been here since yesterday have you? Just got an early shift I suppose." Arcene stared at the man, he looked dead on his feet. Gray stubble poked through his square jaw, his eyes were bloodshot and he kept wobbling.

"No ma'am, I'm still here. Nobody came to relieve me, I've been standing here all night and right tired I am now. I'm not even sure if anyone is supposed to replace me, I was ordered to be on guard and watch out for anything suspicious so you would be all safe and protected."

"Right. Seen anything then?"

The tired guard managed a brief smile. "Well, there was this dodgy looking bloke that wanted to go inside and was telling this story about how the twins was going to eat his baby and that you wanted to eat his little legs and he was quite upset. But I set him straight and I sent him on his way. Very suspicious."

"Good job. Told him you wouldn't let it happen, did you?" asked Arcene hopefully.

"Nope. I told him that if the twins and our new queen wanted to offer his son to Him then he should be honored and it ain't every day we gets us a new queen. I dunno what all the fuss was about, it's not like he ain't got another five little brats anyway. Breed like flies some of them do, it's no wonder they put 'em…"

"Hey, hey!" Arcene shook the man, he'd nodded off and was about to topple over.

"Eh? Ugh, wassat?"

"Never mind. See ya." Arcene waved and walked across the plaza before he had the chance to think about following her.

She ignored the stares of the people, refused to stop when they tried to talk, just kept going — she had a plan and she intended to leave, soon.


LOOKS COMPLICATED


ARCENE STARED AT the huge castle gates, wood as black as iron and just as hard. The double door hung on huge hinges set deep into the walls and a massive beam sat in clamps across them both — huge, heavy, impossible for one person to move. Behind those doors was freedom, or the drawbridge at any rate, then freedom.

All she had to do was figure out how to get the doors open and the drawbridge lowered then she would be on her way and Castle Kenyon could carry on without her. Good riddance too.

Throughout the night Arcene had struggled with her decision, going around and around in circles, weighing up the right and wrong of it, following the timelines that led to her freedom and figuring out Whip was manipulating her and the twins for his own plans. She would be a plaything to nobody, but she felt like she should do something too: steer the people away from the sick path they had trodden for so long, turn them from human sacrifice and the cannibalism they felt brought them closer to Him.

What a mess. As the first rays of light bit into the castle walls Arcene had come to her decision: there was nothing she could do for them, they would either change their ways or not. A young girl couldn't convince so many people that their way of life for centuries was abhorrent, such things took time, more than she was willing to offer even if she could, and she couldn't — if she stayed she would be a wife to one of the twins, or worse, caught in the middle of a power struggle that wouldn't end well for anyone, least of all her and Leel.

So she would leave and never look back.

"Oi, what you gawpin' at?"

Arcene turned and squinted at a recess in the wall a few paces to the left of the gate. In the dark interior she saw a man taller than most at the castle, wiry and strong with a long beard, straggly hair as red as fire flecked with gray and eyebrows so bushy it was a wonder he could see anything.

"Hi, I'm Arcene."

"I know who you are, you're that girl wot wore the fancy dress." The old man spat onto the ground and hopped off a ledge with the agility of a young man.

Arcene smiled. "I like you. This is Leel." Arcene pointed at Leel, then realized it was rather a silly thing to do. It wasn't like you could miss her, especially when she was already sniffing your hands and snuffling in your pockets for a tasty treat.

"Yeah, well, don't know me do you? 'Ere you, get outta there." The man pushed at Leel's wet nose and then bent so she could lick his face. "Who's a good dog then? Leel is it? Well, that's a right fine name for a very large dog. I like dogs," he said, as he slapped Leel on the rump and stared at Arcene.

At least she thought he was, it was hard to tell under the eyebrows. "Nice gate, looks strong."

The man wandered over to Arcene, not taking his eyes of her. "Humpf, of course it is, I'm in charge of it. Not like everything else around here that's falling apart. I take care of my gate, I don't let it outta my site. Much." He stared at the ancient wood with real pride, then put a hand to it and stroked it like it could feel his gentle touch.

"You in charge of it then? And it looks lovely, really nice and… Oiled, that's it. Nice and dark and shiny like you know what you are doing and you care for it properly. You know," continued Arcene, trying to think of as many nice things to say as possible, "I bet you do a better job than anyone else at the castle. I mean, look at this wood, it's rock solid and all shiny, bet you wax it and oil it and I bet everyone thinks you do a wonderful job. Yours is probably the most important position in the whole castle."

"Huh, you'd think so wouldn't you? After all, I'm in charge of making sure nobody gets in without them supposed to being inside, and I've looked after this door for fifty years, the drawbridge too. But things are different now, used to be that people would come and talk to me and look at the wood, but now… Nobody comes, nobody appreciates wot I do. Even them damn shepherds, the only ones that ever go in or out, they don't even bother to say hello no more, they just stand here all impatient like, waiting for me to do all the work, they never help."

"What!? No way. They let you do all the work?" Arcene put a hand to the massive wooden bar. "You can't move this on your own though, surely? I mean, you look strong and fit, really powerful, but I bet it's too heavy even for you. Right?"

"Aha," said the gatekeeper, eyes sparkling, "since none of them help me now I made summit wot makes my life easier as I get older. They'd see me break my back and not care otherwise."

"Oh, wow! I'd love to see how it works, I can't believe nobody takes an interest. This is the most important part of the castle after all."

"Exactly. That's what I keep telling 'em. Without me we'd have all sorts of problems. We'd have weirdos coming in here and stealing women and eating our food and we'd have sheep wandering all over the place. They don't care, they don't take no interest. They just moan and shout and don't lift a finger to help."

"That's awful. And you doing such a great job too, and for all this time."

"Glad to see someone appreciates all the work I do." The man stroked his beard then leaned in close to Arcene and whispered, "Come on, I'll show you how it works. It's nice to find someone who cares, and a bit of company would be nice too. I don't get to talk to many people nowadays. Everyone's too busy for The Gatekeeper, they just look at me and think I'm an old man but I could teach them a thing or two." The Gatekeeper walked as he talked, and led Arcene and Leel into the gloom.

It was like stepping behind the scenes of the castle. This is it! This is what I wanted. Arcene remained calm, she knew she had to be as nice as possible if she was to get him to show her how to escape her blue prison.

What Arcene had assumed was a hidey-hole of sorts in the battlement wall was a whole other world. Hidden behind the opening was a small wood burning stove, the flue disappearing off at an angle. To the side of it was a pile of blankets along with a battered kettle, a few metal plates and cups, and scraps of vegetable waste. The Gatekeeper saw her staring and said, "I sleep here, I live here, it's what I do. And I'm not much for getting involved in The Feast. I eat vegetables and real meat, animal meat, when I can get it."

It was as if he was waiting for Arcene to argue, she certainly wouldn't. "Sounds perfect. Cozy too."

"Come on, let me show you the rest." He led them to the right, stepping behind the stove into a dark corridor lit only by the tiniest of openings in the wall. Arcene stood on tiptoe and peered through. It was outside! The real world full of grass, trees and pretty flowers. Freedom.

"Do you ever, you know, go outside?"

"Tried it once, didn't like it," came the gruff reply. "Too much sky, too much air, felt sick and got a headache. It ain't natural. We aren't to go out there, not like you. You don't belong here, you belong out there. I've been watching you."

"You seem to know a lot," said Arcene, her respect for him growing by the minute.

"I ain't stupid. Come on." He moved deeper into the narrow space and Arcene realized they could look out both sides of the wall. One side showed the drawbridge, the moat and freedom, the other viewpoint gave them a clear view of the gate and the way people would exit. Next to both openings was a loaded crossbow. These were the murder holes so many castles had, perfect for killing intruders without risking your own life.

"I open and close the drawbridge from here, and if there's any funny business…" The Gatekeeper nodded at the crossbows.

"Very clever. I bet it's tough to open the drawbridge though, isn't it? Bet it takes more than one man to raise and lower such a heavy weight."

"Haha. Nah, it's all done with weights and gears. I made improvements years ago, back when I was young and my brain worked better, been working perfectly ever since. All I do is oil this lot and pull the levers." He pointed to the rear of the cramped space where huge cogs with well-oiled chains disappeared up into the darkness. There were two levers at shoulder height, each angled up to the ceiling. "You just pull the left one to open it and the right one to shut it again. Simple." Arcene wasn't sure, but she thought he winked at her. "Not that I'm always here to do it mind you. Sometimes I have to go and get food, or other chores that take me away from the gate. Nobody cares, they just wait or come find me. The idiots have never even asked how it works as then they could do it themselves and save the moaning and me having to listen to them grumble about hanging about."

"Wow! It's very interesting and thank you for showing me. You're a kind man."

The Gatekeeper fidgeted a little then turned and began to walk to the entrance. "I don't know 'bout that young miss, I just know that not everyone should live the same way as everyone else. Some people just ain't suited to the lives we lead here."

They were outside again by the time he finished speaking, the intent behind their words to each other was clear. "Thank you, I appreciate it very much," said Arcene.

"Ain't nuffin, it was nice to have someone to talk to, even if they are a little bit of a cheeky one."

He definitely winked that time. "Well, thanks again. See you."

"Wait, don't you want to see how I manage to lift the latch?" The Gatekeeper shouted after her.

Damn. Forgot. Arcene turned and smiled. "Why yes, that would be wonderful."


PLANS UNRAVEL


"WHAT DO YOU mean she told you to choose?" Whip was exasperated, he'd listened to the twins wittering on in their usual manner for half an hour now and he was only just getting any sense out of them. He held his anger in check, knowing he had to be careful with the twins. What made it all the more infuriating was that they'd finally turned up the morning after he'd eavesdropped on them in the corridor, but clearly he had missed the most important parts of their conversation then — how he hated them.

How could she have turned the tables so fast? This wasn't how it was supposed to go. She was meant to be so angry she dealt with them both before they actually forced her into marriage, now it seemed like she had gained herself some time. Whip knew as well as Arcene that the twins would squabble over who could marry her and the result wouldn't be her doing Whip's dirty work for him, in fact it could lead to all manner of complications for him: having to interact with them for longer, not to mention the worry that Arcene could turn her betrothed easier than she could if the twins remained together.

Divide and conquer. Brilliant.

Whip wanted an end to it, to it all. He was considering just killing the pair of them right there and then, but then what? No, it had to be an outsider, it had to be her. And then…

"I've already told you Whip, were you not listening? She told us to choose which of us could marry her, so who should it be? We thought of you old man, knew you would have some sensible words for us, help us decide what to do with her."

"She's so feisty isn't she?" said Fionn. "Nobody has ever spoken to us like she does, it makes me angry and cross but excited too. She's so different."

"Very. She makes me feel alive."

"That's what I said, stop copying me Flynn, have your own thoughts."

"You have your own, you're just copying me."

"That's enough!" Whip had overstepped the boundaries and he knew it. Flynn and Fionn stared at him aghast — how dare he? "Sorry young masters, I am just so angry and I allowed it to come out. I apologize."

"Don't let it happen again," warned Flynn.

"Sorry. But you say she told you to choose? Told you? Since when does anyone tell the rulers of Castle Kenyon what to do? You tell them, not the other way around."

"Yes, yes, we know that Whip," said Fionn dismissively. "But she's, well, she's rather a law unto herself. And anyway, now we have thought about it maybe it is a good idea. After all, one of us is what she wants so it only seems right."

"Not to mention the fact she will need careful watching when she is queen, so it is best that one of us has the responsibility."

"Masters, surely two of you could watch her better than one?"

"Oh, you know us Whip, we do like time on our own. At least this way we can have a break, we thought maybe we could swap now and then, she wouldn't even notice."

Apart from the fact that half the time you don't even know which twin you are yourselves, thought Whip. What was he to do? Could this work to his advantage? No, they needed to push her, push her too far, tell her to do things she would never agree to, that was the way to get Arcene to deal with these imbeciles.

"Hmm, I think she is trying to make you into women. Men do not take orders from the likes of her. She is playing with you young masters, she is trying to run your lives and she has just arrived. What will she be like if she marries just one of you? You will be hen-pecked and taking orders from her before you know it."

"Now hang on a minute Whip, there's no need to get—"

"He's right," interrupted Fionn. "What were we thinking? We can't go letting a girl tell us what to do. And besides, Whip, did you know she can't even bear children?"

"I knew, you can see it if you look through The Noise."

"There you go then."

"What? What do you mean?" asked Flynn.

Fionn paused and thought for a moment. "Um, I'm not sure. But anyway, she is trying to force us apart brother, we can't have that. No, she shall marry us both, today, and that will be the end of it. Now, where is she? I think we should arrange this immediately, no time to waste."

"Really? A wedding today? How wonderful. We should let her know, she is sure to see the sense of it, and after all, if we think it is for the best then it most surely is."

Got them, thought Whip, smiling inwardly while maintaining a serious expression.

They left without another word. Hopefully this would be the last day Whip had to see their smug faces.

"I think I should go and find her first, give her the good news."

Whip's knees creaked as he pushed up from his chair. He grabbed his coat and left once he knew he wouldn't have to walk with the twins.

Arcene emerged from the shadows, or rather, a small dormouse emerged and Arcene retreated to her own body with a grateful thank you to the tiny creature. It scampered over to Whip's seat and busied itself eating the crumbs on the floor where he had been munching absentmindedly on an oat cake before the twins came to his quarters.
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Arcene rose from her seat in the gravel courtyard and admired the mountains in miniature once again. "So, that's his game. I knew it was him all along causing trouble. He wants to get his own way and will do anything to make me do his dirty work for him. Well, we'll see about that. Come on Leel, we have wedding plans to make."

Woof.

"Don't get too excited, you're not going to be a bridesmaid or anything. Haha. Can you imagine me walking down the aisle and you behind me in a pink dog dress? Haha."

Arcene headed back to the castle to meet the twins. If they wanted a wedding them she's show them a wedding they'd never forget.


HOW WONDERFUL


"BE NICE. SMILE." Arcene plastered on a fake smile until her cheeks ached. She felt so ridiculous that she saw the funny side of it and a more natural smile slowly took over. "Hi," she said, and waved like an excited child at the twins as they emerged from the castle into the plaza. A moment of confusion passed between them before they continued to walk. They didn't even take the time to chastise the guard for not ensuring Arcene was watched at all times.

Look at them, they're trying to act all regal when all they want to do is run and get to me first. Ugh.

"Arcene, we have wonderful news for you," said Fionn.

"Yes, we do," said Flynn.

"Oh, really? And what might that be? Have you decided? Which one is to be the lucky husband then?"

The twins were taken aback, they certainly weren't expecting Arcene to be so nice; they didn't know how to handle it. "We have decided," said Flynn, chin up high, trying to stare down at Arcene as if she were a servant he could dominate, "that we shall go ahead with our original plan. We shall both marry you. Today." They waited for Arcene to explode, or to shout maybe. She wouldn't give them the satisfaction, her plans were still in place, she knew what she had to do.

Arcene made a sudden movement, lifting her right arm up to her shoulder; the twins jumped back. She casually scratched, then lowered her arm. "A little jumpy aren't we? What's the matter?"

"Oh, haha, nothing."

"You aren't mad?" asked Flynn, taking a tentative step forward.

"Mad? Me? Why? Because you have decided that you will both marry me even though I said you had to choose?"

"Well, er, yes."

Arcene remained silent. There was no avoiding the future, she knew it would come to this, had seen the timeline, understood that there was no escaping the twins and their madness, not yet. A whole afternoon stretched out in front of her though, plenty of time for her and Leel to be on their way. Finally, only so she could escape the twins, she said, "Good."

"Um, good? No, great! Oh, Arcene, it shall be glorious. We will marry this afternoon, just as soon as everything is ready. You shall be queen and the three of us will bring Castle Kenyon back to its former glory. We will thrive and the people will adore you."

"What about all the plans? Can we really be married today?" Arcene wasn't sure how much longer she could keep up the pretense, but she had to. Already a crowd had gathered to see what was happening — the buzz was building from the evening before, word of the huge idol had spread, everyone was waiting for the announcement, wondering when they would have a queen and who would take her as his wife.

"Of course! We shall announce it now, then this afternoon we shall be married and the offering will be made. Then we shall be together, always."

"Great," muttered Arcene. "Um, I mean, great! So, what now?"

"Well, you are supposed to be with your guards," admonished Fionn. "We can't have you wandering around like this, it's very unladylike. You are to have an escort at all times, and you are to prepare for the wedding." Fionn lectured her like she was already his property.

Arcene felt her arm twitch but resisted the urge to slice their heads off right there and then in the plaza. "Aw, can't I have one last little walk around the beautiful castle? You give your speech, I'm not really one for all the attention, and then I'll go back to my room, I promise. I hope you have a pretty dress for me?"

The twins stared at each other accusingly. "The dress!"

"That's your job Fionn."

"Why? You always said you were the best at organizing things."

"I never said anything about—"

"My husbands-to-be, no bickering please." Arcene smiled until she felt sick. "Now, why don't you go tell everyone about the wedding and I'll have a little walk? I'm sure you can arrange everything perfectly." Arcene held out a hand; the twins each kissed it in turn. Arcene smiled again, turned and skipped away before they had the chance to stop her.

As she walked to the plaza's edge a hundred pairs of eyes watched her every move. People whispered about their new queen, talked about her hair and how pretty she was, like she was already somebody's property. Arcene moved as fast as she could without running, and as she rounded the corner into a part of the castle grounds she hadn't been in before, and heard the grating voices of Fionn and Flynn announcing the wedding later that afternoon, she realized that she was holding her breath. She gulped down air greedily — it was past time to leave if they could get to her like this.

"What a nightmare Leel, can you imagine if we got stuck here? Ugh. Come on, I want to see as much as I can, there's more to this place than anyone is letting on. We need to know exactly what we're dealing with."

Woof.

"Yeah, I know. Total head-cases."

Arcene let her feet take her where they wanted. She had found over the years that she had a sixth sense for finding answers, and often trouble, if she switched off and let her instincts take over. Something nagged at the back of her mind but she couldn't figure it out. The best thing to do was let her mind go blank — the answer always revealed itself eventually.


BABIES


AFTER FIVE MINUTES of walking with no direction in mind and no thoughts apart from the rumbling in her belly, Arcene found herself in the strangest place she had yet seen at Castle Kenyon. Noisy too. Odd noises, eerie noises, as if there was something missing.

She stood outside a large door made entirely of scrap metal, badly hammered sheets of ancient steel and rivets held the patchwork material together. Inside was the sound of machinery and shouting. There was nobody around, the large makeshift building seemed to occupy all available space, more a covered courtyard than a traditional building.

Arcene pushed open the door; her nerves tingled. All her senses sprang to life, hyper-alert and screaming at her to turn around and go chop off heads.

Leel whined and stayed close.

This will not be good.

She walked inside and any doubts she'd had about the twins' future were well and truly wiped away.

Row after row of makeshift benches and trestles ran up and down the room — a factory, she supposed — placed haphazardly, each occupied by workers of various ages. As the door swung closed behind her the clattering vibrated in her brain like a thousand tiny hammers and the sight before her sent her mind reeling.

It was a dream, not real. Nothing had prepared her for this. Nothing.

They were kids. Lots and lots of young ones only four or five, up to teenage years. Adults too, just a few, wandering around, shouting at the terrified children, slapping the back of their heads, pushing, shoving, barking orders, and above everything else the din. It was impossible to think straight, take it all in.

Woof! Woof, woof, woof.

All eyes turned to Arcene and Leel. Tired eyes, haunted and exhausted eyes. Angry eyes too — of adults who stopped and stared accusingly at Arcene as if she were the one in the wrong.

Arcene was in a dream, this wasn't real, this wasn't part of the deal when you entered the world, no matter where it was. Everyone deserved dignity, some respect. Humanity.

Reality wobbled, time slowed and Arcene was but one thing: Death.

Emotions shut down in an instant, Arcene's Awoken body turning off anything that would interfere with what was to come. Chemicals surged through her brain and bloodstream, shuttling chemical cocktails she had perfected over the years to make her reflexes lightning fast, her actions quick and perfect.

Death. No mercy — it no longer existed. Not for those that would abuse children.

She reached her hand behind her back and ever-so-slowly unsheathed her sword, steel reflecting her impassive features back at her as the blade glided in front. It was a slow and fluid motion, no need to hurry.

"Out, now!" said Arcene, her words little more than a whisper.

"Hey, you can't go telling us what to do," shouted a fat woman with a face full of hairy moles.

"Ssh" said a man, arm motionless where he'd been about to deliver a slap across the cheek of a little pale girl of maybe six. "It's Lady Arcene, she's to be our queen."

The woman scowled at him. "I don't care, we've got work to do and—"

Schlock.

Arcene was across the floor and slicing before anyone could move. The woman dropped dead to the floor like a lumpy sack of rotten potatoes. Nobody made a sound.

"Anyone else want to say anything?" Arcene stared at each adult in turn, none of them said a word. "I said out, everyone out." Terrified children got awkwardly to their feet if they could, others grabbed makeshift crutches and hobbled toward the exit. "No, wait. Sorry, got some more unfinished business to attend to. Kids, you stay here. This is over, okay?" The children stared at Arcene like she was a goddess, eyes full of hope and fear, hardly understanding what was happening.

"You, you, you and you. Out." Arcene pointed at each of the adults with the tip of her bloodstained sword, then nodded at the door, still swinging and creaking. Terrified, glancing nervously at the dead woman on the floor, the smell overpowering as her bowels emptied and a dark stain appeared on her skirt, they shuffled to the door. "Wait!" barked Arcene, and moved quickly to stand in front of them, blocking their way.

She leaned in close to Leel and whispered in her ear. Leel cocked her head to the side then pushed through the door with her snout and was gone.

Arcene ignored the adults and spoke to the children. "You will never have to do this again, I promise. These grown-ups are bad people, you won't see them again. Wait here, do not come out." She turned back to the adults. "Outside, right now." She kicked open the door and held her sword by her side as the men and women moved past her in single file.

A man stopped and opened his mouth to speak. Arcene stared at him, a look that told him all he needed to know. He closed his mouth and kept on walking, head hung low like a man on his way to the gallows.

The sun mocked Arcene, the warmth of the day and the beautiful blue sky telling her everything was all right with the world when it was far from the truth. Arcene nodded at the adults for them to line up against the wall; they moved slowly but obeyed.

"Now, what the hell were you doing in there? You think little children deserve to be treated like that?"

"They're the runts, the orphans or no good, they gotta work."

"Is that right?" Arcene stepped up to the man as he nodded, eyes darting left and right for backup from the others.
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"Oh my god! What did you do?" Whip stared at the corpses, the blood splatters on the crumbling brick wall and the spreading pools of red on the flagstones — it was carnage.

"You said you wanted change, well here you go. This is the start of it Whip, and today will be the end of it too."

"I don't understand. What happened?"

Arcene ignored the question. "Did you know about this? Did you?" Arcene felt like screaming but her voice was little more than a whisper.

Whip nodded. "Arcene, this is what I have been trying to tell you. The castle can't go on like it has, the twins are out of control, others too. They need a new leader, they need you, me too."

"No, I will not stay in this place. I know you Whip, I have been watching you as you have been watching me. I know of your plans and your devious mind—"

"But…"

"Don't interrupt me Whip, don't you dare. Ever." Arcene was losing control, she felt it building, the detachment fading. She was ready to go berserk, rain down bloody vengeance the likes of which would leave nothing left alive. She had to control herself. Arcene took a deep breath and flipped her pigtails to rest down her back. "I see your devious mind, your games and your inability to act. Well, you have your wish. You wanted change, now you have it. If I find out you agree with what those people were involved in then I shall make you pay. Did you? Did you approve of what went on here?" Arcene pointed with her blood-caked sword at the factory.

"No, of course not. I keep telling you I want to stop this madness, so much is wrong Arcene. I need help."

"And yet all you do is plot and try to manipulate me, manipulate others, but you don't actually do anything."

"I don't know how," pleaded Whip. "I don't know where to start."

"Now you do. Send somebody to care for the children, and make it fast, we have a wedding to plan."

"Wait here." Whip hurried away, glancing back at Arcene before he disappeared.

Arcene stared at her sword arm — the blade was covered in gore, her arm was stained red up to the shoulder and her grip was so tight she wondered if she could ever let the sword go.

She stood motionless, mind empty, the only escape. She had no concept of time, no knowledge of how long she stood. Not even Leel's whining penetrated her defense.

"Eh? What?"

"Arcene, it's me, Whip. I've returned."

"Oh."

"Come 'ere love, lets get you cleaned up. Whip says you done a right good thing and no mistake."

Arcene let the woman dip her cloth into the bucket of water she carried and clean away the worst of the blood from her body, even wiping down the sword so it gleamed — she still held it tight in her hand.

"Come on, let's get you back to your room," said Whip.

Arcene stared at him, stared at the woman, and said, "Who's this?"

"My sister," said Whip.

"Hello love, nice to meet you, I'm sure." The plump woman, opposite to Whip in every way, smiled at Arcene then looked anxiously to her brother.

"Nice to meet you," said Arcene, slowly coming back to herself.

"Look after the children," said Whip to his sister. "Keep them well away from anyone and get rid of those bodies."

"Will do," said the woman happily, before grabbing hold of a pair of bloodied boots and dragging a man with numerous slices across his head toward a small door built into the wall.

"Come on, let's go," said Whip. He guided Arcene away from the scene of her anger.

Arcene allowed herself to be led; Leel nudged her hand repeatedly until she draped her free arm over her friend's neck and tried not to cry.

Why is there always so much pain? I want to see my boy, I want a cuddle.

Sometimes Arcene felt like a little girl, sometimes she felt a thousand years old.


OOH, LOVELY


"I'M NOT A bad man, Arcene," said Whip as he nodded at the guard then closed the door to Arcene's room with a gentle snick.

"Just maybe not a very nice one either," said Arcene.

"Maybe."

"How could you Whip? How could you let little children be treated like that? They're skeletal, bits missing, made to work in that place, doing what? All those ancient machines, it's the stuff of nightmares."

"Just one of many things that need to change." Whip sounded even older than his years and sank into a chair with a groan. Arcene stood and stared at him.

"I don't think I want to know what else goes on in this place, but you let it happen."

"It's not that simple. How do you think I felt watching everything fall apart for so long? But I was stuck, unable to do anything, then it was too late."

"You hid! Hid away and fooled yourself that you were clever and would do something, but you never did. You played games! You smug old coward."

"I know, I know all right? I've been a fool, but no more."

"No more," agreed Arcene. She stared down at her body, kilt stained dark, the blood drying in patchwork brown, her arms smeared with the blood she had spilled. She regretted nothing, apart from that the children had seen. "Today, today it all changes. You will have your wish. But if I ever find out that children are set to work like that, or anything else where people are made to do things against their will, I shall return Whip, and I will burn this place to the ground with you in it and anyone else that deserves it. Do you understand me?"

Whip nodded.

"Answer me!" Arcene towered over Whip, veins popping on her arms like her fury was about to burst free as she clenched her fists. She let her anger build, not even trying to control it.

"I promise. I will change it all Arcene, I promise."

"You better. Now, go get Margaret and tell her I want a bath and I suppose then I better get ready for my 'wedding,' hadn't I?"

Whip left without speaking.

Arcene sat and cried. The warm tears emptied her, left her a shell, but slowly she filled back up. With death.


A WEDDING


ARCENE WORE RED, apparently a tradition for brides at Castle Kenyon — she couldn't have asked for a better color, it suited the event to perfection.

She walked through the plaza as a mob of people shouted their good wishes. Men fixed their eyes on her slender body in admiration, the women did the same. Her figure was clearly visible, the dress hugging her tight, yet as comfortable as her regular clothes. The long train of the dress trailed along the floor behind her like a stream of blood. Leel walked close by her side, whining occasionally, hating the cloying sensation of unknown bodies, the gawping and the noise — both preferred the company of small groups, or each other. Crowds always made them nervous — too many unknowns.

Margaret walked a few paces behind, face blotchy and glowing, proud of her larger, and single-armed dress, green in contrast to Arcene's. She held a small bunch of flowers in front of her like she had won the best prize in the world. The poor woman was in shock when Arcene asked if she would be her bridesmaid, curtsying and gushing her thanks until Arcene had to tell her to go and get a dress, and not to let anyone tell her she couldn't take her pick from the small collection of pristine garments watched over with eagle-eyes by a grumpy old woman known rather unimaginatively as The Watcher of Clothes.

Margaret had returned in tears, without a dress, so Arcene made the trip herself, finally convincing the woman Margaret wasn't trying to steal anything, but had been told by the woman's future queen to pick a nice outfit as she was to be her bridesmaid. Even then the woman had been sullen, but Margaret got what she wanted and had been happy ever since.

Arcene cut a very imposing figure. The dress she wore was sleeveless, her toned arms exposed, the skin appearing paler than normal against the blood-red fabric. A high collar wrapped around her throat, making her appear even more waif-like. Delicate material clung to her upper body and hips like honey, then flared out below the knee before it draped to the ground and beyond at the rear. The entire creation was a work of art, an homage to expert craftsmanship, sewn by hand over three hundred years ago from fine thread, intricate patterns of swirls and flowers making up the dress as a whole.

There was no doubt it was beautiful. The only thing that made Arcene look somewhat unconventional were the black socks with pink bunnies, her usual boots, and the sword strapped tight to her back. She had refused point-blank to take it off when Margaret shuddered and told her it wasn't exactly what a bride-to-be should wear. Even Whip, when he came to check on her, suggested she reconsider as it was rather unconventional attire for a wedding. He was just making noise though, still acting the coward as far as Arcene was concerned — he knew all too well that Arcene needed her sword, or hoped she would.

Arcene calmed her mind and body as the crowd grew while she walked along an open walkway leading down to the fields. The gaggle hushed as the massive "likeness" of Arcene came into view, their appreciation of her replaced with quiet chatter about the idol.

Sickness threatened to overwhelm her, so Arcene went deep inside herself and let each muscle relax, calmed her mind then shut off her emotions — she was the lady in red. Vengeance. Death. Salvation.

She led the way to the edge of the trampled wheat field, nothing but flattened stubs remaining and a few broken stalks crushed against the earth like broken dreams. Ahead, at the base of the idol, stood the twins, chins held high, smiling like the mindless fools they were. Behind them stood Whip, the master of ceremonies, the man who would marry them. Spread out in a semicircle were those deemed worthy enough to stand close to their leaders and their new queen.

The sun was high and hot; she could see beads of sweat on the twins’ foreheads, glistening like diamonds — Arcene was as cool as those most precious of stones. Ice flowed through her veins, her thoughts as hard and cold as the ocean was deep. Her heart beat slow, lifetimes passed between each gentle and regular thump, thump, thump.

Arcene shrugged and stepped into the field.

"Ugh, eh?" She was pulled to a halt almost immediately. She turned, ready to deal with the menace, only to find the dress had caught on the brittle, golden stalks. She tugged it until it was free, then Margaret sensibly lifted the material and the procession continued.

A grin became impossible to contain, and Arcene watched as the twins shifted then smiled wider, believing their bride-to-be was happy. Arcene was smiling about the fact she was in a wedding dress and supposed to be getting married. How strange. Absurd.

Before she knew it she found herself next to the twins; each held out a hand to her. Hiding her disgust she held them; they were clammy, slimy like slugs, soft and bony at the same time.

"You look beautiful," said Fionn.

"Lovely," agreed Flynn.

"Thank you. You both look very handsome."

The twins turned to each other and admired themselves, knowing they looked identical in their dark jackets and green shirts that set off their perfect hair nicely.

When they had finished preening and idolizing each other Fionn said, "Is that really necessary?" pointing at the sword.

"Yes," was all Arcene could manage in reply.

They frowned but said no more, probably thinking they would lose face if they caused a scene in front of so many people. Nobody even noticed the backpack strapped tightly to Leel.

"Ahem." Whip cleared his throat to get their attention. "Whenever we are ready, we can proceed."

"Ah, good man Whip. I think we are more than ready, don't you brother?"

"Absolutely Flynn, let's get married."

What about me? I don't suppose they care. You'd think they were marrying each other.

The twins turned to face Whip properly, releasing Arcene so she could stand between them. Each moved closer in an attempt to outdo the other until she had to nudge them away a little with her elbows with a demure, "Excuse me."

"Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here today to join… er, these men and this woman in holy matrimony. If…"

Arcene zoned out, the words meaningless, the whole marriage a sham. Pointless.

"Eh? What?" Arcene focused. The twins were staring at her and Whip was nodding his head vigorously.

"I said, do you Arcene Robideaux take these men to be your lawful wedded husbands?"

Arcene turned her head slowly to stare first at Whip, then Fionn, then Flynn. As if she had all the time in the world, she raised her head and stared up at the huge construction, the ragged likeness of her towering over everything. She focused on the head then her gaze lowered until she fixed eyes as pale as water on a man stood next to the left leg of an insult to life with a burning torch, ready to light the structure the moment the wedding was completed.

She raised her head once more, shielding her eyes against the sun as she stared at the tiny child on top of the head, tied tight to the spike. He was two years old at the most, face soaked with tears, legs shaking terribly. But he made no sound — the gag ensured he didn't interrupt the ceremony below. It was so strange, too surreal. Arcene noticed that running from the gag all the way to the ground was a length of cord, held by another man.

She could only assume that once the structure was set ablaze the cord would be pulled and the gag released, all the better to hear the boy's screams and let Him hear the sacrifice made in His name.

It was all Arcene needed to see to know she was following the right path.

"Arcene?" prompted Fionn.

"What's wrong?" asked Flynn. "You have to say yes, then we are married."

"No."

The crowd gasped. Fionn and Flynn stared at her, uncomprehending.

"Haha, you silly girl. Whip asked if you took us to be your husbands." Fionn glanced nervously at his brother.

"I said no."

"You don't understand, you can't say no," said Flynn.

"I can and I did." Arcene ignored them and walked to the base of the figure. She stepped up close to the man holding the flaming torch, then reached out and took it from him.

The man didn't resist, he was too confused to do anything but stand there, open-mouthed. Arcene put the torch on the floor and stamped on it, then to the shock of the crowd she gathered up the train of the dress and tore it off. The huge gathering gasped as one, watching in confusion as Arcene placed the material over the smoking torch and stomped on it some more. Satisfied it was out, she turned back to the shocked man and said, "You'd burn little children alive, would you?"

"Wh… what!?" The man couldn't get his words out, he had no idea what was happening.

"I said were you going to burn that child up there alive?"

"It's the sacrifice," he stuttered as way of explanation.

Arcene stared at him, eyes unblinking, then occupied his mind for a split-second before she retreated. Utterly calm, and giving no indication of what she would do as the crowd stared and the twins watched in utter confusion, Arcene stabbed out with an open hand at the man's throat, finger's jabbing deep into his Adam's apple.

The man clutched at his throat in shock then dropped to the floor, gurgling and croaking as his face turned red then purple. The crowd screamed.

Arcene stared directly at the shocked twins.

"The wedding's off."


SINGLE AGAIN


"WHAT ARE YOU doing?" shouted Flynn, as he tugged at his hair so nervously he yanked a curl out. He stared at it between his fingers in shock.

"You're our wife," shouted Fionn. He stomped his foot as if it would make everything all right and the ceremony would continue.

The crowd remained silent, the man Arcene had attacked making the only sound as he gave a final croak then died.

Arcene ignored them and walked to Whip. "Get the boy down, and get those children out of that factory. If anyone else wants clothes made from the rags you people seem to enjoy wearing then they can make their own, not starve children and shackle them to machines like animals. Do I make myself clear?"

Whip nodded.

"Answer me, Whip, you would do well to tread carefully at the moment. In case you hadn't noticed, I am not in the best of moods."

"Yes. Thank you Arcene. And them?" He turned to the twins.

"Oh, I know exactly what to do with them." Arcene, with Leel by her side, walked calmly toward the twins. They stepped back as she approached.

"What is the meaning of this? You're ours."

"I don't belong to anyone, apart from my son. What you allow to happen here is unforgivable, so, if you want a Feast then you're going to give the people a real treat." Arcene spoke to the crowd. "You people don't know what you're doing, you've been here alone for too long. The Feast stops, today. No more eating each other, what's the matter with you? Raise more cattle, take proper care of your crops, learn how to organize properly and help each other. Whip is in charge now," Arcene stared at Whip, "and he better do a good job with the gift I have given him." Whip nodded.

Arcene watched as a man, she assumed the little boy's father, leaned a ladder against the statue and climbed up and retrieved the boy. Nobody tried to stop him, nobody did anything. Such events were not part of castle life, they were as helpless as the little boy that would have been sacrificed.

"Light it," ordered Arcene to the boy's father, as he handed the child over to his mother, the woman's face puffy and soaked with tears. She clutched the child tight and hurried away.

The man walked to the effigy and took a flint and striker from a pocket. He hit against the small piece of steel until a spark caught the dry wheat and it erupted into flame.

As the crowd moved away from the heat, Arcene spoke once more. "This will be your last Feast, and only two will give to Him this day."

Leel moved behind the twins as Arcene spoke, and nudged them forward without them even realizing what was happening.

They stared at Arcene as the flames licked at the head of the statue.

"Time to celebrate," said Arcene.

In one fluid motion the sword was out and arcing down, first at Flynn, then at Fionn. One left arm and one right arm thudded to the floor less than a second apart as the twins stared at each other, unable to accept what had happened.

Arcene sheathed her sword as the twins screamed, her eyes locked on theirs, unforgiving and without regret or mercy. She picked up the limbs, making sure they watched as she walked as close as she could to the fire, then threw the warm flesh into the flames.

"Have a nice evening."

Arcene clicked her fingers and Leel came to her side. "Look after the children Whip, and no more hiding."

Whip nodded and bent to the twins, now lying on the floor and writhing in agony, screaming and shouting for Arcene's blood. Nobody moved apart from Arcene and Leel.

They walked through the field, away from the madness. Arcene didn't turn as she heard the screams grow louder — what Whip did now was his business, or maybe it was the crowd finally come to their senses? Either way, she didn't look back as the screams of the twins rose higher and higher.

It was castle business, her part in it all was done.


NICE AND SUNNY


ARCENE GROPED IN the intense gloom, finding it hard to see after the brightness outside. Soon enough her eyesight improved and she pulled down on the lever. She heard a clang and peered out of the murder hole. She smiled as she watched the drawbridge lower, then thud into the earth on the other side of the moat.

She moved back to the entrance, stopping as something caught her eye. She squinted at the scrawled message written in chalk on the stone slab where she had met The Gatekeeper.

"Just popped out for a bit," read Arcene, then shook her head. He was a nice man; she owed him.

Back out in the sunshine Arcene and Leel walked up to the gates, all that stood between them and the outside world. Arcene smiled at the seemingly impossible-to-move bar that sealed the gates closed. She stepped forward and lifted it up easily then placed it with care to the side.

The Gatekeeper had explained that he'd replaced the original timber years ago, painting it to maintain appearance, but it was so worm-eaten and rotten that it weighed next to nothing. He was a wily one and no mistake.

Arcene pulled back the gates and stepped onto the drawbridge.

She didn't pause, look back, smile or cry.

"Come on, Leel, it's a lovely day, time to go home."

Woof!

"Now, what shall we hunt for our supper?"

The End


Arcene: The Island

(Arcene — Book 2)


SHOULD HAVE WALKED


ARCENE STOOD ON the short grass, lifted a hand to shade her eyes against the sun, and peered into the clear blue sky expectantly. Where was he? Late as usual — Fasolt seemed to treat time as an abstract concept, there only for others to use, not him.

When she'd sent word home that she was ready to put an end to her adventure and wanted to see her son and her friends, more like family really, she had been told that Fasolt was close and hadn't gone far at all since he'd dropped her off in the hot air balloon he'd promised he would never set foot in again.

It seemed that he'd changed his mind and was on his way to collect her — at least he was supposed to be. Arcene and Leel had been waiting all day for his arrival, and so far there was no sign of him. They'd even had to make do with cold cuts of meat for lunch, meaning neither the fifteen, going on twenty-two-year-old Arcene, or the nine-year-old Leel, were in the best of moods. They liked their meat hot, fresh, and plentiful, not necessarily in that order.

"Over here," came a shout from the opposite direction to the one she was looking in, at least she thought it was, it could have been the wind playing tricks on her again. It whipped at her kilt, flapping it manically around her thighs, caught her pigtails and thumped them against her back and chest like coils of rope.

Arcene turned into the wind and stared up at her "ride," wondering if she wouldn't be better walking. The hot air balloon had been fun, although Fasolt had moaned the whole way and promised never to use it again.

Just like childbirth. They say that if you remembered what it was like then you'd never do it again. I remember, and I certainly won't. A pointless thought, Arcene could never have another child.

The huge balloon was buffeted dangerously by the wind, the basket beneath tipping at a precarious angle. Fasolt, skinny, ancient, and naked as always, was hanging on to the ropes for dear life, shouting something through clenched teeth — the wind carried away his words; she heard nothing.

Woof, woof.

"Yes, I know, Leel, but we can't fly so we must wait for him to come down."

It was impossible not to smile at the sight of the man. It felt great to see a welcome face after being out in the countryside meeting strangers, many less than pleasant. Fasolt's immense dreadlocks hung over the side of the strong wicker basket like extra tethers, dropping down at least two meters below his feet, some as thick as his arms, others delicate like slender, arthritic fingers crooked at strange angles.

Every so often the wind caught them and pulled them high into the air, tangling them around each other, around his body, around the ropes connecting the basket to the balloon, until it was impossible to tell which was which.

Fasolt struggled with the burner, trying to lower the flame so the balloon descended slow enough so he didn't just crash, but also having to keep an eye on his hair so it didn't catch fire and send him tumbling to his death in a mess of burning balloon and flesh. He grabbed a fistful of dreadlocks and seemed to tell them off before he leaned back over the side and shouted something.

"What?" shouted back Arcene, still unable to hear a word.

He shook his head as if saying never mind. Arcene watched as he pulled hard on the rope that ran down the center of the balloon, opening the flap at the top to let more hot air out and enable his somewhat shaky descent. After what was obviously a lot of cursing and a few pulls on his own hair by mistake, he came low enough to consider a final landing so threw down a tether.

Arcene nodded at him, but he wasn't looking — back to battling with his hair and the burner — so Arcene made a dash for the rope. Leel had already seen it though and bounded over to it in a few easy strides. She grabbed it in her mouth and shook it like she did prey on a hunt, telling it to submit and take its punishment.

Arcene reached her a moment before she let it go; she grabbed it. "Hold on, Leel, and let's pull it toward the tree." Arcene pointed at the thick beech tree a short distance away and she was sure that Leel nodded in agreement.

I wonder about her sometimes. It's like she understands everything but chooses not to listen if it doesn't sound like fun. Arcene would never admit it, but sometimes, just now and then, maybe the same could be said of her.

Together, they hauled on the tether, dragging the thin cord as they edged backward to the trunk of the tree, feet slipping now and then on the stubby grass.

Suddenly, the wind died down and the warm day hit like it had been hiding until the breeze passed. Everything was still, the only sounds the panting of Leel, the burner giving up less heat, and Fasolt muttering about stupid hot air balloons and vindictive wind and his dreadlocks that refused to do as they were told.

As Arcene watched, the balloon descended and the rope went slack, so they took the opportunity to get to the tree and she wrapped the cord around the trunk, tying it in the special knot she'd been taught before she went up for a ride for the first time.

Then everything was silent. The burner turned off, the parachute valve fully opened by Fasolt — letting the hot air escape a little too fast from the top of the balloon — and the miraculous contraption drifted down to the ground gracefully. At least that's what should have happened. Instead, it dropped like a stone the last thirty feet and bumped along the ground viciously before the basket flipped onto its side and Fasolt flew out, rolled across the grass and only came to a stop when he hit the trunk of the tree, wrapped up in his own hair like a skin-covered skeleton in a very scruffy rug.

All Arcene could see was his bare, bony bum sticking up in the air and his fingers clawing at the dreadlocks that mummified him in their dark and itchy embrace.

"Nice ride?" asked Arcene, before she laughed and held out a hand for Fasolt, the oldest man she had ever known, probably the oldest man in the entire world.

"Yes, rather pleasant actually." Fasolt scrambled to his feet and scowled at the dreadlocks as he untangled himself then wrapped them into a complex topknot so he looked like a corpse with a bees nest on his head.

"Looked like it," said Arcene.

"I was being sarcastic, in case you didn't notice. I hate those things. They're the worst invention there has ever been in the entire history of the world. Ugh."

"One thing that is a good invention is clothes, but I see you've failed to wear any again." Arcene tried not to, but as usual she couldn't help looking at the skinny, naked body of Fasolt, eyes inevitably drawn to his willy she really wished he would cover up, even if it was just with a pair of shorts or something. It was distracting, and so gross.

"Haha, some things never change. Come here, you."

Arcene smiled at her dear friend and put her arms out wide. Fasolt stepped forward and they hugged, the close embrace of people who are more than friends: family in all but blood.

Everything floated away: sadness, hurt and loss. All that remained was the warmth of a human being that cared for her and she cared for right back. What better feeling was there in the world than a damn good hug? "Missed you."

"Missed you too," Fasolt whispered into Arcene's ear. "Ugh, what's that?" He stepped back and looked down at the happy face of Leel, busy licking his lower back, not pleased about the lack of attention. Her tail wagged so fast Leel could probably take off and give them a ride home herself. "Sorry, Leel, didn't mean to be rude."

Woof. Woof, woof.

"Really? Well, you two have been on an adventure, haven't you?" Fasolt leaned forward a little and gave Leel a big hug then squirmed and squealed as she did her special greeting, just for those she loved: the full face lick.

Arcene could see her preparing for it, see the glint of mischief in her hazel eyes, the smile widen on the dopey face, the white patch over her eye making her look as comical as always. The tongue extended, the flesh pink and wet, and Leel licked from Fasolt's chin right up to the beginning of his dreadlocks.

"Ugh, thank you, Leel." Fasolt stood and rubbed Leel's ear while he turned to Arcene. "Well, how was it? I've had a bit of an adventure myself actually, I haven't been home either yet."

"Oh, you know, the usual. Rat men, kidnappers, saving and losing small children, blue castles and…" Arcene waved it all away casually, as if it was just another one of those everyday kind of adventures and nothing to get excited about.

Fasolt stared at her with a frown, seeing right through her. His ancient Awoken senses penetrated whatever defenses she tried to put up, looked past the three dimensions into her presence in The Noise, able to feel her emotions, see her thoughts like orange sparks dancing around her brain, sense sadness and regret, disappointment too, all of it, everything she wanted to hide and keep secret. He could see it all, and more, as clearly as he could see the pigtails hanging down her back. "You sure? Nothing you want to tell me?"

Arcene knew it was pointless trying to hide things from her friend, and she knew herself well enough to know that she didn't want to anyway. This was family, a father-figure if truth be told — if she couldn't unburden herself to him then who could she do it with?

"Oh, Fasolt, some of it was great, but some of it was awful. Why do people have to be so mean? So cruel and evil?" Arcene let the tears flow freely down her pale cheeks, let her arms drop to her sides and just stood there, a little girl in her black vest, her kilt and over-the-knee black socks with the pink bunnies stitched up the sides. And her sword, her other faithful companion apart from Leel, the one thing that told others this was no mere teenager, this girl kicks ass.

But in front of Fasolt there was no need for pretense or bravado, so she cried.

"It's all right, I'm here. It's over now. Come on, let's sit, make a fire, and you can tell me all about it." Fasolt led her to the base of the ancient tree nearly as old as him, and he smiled at her. "Be back in a minute, I have just the thing to cheer you up. Leel too."

Woof.

Arcene watched the bony, bare bum of Fasolt retreat to the toppled basket. "Why can't he wear clothes? Ugh." She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her hands, surprised at her own reaction to seeing a familiar face. No matter how much she tried to convince herself things didn't get to her, that she was fine after leaving the blue castle and traveling with Leel again for a few days, enjoying the peace and quiet, the truth was the walls she built around her emotions couldn't be held back forever — you had to let them out, be honest with yourself, or you would go mad sooner or later.

It wasn't even the death that hurt, she was used to killing, it was the fact that it was necessary at all. The nastiness of people, their cruelty and lack of consideration for others, that's what was so upsetting, not the fact she chopped off their heads.

"Stupid people. Anyway," said Arcene to Leel, sat leaning against her like she was an extension of the tree, "it's all over now. Soon we will be home and I can see my son, and you can too, can't you, Leel?"

Woof.

A huge smile spread across Arcene's face at the thought of seeing Lucien, her seven-year-old miracle, although you wouldn't think that possible when you looked at Arcene. With her outward appearance halted at fifteen, body clock stopped, she would always look, and often act, like a teenager, but she was twenty-two in reality, although it meant little.

With her body static her mind didn't develop the same as it otherwise would have, so to all intents and purposes she was a fifteen-year-old girl and always would be. Sort of. It got complicated, ever for Arcene, so she did the obvious thing and simply didn't think about it much.

"Hey, hey!"

"Eh? Oh, sorry, I was miles away." Arcene looked up to see Fasolt stood in front of her, willy dangling between his legs like another weird dreadlock. "Ugh, Fasolt, that is so gross."

"It's just nature, Arcene, nothing gross about it."

"That's easy for you to say, but you aren't sitting where I am." Arcene got to her feet then stared at Fasolt's gift. "Is that what I think it is? No way!"

Fasolt smiled. "I've been saving it. I figured you might want it after your adventure."

"Oh, wow! Yes please, yes please." Arcene tried not to hop about and do a little jig like a child seeing its mommy again.

"Okay, let's make a fire and you can tell me all about your adventure. And eat. Haha."

"I'll get the wood."


A NICE LUNCH


"LEEL, WILL YOU stop that!" Arcene pushed Leel's snout away from the package on the dusty ground under the shade of the tree.

Huh, huh, huh. Huh, huh, huh.

Leel panted even faster, her excitement almost too much for her to bear. Her hot breath infiltrated Arcene's nostrils, the smell of their spartan morning meal more than evident.

Leel turned her head a little and stared at Arcene out of the corner of her eye, then turned her focus back to the treat laid out on the square of leather beside the fire just getting going.

"It's no good getting all excited, it will be ages yet. Right, Fasolt?" Arcene turned to him with pleading eyes, willing him to make the fire heat up quicker so it was ready to cook the two huge trout that shone all the colors of the rainbow as their iridescent scales caught the strong early afternoon sunlight through the sparse leaves of the bent tree.

"Haha, afraid so. But once the fire is ready it will only take a few minutes to cook. Leel, why don't you go get us some sticks so we can be all prepared to cook?" Fasolt smiled at Leel as her ears pricked up; she ran off to hunt.

"She'd never do that for me," complained Arcene. "She'd just stare at me like she didn't have a clue what I was talking about."

"That's because she knows you so well, Arcene. She knows what she can get away with."

"S'pose so." Arcene smiled. "I don't mind though, she's a great dog, the best. You should have seen her, Fasolt, she's been so well-behaved. Um, apart from an 'incident' with a moat."

"I'm sure. Now, are you going to tell me about your time away? I can see that there has been a lot of fun, but plenty of sadness too."

Arcene knew better than to hold it in, so with a sigh she told her story. "Well, we saw this castle, and it was painted blue…"

[image: ]

Arcene had known Fasolt for years, having lived at The Commorancy for as long as her. He was once a very bad man, evil on a scale impossible to imagine, but had been reborn after his son tried to kill him, finally washing up on the shore a changed man, understanding all the terrible things he had done in his life, the thousands upon thousands of lives he had ruined through his own actions and the warping of his son into a man that tried to eradicate what remained of humanity post-Lethargy.

For years Fasolt found it almost impossible to accept that people cared for him, enjoyed talking to him, liked his company. After all, he'd spent over three hundred years believing that others were nothing but dirt, undeserving of the least bit of kindness.

Before The Lethargy even happened he was a bad man: a cruel human being, a bad husband and a terrible father. And when he Awoke just after The Lethargy took almost every person on the planet, he truly became a nasty man by any standards.

He spent more and more time in The Noise, the place that was no place, the reality behind the facade of what most people thought of as the world. Immersed, he learned its secrets, learned how to control his own mind and those of other people, could enter the minds of animals with ease, could see the truth of the world and how everything was connected, much like Arcene could, but on a much deeper level.

He was incredibly powerful and had almost succeeded in putting an end to The Commorancy itself, wiping out centuries of hard work by Marcus, the founder, whose aim was to help humanity come through the terrible times and one day rebuild the world and make it better than it had ever been.

Luckily, Fasolt failed, had become a new man, the terrible things he had done a weight around his neck that nearly made him give up and enter The Void, but he'd remained alive, had helped where he could and was accepted by his new family as a man saved for a purpose. They forgave him.

Fasolt was one of the people Arcene cared for, obviously her young son coming first. She joked about how annoyed she got because he refused to ever wear clothes — he saw no point as he could change his temperature so easily to suit whatever environment he found himself in — but she loved him dearly, even if expressing such sentiments came hard for them both.

Their past meant that love, and showing it, was often the last thing on their minds. Arcene had been alone for most of her childhood and the overriding concern was always survival. Now it was food — just like Leel, she could never get enough.

"Leel! You little sneak!" Leel bounded off with the tail of the fish sticking out of her mouth. She turned and stared at Arcene, then swallowed it before she could do anything.

"Haha, that's what you get when you daydream," said Fasolt. He handed Arcene a piece of succulent flesh and continued to eat.

"I guess so, but still." Arcene turned to the fast-retreating Leel, already distracted by a bird flapping about in the grass some distance away. "You naughty girl." Arcene turned back to Fasolt. "Thanks for listening, I feel better already."

"We're family, right?" Arcene nodded. "Well then, no need to apologize. It sounds like a lot of it was fun, and certainly interesting, but I won't put it on my list of places I want to visit. Ugh, those people at the blue castle sound crazy. Cup of tea?"

"Ooh, yes please. I haven't had a proper cuppa for ages. You got sugar?" Fasolt stared at her like she had well and truly lost her mind. "Sorry, of course you have."

"You know me so well." Fasolt rummaged around in his thin leather satchel that hung by his side, as much a constant companion as Arcene's sword. Fasolt had no need for a sword — if he wanted he could shut you down, turn your mind to nothing but goop quicker than Arcene could ever pull out her weapon and slice. And she was fast, very fast.

Fasolt pulled teabags and sugar from his pouch and poured steaming water from the battered metal kettle into two fine bone-china teacups, complete with saucers. Arcene said nothing, didn't even think of it as unusual — Fasolt liked his home comforts even if he was in the middle of nowhere.

It was a far cry from the centuries he had lived deep underground, covered in grime and the detritus of years, never washing and hardly connecting with the real world. All that was a long time ago, but the tales he had told Arcene would give her nightmares if she ever let them.

They sat and sipped on their piping-hot tea. Arcene felt like she was almost home, the comfort of the familiar taste brought with it a real sense of what she was missing. "I can't wait to get back. It feels like it's been a lifetime."

"Me too. It will be great to sleep in my own bed again. It's been a little rough out here."

"How come you didn't go home after you dropped me off?" asked Arcene, keen to hear about his adventures now she'd shared hers.

"I fell asleep." Fasolt looked embarrassed, almost.

"Huh?"

"I fell asleep," he said again, almost a whisper.

"Well, so did I. We did loads of dozing."

"No, I mean I feel asleep the whole time. I woke up this morning as it was the day I was supposed to come get you."

"You fell asleep for weeks? What, like a bear hibernating?"

"I guess so. Probably all the fresh air," he muttered.

"Yeah, or you're getting old." Arcene stared at Fasolt. He looked the same as he always had. A skinny, naked man in his thirties and he always would, just like she would remain fifteen for what could be thousands of years.

Fasolt stopped as he was about to take a sip of his tea, pinkie finger poking out how you were supposed to hold such delicate china, and frowned at Arcene. "No, it isn't that. I've got plenty of years left in me yet, plenty."

"Well, what is it then?"

"Nothing, I just fancied a nap."

"Oh. Um, okay."

Arcene knew there was no point asking more, as Fasolt could be secretive at times. He had seen so much, knew so much, that sometimes it was hard to fathom him. After all, this was probably one of only a couple of people in the whole world that had grown up before The Lethargy. He had a very different perspective on the world as it now was than youngsters like Arcene who knew nothing but crumbling cities and empty countryside where people were few and far between and the survival of the whole human race hung in the balance.

Leel trotted back over, tail down, sad that she had failed to catch anything on her hunt.

"Never mind, Leel, we'll be home soon and you can eat as much as you want," said Fasolt. Leel perked up, and her eyes glinted with mischief.

"Uh-oh, you better look out."

"Haha, I know. She's so cheeky." It was too late, Leel went in for another full face lick. There was nothing to do but go with it — when a dog as large as her decides it wants to lick you there is nothing to do but take your punishment.

After Leel had finished slobbering over Fasolt he wiped his face and said, "Right, let's pack up and get that monstrosity in the air. And this is the last time, the very last time. Damn thing's a death trap."

"Home. That sounds nice." Arcene smiled at the thought of wrapping her son tight in her arms. How she'd missed him.


PLEASANT VIEWS


ARCENE BROKE CAMP while Fasolt spent a half hour setting the hot air balloon up ready for their journey home. She was about to dig a hole to bury the scraps from their lunch, a habit that ensured no animals were attracted, when she realized that it was rather pointless: they were leaving and there were no scraps — Leel had eaten everything left, including the fish bones.

After dousing the fire with water, Arcene joined Leel and Fasolt at the base of the balloon. She admired the huge contraption, now fully inflated and pulling at the tethers holding the basket tight to the ground. The last trip had been great fun, partly because of the feeling of freedom, partly because Fasolt had acted like a baby and kept screaming as they rushed through the air like an out-of-control bird. Sometimes Arcene felt she should be scared when she wasn't — that particular emotion seemed to be missing from her genetic makeup.

Fasolt climbed into the basket reluctantly. "Come on then," he mumbled, scowling as he looked up into the balloon. He turned up the burner so the flames licked high and the whole thing strained at the tethers like it would pull them from the ground at any moment.

"Okey dokey, let's do it. Go on, Leel, in you get." Leel stared at Arcene as if she were mad. Like she had no idea how to jump and had never seen the basket before in her life. "Come on, don't make me tell you again. You're not scared, are you?" Leel whined and Arcene was sure she nodded her head slightly. "Don't be silly, it's fun. Isn't that right, Fasolt? Fasolt?"

"Oh, yes, of course, great fun. Come on, Leel, the sooner you get in then the sooner we will be home and you can sleep and eat lots and even have a nice new blanket and a roaring fire too. How does that sound?"

Woof. Woof woof!

"There's no need to be like that!"

"Right, Leel, I'm undoing the ropes, so if you don't jump in you'll be left behind." Arcene unhitched the tethers; Leel stared at her in shock, as if she truly believed she would be left alone. She let out a final bark of protest then stepped/jumped into the basket, the effort so minimal she may as well have simply been walking up a few stairs.

Stupid dog. She's just acting up because she hasn't seen Fasolt for a while.

Arcene held onto the basket with one hand, undid the final rope, then hopped in. "Here we go." The excitement built.

"Ugh, yes, here we go," moaned Fasolt. He turned the burner up full and in seconds they were high in the sky, heading home.
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"Look, there it is," shouted Arcene, ducking as a fat dreadlock whipped at her face like a cat-o-nine-tails. "There, over there. Look!"

Fasolt turned his attention from staring at his navel, something he'd done ever since they took off, put a hand above his eyes, and peered where Arcene pointed. "It's kind of blurry, but I think maybe I can make it out."

"Hmm. Guess it does look a bit rubbish from this far away." Arcene watched as the last shimmer of blue disappeared from the top of the castle and then it was gone, lost behind the hills as they traveled away at speed.

Fasolt turned his attention back to his belly button, and Arcene looked ahead eagerly, willing their transport to move faster, to get her home to her son so she could have her cuddle.

They were making good time. In only a few hours they had passed several ancient towns and a few large cities, the crumbling remains of skyscrapers and houses always a reminder of what life had once been like.

It was hard to imagine Fasolt as a grown man over three hundred years ago when everything was pristine. When everyone had a TV and a job, a house of their very own, and the roads were full of cars and trucks, everyone obsessed with money and how to get more of it.

The old world sounded like an absolute nightmare to Arcene — what could be worse than doing something every day you hated just so you could drive there and back in a vehicle that smelled funny, spending hours sat in queues of traffic? It was absolutely mad.

Still, she loved hearing the stories of those times, and Fasolt often told her of what it was like. It always felt made-up though, not like it was real, all those people, all those things happening. Where did they all fit? Supermarkets jammed full of food that didn't look like the animal it came from, clogged roads and everyone always busy — it was no wonder Fasolt went bad and ended up nearly destroying what remained of humanity.

"Hold on, the wind's getting up," warned Fasolt. He ducked to avoid his own hair that had got loose like it always did and danced in the air like snakes that were very, very angry.

"It's just a gust, nothing to worry about," said Arcene, smiling at him for being such a baby. Leel whined and leaned heavily against her side, her eyes inches from Arcene's as she sat there panting and looking scared. "You two are such babies, this is fun!"

"Fun is being on solid ground, not fun is being up in the sky in a balloon when it's windy. Or even when it isn't," added Fasolt.

"Babies." Arcene let the wind flap at her pigtails, burning orange as the lowering sun caught her silver hair and made it sparkle. She stood on tiptoes so she could revel in the power of nature, let her kilt whip around her thighs, and as she did about fifty times a day she bent her head a little, lifted a leg and admired the pink bunnies stitched up the side of her socks. Cool.

The wind picked up speed, and with no warning the sky darkened, as if somebody had the sun on a dimmer switch and wanted to make it night prematurely.

"I think we're in for trouble," said Fasolt. He turned and pointed in the opposite direction to the way they were heading, hair trailing behind him like living streamers.

Arcene adjusted her position and saw a mass of dark, evil looking clouds bubbling up from nowhere. Flashes of lightning could be seen, but there was no thunder yet, meaning it was well off and might not even come their way at all. She watched as the clouds got denser and darker, huge, puffy menaces like evil mushrooms that would twist your mind and make you believe the sun was a figment of your imagination.

Gosh, I'm getting a little carried away. They're just clouds, nothing to worry about.

"It's time to worry. The storm is heading right for us," shrieked Fasolt. Already, it was hard to hear him. The wind was fierce, and the darkness hurtled toward them faster than they could escape.

Oops, maybe I'm not exaggerating.

"Get ready, get ready. Hold on tight and whatever you do don't fall out." Fasolt gripped on tight to the basket; Arcene did the same as the first really powerful gust of wind hit and rocked the basket violently.

Leel whimpered and lay down; Fasolt shrieked like a baby; Arcene smiled into the swirling, elemental force and dared it to do its worst.

Bad move. Uh-oh.

"Ugh. Argh, yuck!" Arcene spat out a mouthful of bugs, tiny, brittle and chewy bits stuck in her teeth, a quick flashback to her youth when she had eaten insects on purpose as she was so close to starving — she learned how to hunt and trap animals soon after. Bugs were no way for a child to get strong and survive in an uncaring world.

Hard pellets rained down onto the balloon canopy, pat, pat, pattering faster and faster, and the wind changed direction, angling down then up, catapulting the swarm of insects right at them, smacking Arcene in the face like a million grains of sand like when she'd once found herself in the middle of an unseasonal storm on a beach at some unnamed town.

She turned away from the onslaught, picking what appeared to be ladybugs from her hair, out of her nose and mouth. They were even in her ears. Gross! She examined the tiny creatures in the half-light, little black things with red dots, before the basket rocked wildly and the insects were forgotten. She clutched tightly to the wicker rim of the square basket suspended by ropes from a balloon high above the ground, as nature decided to put them firmly in their place and show who was boss.

Fasolt's hair was out of control. He'd lost his topknot completely now. The meters long dreadlocks flapped wildly, like tattered sails on their airborne ship, hitting her arms and legs, slamming into their faces like evil tentacles, wrapping around the ropes and knotting as their transport lurched this way and that.

"I'm stuck, untie me, untie me," screamed Fasolt, spitting as he got a mouthful of ladybugs. There was real fear in his eyes, the only time she had seen him genuinely afraid. He fumbled with the caught hair, but the basket was swaying too violently and he had to hold onto the ropes securing the basket so he didn't fall out.

The wind became a hurricane, gusted past as if to win a race, and more thick dreadlocks were pulled high above Fasolt's head as if an invisible puppet master was making him dance and scream for daring to defy nature — man was to walk the earth, not fly in the air.

Fasolt's eyes opened wide in terror. He was stuck fast, head close to one of the ropes, hair wrapped tight. Arcene turned and saw a flock of dark specks heading straight for them. Birds.

"Leel, Leel, don't stand up, stay on the floor." Leel whimpered and tried to hide under her paws, covering her floppy ears and eyes with paws as large as Arcene's head. Arcene kept her grip and ducked down low, the respite from the wind welcome and glorious.

Everything went silent for a moment, the shelter allowing her to gather her thoughts and breathe without fear of death by bugs.

The balloon dropped without warning, the wind gone. Her stomach lurched and Fasolt screamed. Leel whimpered and then they were buffeted high, the sudden pressure drop filled with an incredible gale that sent them hurtling skyward, racing the wind as they entered the storm proper.

Then all hell broke loose as the flock of geese slammed into the balloon canopy and the basket, dull thuds that shook her teeth and sent her clutching at Leel for comfort.

The basket rocked almost sideways and Arcene slid over to Fasolt's legs, stick thin and hairy. She grabbed at a calf then looked up.

Ugh, bad move. Stupid willy, stupid bare bum. Arcene averted her gaze — the last thing she wanted was for her final memory before death to be of Fasolt's gross appendage and a goose pecking at her thigh.

A goose? Arcene gathered her wits as birds slammed into the only transport they had and scrambled backward on all fours as the disheveled bird stared at her with angry orange eyes. Feathers littered the floor, and it glared at her in accusation, as if it was all her fault.

Lighting flashed, thunder broke the sky, and ahead the sun miraculously shone through, as if the storm had shattered the cloud it created into tiny fragments and orange light bathed them, the white goose feathers gleaming as orange as Arcene's normally silver hair, and as Arcene scrambled to her knees she saw the life-giving orb touch a pointed outcrop far ahead. Was it a mountain? A building? They were too far away to see, the jagged shards of whatever she saw was in silhouette, the perfect orange circle behind the highest point.

Then it was gone. The storm gathered momentum once more, the goose pecked at her kilt, and nature decided it was time to stop messing about and got serious.


STUPID BALLOON


THE SUN WAS obliterated as night descended with all the grace of a lump of coal clattering down a mineshaft. Everything was black. Black and scary. Lightning flashed every second, highlighting Leel curled up as tight as she could, trying to ignore everything and focus on her whining.

Fasolt's face was a mask of terror, eyes and teeth shining white, face a rictus of fear as the sky strobed white then black like a nightmare disco. And the peck, peck, pecking of the damn goose as Arcene tried to grab it when the lightning flashed and she could see.

Finally, she managed to grab it around the neck and with a quick, "Sorry, Mr. Goose," she dropped it over the side. It squawked as the wind sent it sailing down and behind as strong currents eddied around them like a ship lost at sea in a storm.

They hurtled toward the west and the sinking sun, shining bright for a split-second before it vanished again. For a moment, there was a weird reflection of orange ahead and far below, the ground lit up oddly. It was water, it must have been water. The sea? No, they couldn't have traveled that far, surely? A lake then, or a river?

It didn't matter. Darkness returned, more terrible than ever, and the wind punched at them as the massive storm from the east finally clutched them tight in its cold and fierce embrace.

Then silence, a terrible emptiness as the world was sucked away. Again, they dropped, another lurch of the stomach, the only sound the burner as it spluttered then burst to life and shone bright now the flames no longer fought the wind.

What if it gets blown out? We'll just drop to the ground and die.

Arcene hadn't even considered such a thing, but it was a real possibility, and as she stared at the flame she turned a little, catching Fasolt's eye. He nodded at her, knowing her thoughts, his mastery of The Noise meaning he could read her mind as easily as if she'd spoken — she hated it when he did that; some things were private. So it could happen, and this is why he was terrified. Not of only losing his own life, but her's too, and Leel's. He loved Leel, although he often acted grumpy around her and called her names, but Arcene knew deep down he thought of them both as family. And they were.

"Think it's over?" asked Arcene breathlessly, peering over the rim of the basket, then standing.

"No, stay down. We're in the eye of the storm, you haven't seen anything yet. I hate hot air balloons."

"You said."

"Yeah, well, I really, really do." Fasolt's head was now tight against the rope, hair weaved as thoroughly as Arcene's pigtails, but in the stillness he managed to untangle some of the dreadlocks and Arcene gathered up those that spilled over the sides, hanging like spare tethers for if they ever got close to the ground again.

The silence intensified, the balloon dropped, and Fasolt reached to turn up the burner, trying to raise their altitude, maybe get above the storm and wait it out.

Crack. Crack, CRACK!

The sky split; lightning forked. Leel's blue-gray fur shot erect, and Arcene watched as the electrified hairs on her arms stood to attention. She felt funny, like her brain had been fried. Was she hit? No, she'd be dead, wouldn't she?

CRACK!

Again, and again, the sky ionized, feeling thick, heavy like a blanket. The only thing Arcene couldn't figure out was where was the rain? Wasn't there always rain with a storm?

The balloon lurched, lifted as a strong eddy swirled beneath. Arcene's stomach felt like it hit her comfortable boots.

They sped onward, all sense of direction lost as they spun wildly until she had no clue what was up or down, east or west.

The darkening sky somehow took a chance to recover. Arcene was facing the lowering sun once again, the orb now a fierce red, split through the middle by the jagged silhouette in the distance. They were heading that way fast, but as far as she could tell they were well above it, their main concern was merely surviving the storm.

Taking advantage of the calm, Arcene peered over the edge, pale blue eyes taking in the ground far below, the tops of trees flashing red, then as silver as her hair as the lighting arced and trees erupted into flame, the forest catching fire — if it didn't rain it would be decimated, all the creatures living lives in this patch of the United Kingdom would be homeless, or worse.

At least they won't run out of trees. No fire can destroy them all, thought Arcene. They dominated now, the only world she had ever known. But she was born into the world hundreds of years after The Lethargy, the unknowable epidemic that decimated the human population, almost wiping the planet clean of humanity and allowing it to start afresh.

A world unknowable to Arcene, nothing but fairy tales and nonsense as far as she was concerned.

She shook herself. What a time to be thinking such things. She couldn't help it, she smiled. This was life, real living. Adventure and chaos, out of control and wild, much like she had been, and to some degree would always be.

Arcene wanted a cuddle, wanted to pick up her boy and smother him in kisses until he moaned at her to stop and hopped off her lap to get into mischief. He was like her in so many ways, the main difference being he would never be alone.

Not like she had been when not much older than him and her mother succumbed to The Lethargy and she had to survive in an unforgiving world that forced a young child to care for her parent as she sank deeper and deeper into oblivion, emerging now and then, aware she was slowly fading into nothingness but unable to stop it

Her son, her beautiful baby boy. She missed him terribly. Missed the crying, the whining, the tugging at her kilt for treats and to coax her to play. She missed it all.

But the freedom of being out in the wilds, the adventure she'd just had, it was what she needed. To be herself, return to the carefree ways of her past, living out in the open, fending for herself, coping and reveling in what the following day would bring.

It was just a shame it now involved a hot air balloon and a terrible storm. This was not the way she would enter The Void, no way. She had plenty more living to do — hopefully many thousands of years more.

Fasolt had already lived for over three hundred years and she would beat that, live out the millennia until their age difference meant little, and she would forever remain a fifteen-year-old girl, her mind never truly turning into that of an adult because of the things she had done to her own body: chemical reactions static, maturity never coming and she was glad.

"We're going down," screamed Fasolt. The balloon dropped like a rock. "Hang on."

She felt it a moment after his warning, and he wasn't kidding. The wind was coming down vertical, pushing them like they were nothing, and the balloon strained under the downward pressure. Arcene feared it would crumple entirely under the force, but it held fast. The storm exploded around them again, all the worse for the silence that came before.

Once again, lighting split and forked, the sky alive and lethal; more trees erupted into flame below. The balloon descended ever lower, until Arcene was sure she could reach out and touch the top of the highest trees. Mighty oaks grown massive, soaring above the canopy and sending crooked fingers into the sky.

Fasolt fought with the burner, barely able to reach it from his trapped position, but it was a losing battle, the downward pressure was too great. They sank.

The basket bounced along the tops of trees, punched back high into the air as it hit the dense forest, only to bounce back down and crash again. Arcene bent and gripped Leel's thick leather collar, an old belt now back to faded brown leather after an attempt to make Leel more feminine by painting it red — it had worn off after a few days of Leel doing what she did best: getting into trouble, just like her mistress.

With a moment of insight, and a "just in case" scenario, Arcene fumbled about on the floor of the basket and hoisted the modified backpack onto Leel then buckled up the straps. No easy task when Leel refused to sit up properly and kept trying to hide her eyes behind her paws, meaning every time she lifted them she fell flat onto her belly, not making the connection.

"You stupid dog, sit still for a minute. What if the backpack gets lost? We'd have none of our snacks left then, or any water." That wasn't quite true as Fasolt had brought plenty, but it was stashed away and unreachable in the compartment at the moment. The last buckle finally done, Arcene hugged Leel tight and whispered, "Good girl."

Woof. Woof, woof.

"I wish I could stop it, Leel, but don't worry, it'll be over soon."

"Look out, you better hang on." Fasolt twisted the dial on the burner frantically, but it was too late and the basket bounced from one tree top to another. Flame engulfed them.

Arcene ducked as they came at the top of the blazing tree fast, the heat intense, nothing but smoke, fire, and the impossibility of breathing. Her eyes watered, her lungs filled with smoke, and everywhere was heat. They were past in a second.

"That was close," said Arcene with a smile and a cough. "I thought, ugh," she paused to cough again, "that we were gonna be all crispy."

"Arcene, Arcene!" Fasolt pointed with his head toward the side of the basket.

She peered over and saw that the tether ropes hanging over the side were aflame. Fire licked up the ropes, higher and higher. Arcene reached over her shoulder, felt the reassuringly cold steel of the hilt of her sword, the red pommel tickling her wrist as it swung in the ferocious wind, and whipped out the blade. She leaned out as far as she dared and swung wildly at the blazing rope, trying to cut it away from the basket, but it wasn't working.

They were wobbling too much and leaning out put the whole balloon into a spin. She tried one last time and managed to slice the rope, but even as she did so her feet heated up and little flames licked through the wicker floor.

"The other rope, I didn't do the other rope."

"Pour water on it. Quick, quick," instructed Fasolt.

The balloon rose sharply as the wind changed direction, coming fast from the east, pushing them toward the setting sun faster and faster. The flames fanned, climbing higher, until the floor was red and Leel stood in terror, not knowing what to do or where to go.

"Ah, stay still, Leel, my hand's caught." Arcene hopped from one foot to another, trying to get her hand out from where it had slid through up to the wrist on Leel's collar as she squirmed in panic.

Managing to sheath her sword, Arcene fumbled one-handed to undo the backpack to get at the water, but Leel wouldn't stay still and the stupid contraption rocked and bucked wildly, reminding Arcene of the first time she came across a horse in the wilds when she must have been about nine and thought it would be fun to go for a ride — she spent the next week with a sore bottom and had a dislike for carrots to this day.

The trees were now about ten feet below them but they weren't gaining much altitude. That was the least of their concerns, as the basket smoked and the flames licked higher. Arcene managed to get a bottle of water out of the backpack then shouted to Fasolt, "Use your knife you idiot, cut your hair off."

Fasolt stared at her like she had gone stark raving mad. She knew it was a lost cause, had long held the suspicion he drew power from his ever-longer dreadlocks — they seemed to grow many feet each year. Now well over four meters and showing no sign of slowing down, Fasolt's demeanor improved the longer they grew, and he became the man he said he'd always wished he could have been. So there was no way he would cut them off just because he was stuck to the rope and their transport was on fire.

"Okay, here we go." Arcene upended the bottle onto the matting and it sizzled, a satisfying sound heard above the howl of the wind.

There was a creak and a feeling of sinking, just as the wind changed direction again. Lightning flashed and the balloon skirted to the right, heading northward, pace picking up and finally ascending.

"We'll be all right, it's working," said Fasolt with a smile, undoing one trapped dreadlock and working as fast as he could on the next. He stared at the end of a handful as he hauled them over the side, the ends singed and smelling terrible.

"Yeah, I think the storm's behind us now. Look, it's getting brighter." Arcene was right, the sky was clearing, the dark clouds dissipating. The landscape revealed itself.

Then the bottom fell out of the basket. Leel dropped into nothingness, closely followed by Arcene, hand still trapped in her collar.

She didn't even have chance to scream.

Fasolt drifted higher and higher, saved by his knotted dreadlocks, and was whisked away.

Lighting crackled in the distance, the sun took a final chance to shine before it sank behind the strange silhouette to the west, and two friends crashed into the canopy of the forest.


ANOTHER ADVENTURE


ARCENE FELT THE bottom fall out of her world, and the only thing she could think of was she hoped she didn't break her sword. Her life didn't flash before her eyes; she was rather calm. She had been on enough adventures, come close to death so many times because of others or because of a little bother she had got herself into due to her insatiable curiosity, that she no longer felt the gut-wrenching fear of death. She knew it wasn't her time, the world still had too much to offer, and her it.

That didn't mean it wasn't terrifying, it just meant that as she was dragged down by Leel she had the foresight to act, and act fast. As she dove headfirst toward the trees, she moved her free hand from her side and took hold of Leel's collar. She dragged herself to Leel and ended up astride her friend as Leel's legs pawed the air in total panic.

I'm riding Leel like a horse, but a flying horse.

Arcene unhooked her caught hand by pulling the collar away a little and turned Leel so she was belly down, then released the stressed dog and moved away from her a little. It all happened so fast she had no time to think, merely acted on instinct, doing what she could to save them. Less than a second had passed but time was up. They would hit and the only thing that would save them was the fact they hadn't fallen far so were nowhere near maximum velocity.

"Stay calm, Leel. Grab a branch and don't fall out of the tree."

Woof, woof, woof.

"I know, but we don't have any other choice. Get re—"

Oomf.

Their fall ended simultaneously, smacking into the top of an oak tree belly first then tumbling from the dying light into darkness as the canopy enveloped them. Leel whimpered and Arcene clutched wildly for anything to halt her fall, but the canopy closed behind them and it was impossible to see as leaves and branches whipped past in a blur, the only sound her own heavy breathing and Leel's frantic moans as the massive body of the dog descended at a faster rate.

Something slammed into Arcene's side and she was spun to her right, tossed around like she was caught in a riptide until she didn't know which way up she was. Branches slapped her body as she continued to fall. She did the only thing she could think of: she reached up above her head and hooked her hands, hoping she would catch a branch.

She continued to fall.

"Ugh! Ow, ow ow." Arcene's bottom felt like she'd been slapped with a bat. But at least she wasn't moving. She was sat on a wide branch, legs dangling over the edge like she was just having a nice time climbing trees and hadn't just lost her transport home and had no clue where she was. She wobbled and began to topple backward but put out a hand to steady herself.

"Leel, are you okay?" The sound of Leel's bulky frame breaking branches and snapping twigs had stopped, so hopefully Leel was sat on a branch too, or could she be dead?

Her own predicament forgotten, Arcene let her mind go to that special place that gave access to The Noise, the place that wasn't a place, the thing that was no thing, the energy behind reality, the energy that was everything, that those who were Awoken were granted access to, and she let her mind expand and reach out into the forest.

It was almost a single entity when seen via The Noise: old, ancient, a slumbering presence made up of countless trees each with their own personality and a tiny sense of self buried deep down and unknowable in a dream world they never even knew they were a part of, but there nonetheless. Arcene wasn't hunting for tree life though, she expanded her consciousness, searched for sentience, for her friend, nervous and afraid — Leel couldn't be dead, she just couldn't be. What would she do without her?

There, there she was! And alive. "Yes." Arcene felt as much as saw the happy glow of the blue Great Dane, although that was just the name of a breed created by humans hundreds of years ago.

Now the blue was almost genuine, a deep hue that practically shone after the endless breeding programs that resulted in Leel, not exactly the pinnacle of Marcus' success, the man that had bred her, who had been rather disappointed she had turned out to be the fun-loving, excitable and rather needy Leel, soppy and like a child even at nine, rather than the fierce guard dog she was supposed to be. But she was alive.

Her friend, her best friend, she was alive and showing a strong lifeforce in The Noise where there was no place to hide and your true self was revealed to those with the power to look behind the thin veneer of what others took to be reality.

Arcene smiled and withdrew to the regular world. She used her Awoken state to force her pupils to dilate as much as was possible without risking permanent damage, and the signal her eyes sent to her brain slowly made sense.

It was like looking through night vision goggles, an ancient artifact she had once spent a week wearing constantly after she found them, never once taking them off, exploring the world in a way that had left her disoriented for days as she tried to adjust to the fact that the world wasn't tinged green and when it was dark it was dark.

Bending forward, Arcene peered down through the gaps in the branches to where she had seen Leel. There she was, spread-eagled across two branches, paws over her eyes like it would make it all go away and everything would be all right.

That dog is so stupid, but I suppose it's better than her trying to jump down and getting impaled on a branch.

A terrible thought came to Arcene, and she reached over her shoulder in panic — it was still there, her sword, her constant companion apart from Leel. An ancient sword, blade still as sharp and deadly as when it was made many lifetimes ago in Japan, a place Arcene wished she had been born in — the tales of Samurai held her in thrall whenever she read of them and their exploits, her love of anime and Lone Wolf & Cub boundless.

Arcene went through life often thinking of her adventures as movies like the ones she loved so much, and when she had been given her sword she felt an even deeper bond with a culture she had never known and knew was lost three hundred years ago along with everything, and everyone else.

Still, she would have loved to have been a Samurai, except they didn't let girls do it, which was stupid. She was invincible in a fight, and any man underestimated her at their peril. That's what she thought, anyway.

Woof?

Arcene stopped her daydreaming, just happy her sword was intact, and turned her attention back to the rather pressing matter at hand: how to get herself and Leel down from the tree.

She scratched at her chin while she tried to think about how best to get a dog larger than a human being, that wasn't adept at climbing trees, down. Something felt strange; she moved her hand from her chin. It was sticky, wet and gloppy. Did her head hurt? It did. In the confusion and stress of the situation there was no time to assess the damage to her body, but as she took a look inside herself she realized it wasn't just her bum that hurt.

Her arms were covered in little scratches, her head really hurt, and as she tentatively poked at her chin there was no doubt she had a rather nasty gash dripping blood all over her tight black vest.

It took only a few seconds to set the appropriate action in place. Arcene went down to a cellular level inside her body, sending additional white blood cells anywhere they were needed, thickening her blood with coagulants so the bleeding slowed, then stopped.

Her internal body chemistry may have been stuck in some ways, but she had a lot of control over many functions. Just as well, as in the seven years since she had stopped aging she had fixed quite a few broken bones, and endless cuts and bruises, as she got herself into one kind of trouble or another.

With her body already healing — all trace of her wounds would be gone within hours — Arcene numbed nociceptors, the nerve endings blunted, pain sent to the back of awareness, nothing but a fuzzy feeling around the wounds, almost a tickle really, and she traced a route in her mind that led down to Leel. Once mapped out, she did it for real, forcing her mind to stay in the now as it wandered back to her childhood when she'd often spent whole days up trees uncovering the hidden world they contained.

"Hello, Leel, you can look now. What are you hiding from?" Arcene smiled at the sight of Leel splayed on the branch, legs hanging over each side, floppy ears and now one paw over the white patch on her eye, both closed.

Leel tried to stand at the sound of Arcene, wanting nothing more than to give her a big lick, but all she managed was a tail wag and to nearly fall off.

"Stay still you silly girl. You don't want to fall again, do you?" Leel just moaned. "Well then. Now, let me figure this out." Arcene took each of Leel's back legs carefully and bent them so her paws were on the branch, then said, "Sit." Leel obeyed and rocked back on her hind legs, front legs moving from her eyes, scrabbling furiously until they both finally gained purchase on the dark wood.

They were face to face on the branch. Leel sat, huge hazel eyes staring with love into Arcene's.

What a sight this must make. A pale girl in a ripped vest, socks so torn the pink bunnies are almost gone, and a dog sat next to her high up in a tree, haha. The thought of the impression they made often amused Arcene. When people saw her they were usually stunned by her silver hair and strange look: a black vest, kilt, hair in pigtails, and a sword, but when she was with Leel people often did a double-take. Leel was so big, yet so sweet looking, that nobody knew whether to try to cuddle her, ride her, or be terrified as she could take off their head with a single bite.

"Right. Now, Leel, I'm afraid you will have to learn how to climb trees."

Woof.

"Well, what else can we do?"

Leel stared at Arcene in the gloom, then at the branch, then at the ground lost in darkness far below. She jumped.

"You stupid dog!"

Arcene climbed down the tree — like a sensible person would.


SPOOKY FOREST


ARCENE LANDED IN a pile of leaves and rolled over, careful of her sword. As she stood, she noticed Leel sat by the tree, head cocked to the side as if asking why she had taken so long.

"You are either one very brave dog or one very daft dog, Leel." Arcene shook her head in despair, but was pleased she seemed to be absolutely fine — her body was pretty much indestructible thanks to the breeding program, something Arcene forgot when Leel did things that by rights should result in broken limbs.

Woof!

"Yeah, well, you gotta be careful." Arcene picked leaves and twigs out of her hair and brushed at her clothes, but it was rather pointless — all they were good for was to be thrown away. At least the backpack was still strapped on Leel, although it hung off her after their fall from the sky. She redid the buckles and gave it a tug to ensure it was secure, then allowed her eyes to return to normal. They ached, and having better night vision wasn't worth the risk of damage. She was surprised to find they had adjusted anyway, and although the evening was settling in it was far from properly dark. Twilight would last some time.

"What now, Leel, any ideas?" Leel sniffed around the ground, looking for a scent, something that could lead them in an interesting direction. "Oh no, I know your game. This isn't the time for playing, we need to get out of here, we need to go home." But which way was home? Arcene was disorientated and the dense overhead canopy stopped her from getting her bearings.

She slumped to the ground and leaned against the trunk of the tree. She needed to think, get a sense of direction so she would know which way was home. It would be a long walk, no doubt about that, and the chances of finding Fasolt were slim.

Even if she did, what then? If he'd landed he wouldn't be taking off again. But he could be anywhere — heading home, thinking her dead, or more likely he would have sensed through The Noise they were okay and made his decision after that. Either way, he would be of no help at the moment, so she had to focus.

Thinking back to her fall, Arcene pictured the landscape and what she had seen. What stuck in her vision was the setting sun, bright orange behind the strange shape off to the west. That was the closest point to open ground, the forest had finished some way before that, where she'd seen water.

West, they would head west, get out into the open and take it from there. And besides, she was kind of intrigued by the strange shape. Now she pictured it in her mind it had an artificial feel to it — maybe it wasn't just a mountain, maybe it was something cool.

"Come on, Leel," said Arcene as she stood, "we're going west, out of the forest so we can try to get home. Maybe we can do some fishing at the river I saw. You like fish, right?"

Woof, woof!

"Haha. Sorry, silly question, of course you do." Arcene's belly rumbled at the mention of food. How long had it been since they ate? Not that it mattered.

Arcene and Leel were both obsessed with food: thinking about it, hunting it, cooking it, or cleaning up afterward occupied a large part of their day when they were off on their own. That would have to wait. She couldn't be blamed for storms, but she should try to hurry. Letje was looking after her son, but the offer didn't extend to permanent child rearing, it was to allow Arcene a little time on her own after seven years of raising a child without having much in the way of a break.

He'd be missing her now, wouldn't he? She hoped he was, and also felt mean for thinking such things. Arcene hated the thought of him feeling sad, but she hoped he missed his mommy a little.

The forest was silent as they made their way through the trees. The ground was soft, thick with rotten leaves and early windfall although it wasn't yet autumn and the weather was still warm, the days long. Deep in the forest, you would never know it was still only early evening, it felt like the middle of the night when everything was quiet and only the nocturnal creatures were out and about on the hunt for food.

Gurgle.

Arcene put a hand to her belly as her tummy told her it was hungry. Maybe we'll find something on the way.

Tiny pairs of eyes appeared in the trees as they made their way west, owls and other creatures of the night watching their passage through a forest that had hardly seen a human being in hundreds of years. This was their home, untouched by man for so long most of its inhabitants had never seen a person, so had little to be afraid of. They observed with curious eyes and a swivel of the head as the pale creature and the four-legged animal moved through the soft loam, chattering quietly as they passed in a language they had never heard.

"I wonder if we could make a boat if we get to that river?" mused Arcene. "Maybe we could chop down a tree and float home, what do you think, Leel?" Arcene turned to Leel, walking close by her side, acting like a scared baby in the heavy atmosphere. Leel poked out her tongue and licked her own nose, offering little in the way of help. "Fine. I thought it was a good idea. Um, although we haven't got an axe… Hmm."

They walked, and walked, and walked.
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Two hours later, Arcene wondered if the forest would ever end. She had seriously underestimated the size of it, thinking it would take less than an hour to see the edge, but the scale was different on the ground to when viewed from above, and seeing the tops of trees doesn't tell you how easy or difficult it will be to find a path pointing in the direction you want to go.

They went from easy walking, where the trees were large and well-spaced, to having to change direction where they grew so close together it was impossible to pass, or where deep gullies stopped them entirely and they had to follow the edge until they found a fallen tree to use as a bridge.

Leel got brave once she grew accustomed to the sounds and smells and ran back and forth like a crazy thing, following first this scent, then that, trying to pick up on something worth chasing down so they could have supper. Arcene forged ahead, determined not to rest until they got out of the dark and under the clear sky.

The clear sky, she hadn't thought about it, preoccupied by the landing and then getting down and out, but what happened to the storm? It was like it had never been. They were caught in the tail end of it, sure, but after such ferocious wind surely there should have been rain?

The smell of smoke hit.

Ugh, I forgot.

Leel crept close, brushed against her thigh and lifted her head to sniff the air. Arcene did the same, and turned to discover which way the smoke was coming from. The forest was so dense the trees hadn't allowed the smoke to filter through to them, so if it was now it meant…

"Run. Run fast, Leel." Arcene sprinted forward, turned quickly to glance back — smoke crept through the trees, and orange flames licked not far behind. The fire had spread, coming in their direction without them noticing, and now it raced to claim them. Arcene looked left, then right, but it was only behind them so they weren't cut off entirely, they just had to outrun it. Could you run faster than a fire? Did they have a choice? No, they had to try, and they had to move fast.

"Faster Leel, faster."

Leel sped off ahead, repeatedly turning and barking at Arcene to hurry, warning the fire to stay away, hackles raised like she'd been hit by the lighting.

The air was warm, the way ahead hard to see as smoke hid the trees. It meant the fire was close now, and Arcene had no idea when the forest would end

It better be soon. If not, or if we get cut off by something, then we'll be the ones cooked tonight, rather than doing the cooking.

Arcene ignored the pain in her backside that had returned with the sudden exertion and increased her speed, pigtails bouncing wildly as she pumped hard with her arms and tried not to run smack bang into a tree as her vision blurred and her lungs filled with smoke.


A NICE FIRE


PICUS SIGHED AND brushed at his collar as dust landed. He looked up and scowled as he watched untold motes fall like dead stars from high in the rafters, lost in the gloom. Often, he wondered what went on up there, a world he had no knowledge of and resisted the urge to explore.

He could easily take over the body of one of the creatures that scurried about in the half light, it would be as simple as clicking his fingers. Maybe he could be a spider, a mouse, or perhaps a bat or something larger? A pigeon? He resisted the temptation, the same way he had done for… How long was it now? It didn't matter, why waste time thinking about such things?

No, he would leave the creatures to their lives, undisturbed. He just wished they'd stop knocking bits of his home onto his head. Picus blinked rapidly as grit caught in the corner of an eye, and he rubbed it to dislodge the irritation.

Was it dust, or was it ancient droppings from one of the things that made its home above? Or was it his own skin, or a tiny piece of mud that had dried and been swept up there from a gust of wind through one of the many windows, only to rest there for centuries and just now find its way back down below?

How interesting. Why had he never contemplated the dust before?

"Because I have better things to do with my time, that's why," said Picus to absolutely nobody. He patted at his collar again, noting with distaste it was now smudged and he would have to get changed. "Tomorrow. It's already late, time for relaxing."

The gravelly voice of Picus echoed around the Great Hall, the stone walls bouncing his words back at him, but colder, harder, deeper, like they wanted nothing to do with him or the words he spoke within the space they entombed.

A huge log shifted on the fire, sending sparks flying out onto the floor. Ash settled into the pile, a pile that extended from the grate, spilled over the hearth and out onto ancient flagstones black with soot, age and dirt. He'd have to clean it out one day, but who had the time for such trivialities?

Picus stared at the mound, traced his route from fire to chair to fire again, from the stack of logs to the side and across the room to the distant door where gray footsteps faded like his thoughts about the dust.

He shifted in the chair, another thing he really should think about fixing or replacing — the arms were so worn he was down to the stuffing, the deep red velvet now almost as black as the spiders with the wear of hands over the centuries.

"Who has the time?" Picus let the right side of his face get warmed by the fire as he rested his arms on the chair and stared at the door, almost lost to darkness.

The split trunk erupted with heat as it settled into its new position now that the smaller pieces below had burned down. The flames licked up the chimney, the place finally warming up, or at least an area around the fireplace that was larger than him — no mean feat, considering his size. Still, it could be twenty feet high and burning a whole tree and it would still fail to heat the whole room. That was the price you paid, he supposed, for making the Great Hall your evening room, rather than something a little smaller.

He liked to look at the door though, it allowed him to relax, and you never knew who would come knocking. Surprise was nice, even welcome, but it was also important to get a first impression, and to know who it was that had come calling. It might happen one day — if nothing else, Picus was an optimist.

"Now, where was I?" Picus gathered his thoughts. He'd allowed them to drift again, and that wouldn't do at all. He had to stop letting it happen, but it wasn't easy. The evenings were always the hardest — as darkness descended, his work of the day finished, it was easy to let his guard down and he wondered if maybe his age was creeping up on him unawares. No, it couldn't be that, he was still in great shape, for a man that had been fully grown and approaching forty when The Lethargy happened anyway.

So, what was it? Over three hundred and fifty years he'd been alive, was that right? Something like that, although it wasn't worth keeping track of any longer. He had no idea of the year as such things were unimportant — old rules, ones the masses used to abide by when they meant something. Well, they hadn't meant anything for a long time and even when they did he'd paid little attention.

He was his own man, and he answered to nobody, hadn't for three centuries. He was the one that made the rules, nobody inflicted anything on him, least of all telling him he should care what the date was, or the day.

The days, gosh, when was the last time he even gave such a thing consideration? Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays, weekends and all of that, he hadn't even thought of such arbitrary names in a long time. What was the point? What did it matter? He wondered if others did, the few that remained? Would they mark them off in a calendar? Haha, no, of course not, there were no calendars.

Would they make one? Tick off days and years, keep track of dates and have special occasions, celebrate birthdays even though nearly everyone born would die of The Lethargy, only a lucky few somehow staying Whole, untainted, fewer still being Awoken like him, able to step outside of what he once thought of as reality, live lives without end and watch it all crumble around them?

Maybe they did. Maybe they clung to such old concepts, but not him, oh no, he had more important things to do. He had his island.

"Busy day tomorrow, so much to do, mustn't get sidetracked." Picus glanced at the double wooden door across the Great Hall, finding comfort in the solidity as he always did, then turned his face to the fire, evening out the heat, and went through what he had to do the following day.

He smiled. It would be a lot of fun, for him, anyway.


STRANGE HOLE


IF SHE STOPPED she'd die. Arcene had enough experience with the devastating consequences of fire to admit that of all the things she had encountered in the world it was one of the few that made her scared. More than that. Petrified.

Being burned alive was the worst way to enter The Void — who wanted to be roasted to a crisp before you returned to where you came from, where everything came from?

Over the years she had got into a few sticky situations involving fire, mostly because of her own doing, even losing her hair once, but she had also used it to exact revenge on those that had done things against her will when a mere child, and she regretted none of it — vengeance was not something she took lightly, but she would always have it.

Now Arcene was always careful when making her fires for cooking, sure to douse them properly when finished, respectful of the elemental powers contained within each piece of wood, just waiting to change form and offer heat yet also danger.

As she ran she focused only on her feet, squinting as her eyes streamed smoky tears, the ground hazy and almost imperceptible. Leel was up ahead, her bright silhouette visible in The Noise, but there was no way of seeing her with her own clouded vision.

Just keep running, the forest has to end soon. Don't stop, run. Run faster.

Something weird was going on in her chest. Her lungs were wheezing, bellowing like in a blacksmith's forge, fanning her already elevated adrenaline levels to keep herself moving.

What could she do? What would allow her to beat the fire that was now closing in on three sides, racing to encircle her and put an end to her brief life? Nothing, just run, get to the end and get free. But which way? And how far was it?

If it hadn't been so dark when they crashed into the forest she could have taken up residence in a bird, if any were flying, and seen… Of course! The fire would have disturbed the creatures as they settled for the night.

Never missing a stride, Arcene reached up above the trees into the smoke-filled sky, moving away until the air was clear and pure, and through The Noise she hunted for a suitable temporary companion. There, a simple sparrow, flapping manically and squawking at the fire below that ravaged its home. Arcene carefully entered the creature's mind, asking politely if she might stay just for a moment, at the same time calming the tiny mind so it wouldn't feel afraid.

An agreement was made, a mutual pact, not with words or even thoughts, but something deeper, stranger, communication on the most basic of levels. Arcene thanked it, and with the least amount of coaxing needed she turned the bird's head first left then right, scouting out the vicinity and finding which way to go to beat the fire and get free.

The little body had an innate sense of direction — connected to the magnetism of the planet it always knew where it was and how to get where it wanted to go — and as Arcene said farewell and gave her thanks, leaving the creature a little calmer, thus better able to cope with the disruption below, she carried a glimmer of that leftover ability back into her own body and mind.

She couldn't speak for the smoke, couldn't call to Leel, so touched her mind as gently as a feather and told her to turn slightly to her right and continue running. They would be free soon enough.

Arcene followed, knowing they were mere minutes away from open land that led to scrub, then sand and dunes, then the sea. They were at the coast, and out in the water was the last glimpse of the setting sun, bright orange and talking of fire and death, setting behind the strange silhouettes she had seen from the balloon. It was an island. How interesting.

No time for that now, get free first.

Arcene crashed through lush undergrowth as the fire licked on all sides and the smoke grew heavier. She followed Leel, but then she was gone, disappeared. Arcene was close on her heels and before she knew what to do or what her options were she was grabbed by the ankles, slammed flat into the soft earth and dragged underground by strong hands with nails that dug deep into her skin.

She didn't even have time to scream, couldn't if she wanted to — her lungs were too full of smoke and her throat was hoarse.

Darkness dominated as the fire roared past above. It was cool in the earth.

Arcene coughed; she was pulled deeper.

Leel whined far below.


A PLEASANT STROLL


PICUS ALWAYS FOUND this time of year the most pleasing. Past the height of summer yet not quite autumn, a hint of the cooler weather to come, fresh breezes laden with salt and mysterious smells from far off places. With the transition of the seasons, new birds came to his home, brightly colored creatures attracted by the microclimate of the island, making it their temporary residence.

This was a stop on their way south to warmer countries, but for a few months every year they stayed, clearing out the bugs from the extensive grounds, stripping the trees and the plants bare of pesky creatures that harmed the gardens and filling the air with their excited chatter as they called to each other and made their plans for migration.

It was when the place truly came alive. Picus too. The salty tang, the music of the birds, the plants in full bloom. Right now, this very moment, it was as close to perfection as Picus had ever known.

It meant work, and a lot of it.

Luckily for him he had the little helpers. Picus was far from alone on the island, and he knew he would have gone mad long ago if he were. When The Lethargy first came to his attention he had dismissed it as just another one of those ridiculous stories on the TV, a parable hinting at the waning morality of society, their greed and empty ambition.

But as he watched the news, and the stories continued, and he felt the change in his daily life, he understood it was more than just catchy headlines and meaty propaganda by the latest government trying to support their tax cuts, the reduction in benefits for the poor, or the cessation of new home building and the declining wages and the increased food prices. No, this was real, this was happening. People were genuinely giving up.

It was more than despair because of the lack of jobs, and the commute that took longer and longer as people couldn't afford to live in the cities where they worked. People really had been taken over by the mysterious illness that slowly took hold and never let them go.

After a few months of it first being mentioned on the news Picus took it seriously and eagerly awaited any mention of it, but as more data was gathered by the multinational conglomerations that clawed desperately to stop their bottom line sliding day after day as fewer people turned up for work, or those that did sat for hours in a stupor while The Lethargy took hold, mention of the mysterious condition actually lessened.

The Internet was the same: where it was once the focus of discussion, people hardly spoke of it, or anything else.

Unlike many of his generation, Picus had embraced technology wholeheartedly and, along with much of the population, cursed when his connection became patchy. At first, the Web had been abuzz, little else was discussed on social media platforms, but then it faded.

People were drifting away, unable to feed themselves, tend to their most basic needs, and if they had no family or willing friends then they would be dead in a matter of days. Some succumbed suddenly, but far worse were those that zoned in and out of the illness, coming to and fully aware of what was happening, unable to do anything to stop it.

The suicide rate skyrocketed once there was no more denying The Lethargy's existence. Commerce ceased, banks shut down, money was worthless and technology was pointless. TV channels were replaced with static as there was nobody left to run such complex operations, and tiny pockets of the Web were all that remained as servers became corrupted.

Most concerning of all was that Picus' life, his happy life, became well and truly disrupted.

For months, maybe even a year before anyone had realized what was happening to humanity, he'd noticed a decrease in visitor numbers to the island. It was always an easy life outside of the main summer season, and he welcomed the respite. He lived permanently on the island, the caretaker and general manager of the whole enterprise, but there were always people. You could never wander the vast, steeply terraced gardens and parks without bumping into somebody from the mainland no matter the season, time of day, or the weather.

But it waned, and the first summer The Lethargy was mentioned he'd already grown concerned. Visitors were half what they should have been, even before people panicked and stayed indoors, thinking it might offer some protection from the disease — nobody knew if it was airborne, in the food or water, or passed by human contact.

There were no more planes in the sky — who would risk flying when the pilot could zone out at any moment? Borders were closed — the passengers could be contaminated and worsen the growing crisis in the country they would arrive at.

No, before any of that the visitors lessened, and Picus had panicked about the security of his job of the last twenty years. At thirty he had the coveted position of overseeing the running of the most popular tourist attraction on the west coast of England, guardian to a monument built seven hundred years previously. The island was half a mile on its shorter side facing the mainland, almost a mile on its longest. Barren, rocky, with cliffs extending high out of the water as if it had broken off from the coast and sailed away for safety. There were no beaches, no pleasant strolls along its perimeter, it was all sharp rock and crevices, craggy peaks and inhospitable before it had been tamed by man.

A large home had been built at the summit, parts carved from the rock. Not a castle as such, more a collection of rooms built into the existing, jagged structure of the island, connected by walkways, odd turrets seemingly built on a whim, mismatched windows and doors of all sizes. It was eccentric, much of it impossible to understand in terms of function, but over the following centuries, as occupancy changed, it had been tamed, terraces large and small hacked out of the rock, hardy plants grown in sheltered pockets. The patches of soil that existed were improved with seaweed and animals were brought to the island to roam the steppes, their dung fertilizing the ground, and as more centuries passed it turned into a paradise of plants that would grow hardly anywhere else in the UK.

Beautiful, and dangerous at the same time.

It had been a private retreat for its entire history, first by single, monomaniacal men, then the perfect fortified keep for various landlords and wealthy individuals, a monastery, and for a brief spell in the early twentieth century a tourist attraction before it fell into decline and was then slowly restored once it passed into the hands of a trust.

Picus had been there right at the beginning, overseeing work that would take decades to complete, but he thought himself the luckiest man on earth to live and work in what felt like paradise, far away from the problems on the mainland. An escape, if he was honest about it, somewhere he could immerse himself in work and forget about his life up to that point.

Now it had been over three hundred years and the work still wasn't finished. He doubted it ever would be as there was always more to do, and that was exactly how he liked it.

A man who didn't work was no man in his eyes, and the island was his life's work. Forgotten by the few people that managed to survive centuries of The Lethargy and the chaos that followed right after, the island was an ancient relic of the past that had returned to life, been beaten back down and risen again under his care, and it had been worth it.

The birds sang, the plants shone in the clear, clean light, the storm of the day before forgotten, although there was a lot of tidying up to be done. He walked along one of the upper terraces, passing from gravel path to carved steps, and meandered around jagged outcroppings where tiny alpines, carefully placed and cared for lovingly, gave splashes of beauty against the obsidian rock that would cut you like a knife.

Picus breathed deep, took in the scent of flowers and salt. He spread his arms wide, facing the emptiness of the sea, and smiled.

It was going to be a good day.


I AM A MOLE


ARCENE CLAWED AT the walls as she was dragged deep into the bowels of the earth, but the compacted soil of the tunnel walls meant she got little purchase. When she did, and her descent slowed, the insistent tugging became rough, yanking her free, fingernails full of dirt, her sword scraping the sides as her knees scuffed against the dirt and her hair became tangled around her throat as if her body had revolted and wanted out.

"Lemme go, lemme go. You'll be sorry… I'm not happy about this at all."

The only reply was a strange mewing noise from beneath her, presumably her attacker that for whatever reason was rather insistent on dragging her further into the sweet-smelling soil far beneath the fire she presumed was still raging above. At least she wasn't burnt to a crisp, but whoever heard of being snatched like this? It was like she was starring in one of those stupid zombie movies she'd binged on for a while until she gave up and moved on to things where she could at least suspend her disbelief.

"Stupid zombies. How could they move without their nerves firing and their hearts beating?" Arcene realized it was a strange time for such conjecture, but it had always bugged her and now was probably the most apt for such reflections. It couldn't be, could it? There couldn't be zombies buried in the ground, just waiting to snatch an unsuspecting passerby and, what, suck her brains out through her nose? Munch away on her ankle, or reach into her belly and pull out her intestines like sausages?

Haha, there's no such thing as zombies.

Truth be told, Arcene had seen no end of strange things, lived in a place about as bizarre as a home could be: The Commorancy, a fantastical environment that held wonder after wonder, where people could spend hundreds of years in rooms, learn how to Awaken and leave with powers and understanding of the very fabric of reality that made a mockery of everything they had once believed. So, well, anything was possible. But zombies?

"Huh?" Arcene realized the pressure on her legs was gone. She was still, and while she'd been pondering the existence of the walking dead she'd been dragged into what felt like a rather airy cavern where she was now sat on her sore bottom, a funny wet feeling at her ear.

Huh, huh, huh. Slurp.

"Leel, stop licking my ear, you daft dog." Arcene reached out in the gloom and patted the head of Leel, her head bent down low so she could reach Arcene.

Woof!

The sound was sucked up by the earthen walls as if echoes didn't exist so far underground, like noise wasn't welcome and silence prevailed.

"Um, hello?" Arcene shifted in the cavern but nobody answered. She heard scuffling across the divide and to their left, but for some reason Leel wasn't growling or attacking. "What is it, girl? Are you afraid?" Leel carried on licking. "Stupid dog, they could be zombies."

Leel panted heavily, the run from the fire making her breathing wheezy, or was that her own breathing? Arcene realized she sounded like a zombie herself, throat raw and rattling like she had gravel in her mouth. Her lungs burned, but as she focused the feeling lessened as the cilia in her lungs worked overtime to expel the tiny particles causing damage.

More noise, this time closer, as if someone, or something, was shifting nearer, shuffling along the floor toward her — to feast on brains?

For the second time in a day Arcene forced her pupils to expand and let in what little light there was. "Ugh, what the… Hello?" Less than a foot away, a strange creature stared at her with eyes so pink and tiny they were almost lost in the fleshy face, features nondescript and smooth with bloat. The skin was as brown as a walnut, hair was little more than stubble, the rest of the body clothed in some kind of waxy material as dark as the face.

The person, if it could be called that, smiled, or at least did an approximation of the expression of welcome, revealing surprisingly white, and very sharp looking teeth, the two upper incisors long and extending beneath the lower lip even with its mouth open.

"I. Am. A. Mole. Andiliveina… Hole," came the meaty sound of a voice, words slow then garbled, like speech wasn't big on the agenda around these parts.

"Um, sorry, what? You're a mole and, er, I missed the rest."

"I live in… A hole." The face poked forward, now so close their noses almost touched. The little pink eyes looked sore, raw around the lids and weepy as the creature peered at Arcene, clearly almost blind in the darkness and not used to needing much in the way of vision.

"Oh, right. Um, how do you do?" Arcene lifted a hand to shake, but was left hanging. The creature squinted at her, then at her hand. Arcene wiggled her fingers and thrust her hand out further.

The thing that had dragged her under nodded almost imperceptibly then extended its own hand. The skin was black, the fingers short and stubby, well muscled and criss-crossed with veins. What appeared to be long claws took the place of fingernails but as Arcene peered at them, squinting in a facsimile of her strange savior, she realized they were actually fingernails, of a sort. They were as long as her own fingers, but creamy, thick like Leel's claws and even deadlier, judging by the finely honed points.

"Um, maybe best not to." Arcene moved her hand away hurriedly before she got a finger or two sliced clean off, not to mention the infection that would result from a cut from such dirty claws. "You really are a mole, aren't you?"

The mole man, or mole woman, boy or girl, it was impossible to tell, rocked back on its haunches, eyes closed, probably to rest from the strain. "I… Am… A… Mole. And. I—"

"Yeah, you said." Arcene waved away the words that were clearly a real effort for the mole creature, and leaned back, suddenly aware how tired she was, but with a start she turned to her right — there was a strange sound, someone else was here. No, it was just Leel. Was she asleep? She was! Asleep after being captured by a mole thing and escaping fire and falling from a hot air balloon. She was asleep! Well, maybe it couldn't be helped, it had been a busy time of it, and no doubt.

What now? What do I do now?

"Um, thanks for saving us from the fire, that was very kind of you. How did you know?"

"I. Am—"

"Not big on conversation then? That's okay, silence is nice."

Leel continued to snore; Arcene stared at her host, the mole man/woman. It rocked gently then sprang up, darted over to the wall, plucked something pink and slimy from the earth and slurped it down greedily.

Ugh, it eats worms. It's fat from eating worms and who knows what else?

The creature returned on all fours, wide body wobbling beneath the waxy clothes, and resumed its position in front of Arcene, eyes open again and staring at her, as if waiting for something. Arcene had no idea what to do, and that was not normal — she always knew her next move so felt very uncomfortable with her indecision. The thing seemed harmless enough though, if a little odd even by her standards.

"I. Am. A. Mole. And. I. Live. In. A. Hole."

It went on like that for hours.


LOVELY LIGHT


"UGH, EH? WASSAT?" Arcene thrashed about wildly, an arm smacking into something soft and wet.

Yowl.

"Oops, sorry, Leel, must have nodded off." Arcene sat up and rubbed at her eyes, caking them in dirt and grit so they streamed, making her almost as blind as the mole person. No, it wasn't just that, she had fallen asleep without allowing her pupils to reset properly so now they were sore as hell and she was lucky she hadn't damaged them permanently.

Panic set in. What if she had? What if she would forever be as blind as a creature that lived in the dark, unable to see her son, look at pretty flowers and marvel at the world?

She wiped at her eyes more carefully, dislodged the dirt and slowly they cleared — she was fine, she could see what was appropriate for someone in a deep hole, which was next to nothing at all, the only light coming from looking at reality via The Noise, where little creatures shone green and only her and Leel were anything of substance.

"Come on, Leel, it's time to get out of here."

Woof woof.

Leel shifted her position, head resting on Arcene's legs, the weight unnoticed until she felt light as a feather without the bony head of her friend. Leel stood and stretched, back arching and head craning forward and up as if searching for the light, or food.

Food. Gosh, how hungry am I? What time is it? Judging by the hunger pangs that stabbed at her belly, it was now morning. How had she slept so long under such circumstances? Because there was no sense of danger, that was why. The mole person had saved them, had given them its home and done what it could to make them comfortable.

Such creatures were not common, but three hundred years of a society so disparate and scared meant that many people had changed beyond all recognition over such a time. For Arcene it was normal, but she knew enough stories of how life used to be to know those people would think the world now impossibly strange.

Some worshiped strange gods, others took themselves away from the world entirely, and others followed different paths, ones that led them back to basics, to animalism or forced regressions until they knew little of the world they lived in and had no concept of the technological age they had missed by a few centuries. The mole person was clearly one of those people, if it could still be called a person.

There was probably a whole group of them, following their own path through life, becoming something unique, far away from what humanity now was, maybe lost in caves hundreds of years ago, somehow surviving and taking on all manner of strange behaviors as time passed and new generations were born in the dark.

She'd met weirder people, met much more dangerous people who called themselves civilized, so she didn't judge — she had no right, and who was to say it wasn't a better life anyway?

It wasn't for her though. Arcene was born to revel in the freedom above ground, to explore, have adventures and discover such strange people, not become one of them.

"What do you think, Leel, should we wait or should we go?"

Woof, woof.

Leel was already heading for the tunnel entrance, and Arcene knew her friend was right. This was no place for a girl and her dog, this was mole person territory. It had been a nice place to visit but she wouldn't want to live there.

"Wait for me, and don't go running off," warned Arcene, worried about the forest, aware Leel was not the best at remembering events of a few minutes ago let alone a whole day before.

Leel turned and waited for Arcene, then began the steep climb up the passageway, hopefully to freedom and the wide world above.

Almost immediately, things went wrong. Tunnels branched off at regular intervals, nothing just heading up in a nice straight line. Roots hung low like twisted limbs, there to hold them tight or drag them back down, and in places the earth was soaked, their bodies caked in it as they retreated and took another turn.

As they tried first one way then the other, Arcene had to subdue her panic — it would overtake her otherwise and she'd find herself curled up in the fetal position, whimpering and begging for worms.

Again. Again and again they tried a different route, until they were thoroughly lost and she wasn't even sure whether they were heading up or down. But they kept on, clawed over mounds where the tunnels had virtually collapsed, turning left then right and never giving up, but tiring as lactic acid built and the hunger pangs intensified.

They had to get out soon, they simply had to. How many tunnels did the warren contain, and where was the mole person when she needed it?

Something changed. Maybe the air was fresher, maybe there was a little breeze? It was hard to tell as her body was thick with mud, her nose was blocked, and she'd been staring at Leel's rear for so long she was seriously getting annoyed with the foul odors that seemed to be the only thing that penetrated her stuffed nostrils.

It was! It was the smell of smoke, and it was lighter. Would it be safe? Could they get out or was the fire still burning?

"Leel, wait a minute, it could be dangerous." It was no use, Leel was scrambling manically, kicking dirt into her face as she scampered up the remaining part of the almost vertical tunnel, disappearing into the pinprick of light far above, blocking it entirely as she made her way to the exit.

Then there was light again as Leel exited.

Arcene clambered up and kicked hard to gain purchase on the earth, fingernails digging deep for a hold, and then there she was, lying on her back, staring up at the blue sky. It was later than she'd thought, not morning at all. Where had the time gone? It was past afternoon already!

The sky? The day before, the canopy was dense, the sky hidden by branches and leaves.

Arcene got to her feet.

The forest was decimated, nothing left but splinters of trees, branches gone, leaves incinerated, the ground ankle deep with ash and charred wood still smoldering in places, but mostly it was slush. The rains must have come in the night and doused the fire, stopping it spreading further.

At least there was still hope for stretches of the forest, but as far as she could see in any direction it was carnage. Dead trees and ash, no birds, no animals, just smoke and the strong smell of devastation that tickled the back of her throat and penetrated her stuffed nose.

"Leel, I think that's a waste of time." Leel licked at the pads of her paws, doing that strange nibbling action she often did when something was lodged deep. Leel lifted her head and stared at her, then resumed her work as if telling Arcene she didn't know what she was talking about and she could stay dirty if she wanted.

Arcene shook her head at her friend and crouched down at the tunnel entrance. "Thank you mole person, we owe you our lives."

There could have been a faint "I. Am. A. Mole" from deep underground, but Arcene wasn't sure if it was real or her imagination. She scratched an ear and a blob of mud dislodged, then listened again. Maybe there was a voice, although it was probably just her mind playing tricks on her, but either way, she owed the mole creature a lot.

"Come on, Leel, time to go."

Leel stopped her cleaning routine and moved carefully through the remains of the forest, hopping now and then when she put a paw in a hot spot.

They headed toward the coastline, away from the forest and the hidden world beneath.


SHE SAW SEASHELLS


THE FOREST WASN'T completely decimated. Less than five minutes of walking saw the sky hidden once more, charred stumps turning to lush growth on the canopy where saplings fought for light. Then the trees thinned out, becoming sparse as they reached the edge, the sky visible again. The rain had done its job well and doused the fire, saving at least part of the forest.

Soon enough they came to the edge, the landscape changing from natural to artificial.

Arcene and Leel stood at the top of a steep escarpment and stared down at the remains of a village. A road weaved its way from over a small rise to their right, then down the hill, leading to a small fishing harbor where flotsam and jetsam bobbed languidly against stone walls still intact and looking like they would last for a thousand years.

Tiny cottages dotted the village, cramped and terraced as land became more prized the closer it was to the harbor and the sea.

The sea, the beautiful sea, the salty tang, the view into infinity, in this case interrupted by the scene Arcene had seen once before.

"It's an island, Leel. It's the sea with a cool island out there, how great is that?"

Woof! Woof, woof woof.

They stared at the strange sight, unexpected and beautiful. The island was as jagged as the blackened stumps in the forest, as if the rock too had been burned by the fire. Huge shards split the sky like monolithic flints, the entire island converging ever upward to what was clearly man's interference with its natural state.

There were little buildings seemingly placed at random, spanning rocks at various levels, a large main building at the peak with towers, turrets and walkways — what a proper castle should look like as far as Arcene was concerned. Although you couldn't really call it a castle, this was more man doing his best to build an intimidating home that declared power in the most unlikely of places.

But even the scale and impressive collection of buildings faded in comparison to the lush greenery and colors that could be seen even from their vantage point. There were huge swatches of blues, reds and yellows, and large expanses covered in grass, incongruous by their flatness and perfection amid the chaos.

It would have taken a lot of work to carve out such large open spaces and it was very impressive indeed. Arcene squinted and made out steps and paths that crept around outcroppings of rock, or disappeared right through in some places, and encircled the whole island at countless levels — in other words, it looked like a really cool place and they had to visit.

It wasn't an option, Arcene's innate sense of curiosity and her inquisitive nature meant there was no way she could pass up such an opportunity — they would visit the island and uncover its secrets.

All they had to do was figure out how to get down to the harbor, get across the water, find a way in and hope that if anyone lived there they didn't mind her popping over to say hello.

For a moment, Arcene had a strange sense of déjà vu. Having just come from one strange castle here she was at another. But this was different, this was no castle as she had ever known one, this was as if the rock itself had decided where to place buildings and had accepted some, changed its mind about others, creeping over them and giving the whole edifice an organic feel that called to her, wanted her to come visit. Play, explore, uncover secrets.

But should she go? She should try to get home, and she dearly wanted to see Lucien, but what adventures would she miss? Was this irresponsible? She was a mother, after all, and mothers didn't go running off and never returning home. What was a few days though? This was her one chance to have adventure — she'd cared for her child for seven years, subduing her nature, acting responsibly. She was young, still wild at heart, and who was she kidding? There was no way she could miss out on this.


A NICE PLACE TO VISIT


ARCENE WALKED AWAY from the sight of the island and the village crowded around the harbor, moving along the cliff top to find the access road that would hopefully allow her and Leel to get down to the water and somehow get to the island.

She promised herself they wouldn't stay long, would only take a day to do a little exploring. No big adventures, just a short stay to check out the mysterious place. The first sign of danger and they would be gone, head along the coast and make their way home to The Commorancy.

A day was all right, wasn't it? She wouldn't stay long, didn't even want to as she craved a hug from her son. Needed one. She missed his smile, the smell of him, wanted to bury her head in his perfect hair and take in his essence. She'd never thought of it before, what he smelled like, but the freshness of the coastal air after the cloying atmosphere of the forest, and the aroma of damp earth, had opened her senses, and the first thing she had thought was how amazing such a simple thing as the smell of your child was.

So, a quick foray into the village, find a way to get to the island and that would be it, then it would definitely be all about finding a way home to be reunited with her family.

The wind tugged at Arcene's tattered kilt, and a strand of hair worked loose from her pigtails. Then the ribbons were free, hair untangling and cascading down her back before the wind lifted the fine-as-silk strands so they drifted like gossamer. She held the red ribbons tight, the simple pieces of material feeling important. It was a part of home, that was it, they were hers and they were familiar, so she clutched them tight like they were as precious as her son.

The cliff edge had eroded in places, the limestone exposed, the drop high and impossible to clamber down. Leel bounded off ahead looking for a safe route to the village, cut off as the cliff curved away, so Arcene kept walking, hoping to find the remains of the road.

As they rounded a bend, signs of the road became apparent. The land flattened out and the road, or what used to be a road, guided the way down.

Whenever she saw these old transport routes she thought of how they once looked: covered in pristine, black asphalt, and probably jammed full of people in their cars as they had what they used to call "vacations," where they frantically hurried to picturesque places like this to forget the jobs they did, and spend a few precious weeks pretending they were free.

Such concepts were alien, seemed ridiculous to Arcene. Why didn't people just live somewhere nice to start with and not do stupid jobs that made them depressed and angry?

It was all about money. Everything used to be about money. Virtual digits floating around the world that dictated people's lives and made them sad. Working hard so they could buy cars, and houses they made it to in time to sleep, where children were safe but never seen as there was always more money to be made so bigger houses could be bought that they would then spend less time in.

Arcene never understood why people didn't just go live in the country and forget about all that stuff, but she supposed you had to be a part of it to understand the motivations behind the actions of people that lived in a world when it was crowded and life was very different to anything she had ever known.

Her thoughts had drifted again, as they often did when she experienced relics of that ancient past, and now here she was walking along a road that was no longer a road, just a flat expanse where the grass was shorter and trees erupted in strange places, making it look like some kind of manicured strip of garden.

The road vanished inland, obliterated by forest where nature did what it did best and reclaimed the artificial construction, but as it headed down the steep slope to the village below it was still mostly visible.

They wandered down the winding, narrow road, twisting and turning as their route cut into the hill, but heading down to whatever remained beneath. Arcene caught glimpses of the houses that still stood, stared into roof spaces where tiles were long gone, fallen to the ground in piles, now covered in weeds.

She took in the splintered rooftops, wooden beams jutting up into the air, home to seagulls and white from centuries of their droppings. Then the view was lost again as they turned a corner, only to be revealed moments later, this time a little closer, and so the same thing was repeated as they descended.

At last, they were in the village proper. A ramshackle collection of ruins, some burned to the ground, others relatively intact, windows smashed but buildings still standing, doors open where properties would have been raided by those desperate for food or shelter countless generations ago. But the buildings were few and far between on the hillside, the majority crowded around the harbor, forming a semicircle on the lowest level, facing out to sea and the island.

It felt nice to be on flat ground — after the day she'd had Arcene was overdue a little normality and steadiness. The climb down had been straightforward but she felt out-of-whack, unbalanced, like she was still being pulled this way and that by forces out of her control.

How was Fasolt doing? Was the balloon still airborne, even without the basket floor, or had he landed somehow and returned to look for her?

Arcene thought about trying to find him, to search out a suitable bird in the sky and fly away to look, but it held too many dangers. He would be far away, the storm would have seen to that, and taking up residence in a creature any distance from her own body always made her feel exceptionally ill. No, he would be fine, he knew she was strong and independent.

And she'd felt his mind touch hers as she crashed into the trees, and again when she landed in the pile of leaves. She'd signaled to him, told him she would see him at home, and then he retreated from her presence, sticking to the agreement made that they would never intrude in each other's minds — it was taboo, you had to be your own person.

So, Fasolt would stick to their agreement made in The Noise. He would go home, she would make her own way, and he would battle with the balloon as long as it stayed airborne. It was silly for them both to be delayed, and anyway, he knew what she was like and that she welcomed the chance for adventure on her only trip away for years.

She put such thoughts aside, willed herself to focus on the present, and as her hair whipped about her face and she inhaled deeply of the salty air, she took stock of her surroundings and let everything else fade away.

It was all about living in the now, taking in as much of the experience as possible, not letting other things crowd your mind and stop you truly experiencing the real world. It was easy to go through life only half-awake, never present, so Arcene became one with herself, opened her mind and her senses to the moment and lived life to the fullest. How it was meant to be. Something the few people still alive on the planet seldom accomplished.

The tiny community was beautiful, in its own way. Arcene stood on the edge of the harbor wall and turned in a circle, looking first out to sea then at the buildings crowding the edge of the ancient paving, cobbles peeking through the moss that made a beautifully compact carpet of green, contrasting sharply with the white seagulls wandering around, seemingly unafraid of Arcene and her companion.

"Leel, you leave them alone." It was no use, Leel had stayed by her side long enough and she was practically ready to burst at the sight of so much free food, apparently asking to be eaten. With her body trembling with anticipation and excitement, Leel bounded after the gulls, only to find they weren't the static snacks she had believed. The birds took to the air as one, screeching their warning to others, mocking Leel as she jumped at them, huge jaws snapping on nothing but air.

The houses that fronted the quayside made Arcene think of dollhouses she had discovered over the years, the doors tiny, windows allowing glimpses into ramshackle interiors where nothing remained but broken furniture and the chaos wrought by infrequent flooding over the years. There would be nothing to find, little of any use, certainly no food.

At the thought, her belly rumbled, but it would have to wait. Unless Leel somehow convinced a gull to land in her mouth there was little chance of them getting anything fresh to eat. And besides, the night was coming soon, they would have to make do with a little of what was in their pack and suffer the hunger pangs. She could deal with a lot, had, and would, but hunger was almost too much to bear.

When a child and alone, mother lost to The Lethargy, Arcene had come close to starving on many occasions, and it explained why she was so obsessed with food now. It was almost as if her childhood experiences had dictated the kind of person she was — food was life, and Arcene wanted to live forever. She might. Being Awoken meant death was defeated, at least in the normal sense of aging.

All she had to do was ensure she didn't get killed. Not easy when you had a keen sense of adventure and a total lack of concern for personal safety. Arcene felt invincible, believed she was put on the earth to make it a happier and more exciting place, so made it her goal in life to enjoy as much as she could — consequences for actions were not always big on her agenda, and the truth of the matter was that she often didn't care.

"What's that smell? Ugh." Arcene lifted an arm and sniffed, she was stinky. The wind was dying down but sent a farewell breeze skirting across the harbor, rippling the calm water and blowing a lock of hair into her mouth. "Tastes like fire. I really need a wash and a change of clothes." Her hair was filthy, and as she inspected her bare arms she noted for the first time just how covered in soot and dirt they were. Her legs were almost black and she didn't even want to think about what her face would look like.

A fire, I need a fire and something to warm water in.

Arcene had been the scruffiest, dirtiest, most unkempt child imaginable, never thinking of cleaning or personal hygiene, but as she got older her outlook changed, and now she found the memory of that crazed child amusing. Maybe she was becoming an adult whether her body allowed it or not. The smell of her own stink was definitely unwelcome, but worst of all was having dirty hair.

"Come on, Leel, let's see if we can find somewhere nice to spend the night, and get clean."

Woof, woof, woof.

Leel barked into the sky at the birds that taunted her, then skipped after Arcene who pushed open a battered green door with peeling paint and failed to resist rapping a door knocker in the shape of a boat. She ducked and entered the gloomy interior; Leel followed behind.


A FISHERMAN'S TALE


THE ROOM WAS so cramped Arcene and Leel almost filled it. This was how she pictured a fisherman's cottage to be, imagining a weather-worn man sitting in a chair by the fireplace that dominated the room, fixing a net and maybe smoking a pipe. The ceiling was intact and low, beams as black as night and as hard as iron standing testament to the robust construction of the tiny dwelling.

There was a tiny two-seater sofa covered in mold with half the stuffing gone, a table on its side, and a wall covered in books that would probably disintegrate if she touched them. Glass littered the floor, a carpet that released clouds of dust and was crunchy with salt, residue from a flood that must have happened long ago — everything was dry, just powdery and ready to stick in your lungs if you breathed deeply.

"What do you think, Leel, fancy staying the night if the fireplace works?"

Woof.

Leel dodged the detritus and headed through an opening into what Arcene assumed would be the kitchen, and maybe lead upstairs. She pictured the old man that lived so close to where he would go out on his boat every day, thinking how lucky he was to have such a life. Warm in the winter evenings with his lovely fireplace, content to listen to the sounds of gulls, and the chatter of other fisherman. Maybe the odd tourist as they wandered past his front door and admired the view he probably took for granted.

That would be quite a nice life. Simple, fulfilling.

The reality was different. This was no quaint home of a fisherman, this was a holiday home for a banker that lived three hundred miles away and visited only twice a year for long weekends. A fisherman could no more afford to live in the village than the banker knew how to fish. No, the house had stood empty long before The Lethargy, shutters closed against prying eyes, locked up and a continual annoyance to the long term residents of the village, along with over half the other properties that stood empty but were too expensive for their children to afford so they could live in the place of their birth.

Arcene knew nothing of this and wandered into the kitchen to find Leel nudging open cupboard doors in a vain attempt to uncover something edible.

"Leel, there won't be any food. People would have taken it before you were born, and if there is anything left it won't be any good for eating, not now."

Leel cocked an ear, then continued nudging open the doors with her nose.

Woof, woof.

Arcene ducked, nearly hitting her head on an especially low beam, and stepped over to Leel. Don't tell me she's found food, that's impossible.

Woof.

"All right! I am right here, you know. No need to shout."

Leel stuck her head into the cupboard; Arcene bent to see what all the fuss was about. "Out, Leel, right now." Arcene grabbed Leel by the ears and had to drag her back with all the force she could muster.

Leel resisted, but her ears were her one weak spot — she couldn't fight too hard as she hated them being pinched more than anything. "Now, you sit, and you leave them alone," Arcene scolded, then glanced back into the cupboard.

A terrified looking blackbird stared back at her, orange-rimmed eyes wide, shocked at the sight of Leel's huge jaws ready to clamp around her. Arcene noted the nest of mud, twigs and sofa stuffing, and the three eggs, as the mother stood and hopped about in front of her hideaway, bright beak open wide, trilling shrilly at the intrusion.

Leel bent her head as low as she could to get a look into the cupboard and see what the bird was doing, but remained sat, so Arcene released her hold on her ears. "It's all right, little bird, we're sorry to disturb you. Sorry for the noise. You go back to sitting on your eggs, we'll leave you to it."

Arcene closed the door gently on the scared blackbird, and whispered to Leel, "Come on, girl, let's find another house to sleep in, this one's taken." Leel stared at her like she was mad. Didn't she know they needed food, and they both loved eating eggs and birds, didn't they?

It was easy to tell what Leel was thinking, but however hungry she was Arcene wasn't about to interrupt the life of a soon-to-be mother and the young chicks that would hatch soon enough.

Parenthood was hard enough without having huge dogs scaring you half to death, and she would never put her hungry belly before the new life still forming inside such delicate blue-green shells. The miracle of life was too precious to cull it in such a manner, and if Arcene was honest it reminded her too much of her own child to let little lives be obliterated so they could eat something that wouldn't even begin to eradicate their hunger.

Arcene and Leel tiptoed out of the house; she pulled the door closed behind her quietly. At least the house was being put to use again, albeit in a rather different way to envisioned when built. The banker would have had a fit but he'd been dead for centuries. His life ebbed away as he sat in his expensive chair in his top floor office that looked out onto a dead city. He died staring at his computer screen — it had been black for days, the power having finally failed, his career along with it.
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The house next door was avifauna free — Arcene's word of the year, posh word for birds — and the living room was the opposite of the previous building. It was empty, the floor bare, the kitchen not even installed. Just about perfect for Leel and Arcene.

The back room was jammed full of bathroom fittings still in tattered plastic wrap, the whole building clearly having undergone a total redevelopment and still being refurbished when the builders succumbed to The Lethargy, the owner too.

"It's a bath, Leel, we can have a bath." Leel stared at Arcene, who had clearly lost her mind. Leel didn't do baths, Leel preferred to be dirty. "It's the bath or the sea, make your mind up." Leel studied the bath as Arcene dragged it into the living room and tore the plastic off, then looked at the front door, the harbor only a few paces away.

She sniffed the bath, cocked her head at Arcene to see if there was a way out of her predicament but Arcene shook her head, so ran out the door. With a mighty splash, Leel disappeared off the cobbles and into the water.

"Stupid dog. At least the backpack is off this time." Arcene had removed it once she'd decided they would stay, as she wanted to get a fire going as soon as possible. While Leel continued to splash about, she took out the box with a few lighters in, the rest sealed in plastic in case Leel did anything stupid like she just had, but with the backpack on, and then carefully pulled out her sword, mindful of the low ceiling and the cramped space.

"Ugh, nothing to burn." Arcene went next door and quietly took the broken table and anything else wooden she could find and returned to their headquarters for the night. She squatted by the open fireplace and whittled a chair leg into shavings using her sword, the pommel bouncing for joy as the blade did what it did best: cut.

Arcene built the paper-thin kindling into an open pyramid shape in the hearth, then circled the wood with her lighter until it caught. As the flames consumed the tinder, she added thicker pieces until the heat built, checked that the draw was good so she knew the chimney functioned properly, then broke up the table by stamping on it and built a healthy fire. She busied herself for a few minutes snapping the other pieces of furniture and stacked the wood neatly beside the fire.

"Right, now I need to get water for my bath. Um, how can I heat it?" Arcene bit down on her lower lip in concentration, wondering how to go about having warm water without anything to hang over the flames to heat it. As the fire warmed the room, she wandered out into dusk that had sprung from nowhere. Late summer evenings had a habit of doing that — one minute it was warm and light, the next the darkness enveloped you like the stars were bored waiting.

Leel had apparently decided she was clean enough and was at the far end of the harbor where a section angled up from the water, presumably for launching boats. While Leel shook like the loon she was, Arcene wandered along the edge. There was no wall as such, the street simply ended, with a drop of a few feet to the water.

There was a lot of detritus bobbing about, knocking against the still-strong sides, it was just a shame there were no whole boats, just bits of wood and seaweed, pieces of plastic acting as reminders of ancient civilization where everything was wrapped then wrapped again. And they put it in bags too!

"Leel, don't run off, it will be properly dark soon and we need to be inside by then." Arcene watched the smoke drift lazily from the chimney. They should be fine, it wouldn't be visible from any distance, and besides, the smoke from the forest fire would hide their presence from unwanted guests.

Arcene was no fan of spending the night in houses, she preferred to be outdoors so she could make her escape easily if need be, and Leel could pretend to be a guard dog whilst snoring loudly, oblivious to anything going on around her. Still, it comforted her; she felt safe under the stars.

Tonight would be different, just for novelty factor, and because she needed a semblance of home comfort, even if all that meant was an indoor fire and hopefully a bath. Leel was sniffing at the base of a shuttered building, still intact. She joined her faithful companion, taking a sniff as she got close. "Ooh, you smell better. Better than me anyway. What you found, girl, something good?"

Woof.

"Okay then, let's take a look." Arcene bent to the steel door and noted that a padlock hung open across the fastening so took it off. She gripped the bottom of the door and it lifted surprisingly easily, rolling up with a loud clatter that sent birds settling for the night flying from their perches, startled. "Let's take a quick look before it's pitch black. Maybe there's a bucket or something."

Leel strode purposefully into the interior; Arcene followed.


A BUCKET


THE INTERIOR WAS dark, but Arcene made out the shape of a small boat in front of her. Maybe it would float? There was no way she could inspect it now, but in the morning she would definitely return and give it a thorough going over. Would there be a sail? How did you steer boats? Her experience was limited, but how hard could it be? Float, steer, what else was there? Nothing to go wrong really.

Arcene turned her attention away from the promise of transport. There was nothing to be done now, so she had to get her priorities right. The stench of her own body was becoming too much, she needed to get clean and that meant— "A bucket, cool." Arcene kicked it in her haste, then chased after it as it rolled away.

Leel, not wanting to be left out, bounded ahead and pawed the metal, sending it spinning out the door. "Leel! Go fetch, quick." Leel was outside in a flash, focused on her prey and determined. Arcene dashed after her and watched in dismay as the bucket rolled toward the water.

"Quick, Leel, or you'll have to put up with me being all stinky." Leel pounced and caught the handle in her mouth. She sat, and turned her head with pride, the bucket swaying in her jaws looking like a miniature. "Good girl, well caught."

Arcene took the bucket and scooped up water from the harbor. They retreated to their temporary accommodation, heat hitting them fiercely as they entered the small room. The fire roared, orange reflecting off the bare walls making it cozy and inviting. Arcene placed the bucket in the fireplace then squatted and stared at the flames.

Something felt wrong. Ah, the sword. What was wrong with her? How could she have left it while she went outside? That was a grave mistake to make — her sword should go everywhere with her, no exceptions. It was part of her, she should know better than that. She picked it up for comfort, feeling whole as her hand wrapped around the hilt, simple yet immensely elegant.

She was still for some time. Dirty, clothes ripped, hair black from dirt and ash, sword balanced perfectly across her knees. Leel sat beside her, towering over her in her bent position. Together, they stared at the flames, each lost in their own thoughts of home, food, and that familiar tingle of excitement — tomorrow would be an interesting day. There was adventure across the water and they both intended to get to it no matter what.

Pfsst.

"Ugh, didn't think this through." The fire sizzled as smoke billowed into the room. It was like being back in the burning forest, lungs full of noxious fumes. At least this time there was an easy escape. Arcene ran after Leel, already outside breathing the fresh air, and the smoke emptied through the door behind them.

Arcene stood back from the building, and watched smoke pour out the windows, doors and the chimney — so much for keeping a low profile. Minutes later it was gone, just a gentle wisp blown away from the rooftop by a warm and pleasant evening breeze. She ventured back inside, hoping the fire wasn't completely ruined.

There was the faintest of glows, but she'd made a right mess of things and no mistake. The bucket was on its side, a hole burned through the bottom — what a stupid thing to do. There would be no hot water now, no bath in front of the fire.

Arcene busied herself clearing away the bucket and scooped up the wet ash as best she could with the rim. She added more wood to the fire and blew on it hard until her cheeks were red and she was finally rewarded with her second fire of the evening.

"Well, I guess there's only one thing for it," sighed Arcene, as she rubbed her filthy hands on her vest then began to strip off. She unlaced her boots, pulled them off, followed by her ruined socks, then it was the kilt and panties. Last was the vest. It was all ruined, torn beyond repair, so she threw everything into a corner apart from the boots. She busied herself with the backpack for a moment, getting out new clothes, clones of the outfit she'd taken off.

This was her look, her style, and the black, over-the-knee socks with the pink bunnies stitched intricately up the sides were the only part of her outfit that didn't scream, "Don't mess with Arcene!" There were more identical clothes in the pack. She liked the consistency, the lack of the need to worry about what to wear. This was her, who she was. Deadly, yet whimsical — it suited her perfectly, or so she believed.

"Wish me luck, Leel." Arcene grabbed a bar of what passed for soap and ran shrieking out into the street. Without slowing, she launched herself into the water with a leg tuck, bum hitting the water first. Her heart missed a beat as she submerged in the icy ink, but at the same time she felt instantly alive.

Woof, woof.

Leel shouted from the side, wanting to play but none too keen on getting wet again now she was finally drying off. "You silly dog, I won't be long. It's fr… freezing." Arcene's teeth chattered as she rubbed quickly at her body while a cloud of dirt drifted slowly away. She ducked under to ensure her hair was throughly soaked then lathered up, splashing about one-handed.

Damn, the sword again, what is wrong with me? She panicked a little, aware how defenseless she was, so hurried with her ablutions, washing her hair twice, as it needed it, rinsed quickly, and rubbed at her slender limbs and taut waist, proud of her body even if it was still rather pubescent. She would never be a fully developed woman, but she was who she was and would remain that way forever, and unapologetic.

With an easy stroke, Arcene made it back to the harbor edge, hauled herself out and ran fast back to the warmth of the small room. She stood by the fire and wrung out her hair, scraped the water off her body with the side of her hand, and let the fire work its magic. Soon her bottom was pink from the heat and her toes tingled with that strange feeling you get after they have been cold then warmed up too fast. It was a welcome pain. She felt alive again. Clean, refreshed and whole.

"You know what would be perfect?" Arcene asked, as she pulled on her vest. "A nice boar to roast over this fire." Leel stared at the flames, then at Arcene, then out the door. "I know, you want to go hunting, but there's nothing here, is there girl? Don't worry, we'll make do with what we have." Arcene finished dressing and took some valuable supplies from the backpack.

There wasn't much, and she made sure to save a little for the following day when, hopefully, they would get a proper meal — it was best to be cautious though, just in case.

Arcene and Leel settled down in front of the fire. The mood darkened as the night closed in on them. They were never their jolliest when all they had were a few cuts of cold meat and water. The fire burned; they snuggled up under blankets. Leel's belly made a nice pillow for Arcene, and she soon fell asleep, exhausted after two days of hot air balloons, forest fires, mole people, more fire, and not enough food.

The island loomed large as the moon rose above the sea.

Arcene dreamed of little birds breaking free of their shells and flying high into the sky for the first time.

Leel dreamed of catching seagulls.


LET'S GO SAILING


THE FIRE WAS almost dead; the bare floor cold; the blanket freezing.

Leel's belly rumbled so loud Arcene could stand it no longer, and she was so hungry she contemplated going next door and apologizing to the blackbird before knocking it on the head and building the fire up to roast it. Things weren't quite that bad, but Arcene felt physically drained. Why did these things keep happening to her? Probably because secretly she wanted them to.

With her bare arms covered in goose bumps, Arcene untangled herself from the blanket reluctantly and got to her feet. She stretched. Ooh, she was sore. Not surprising, but what was a girl to do? She put all thought of the last few days behind her — this was a new day, a day for adventure.

"Ugh, the acorn. Gosh, I'm really not myself." Arcene unfastened a small pocket in the backpack and removed a simple acorn. It had a lot of history this acorn, but more than that it was a link back to her home, to The Commorancy and to Letje — probably the scariest woman alive, but also the kindest. More importantly, she was her friend.

This acorn had a little of Arcene and Letje inside it, energy directed by The Noise. It was their link, almost a flip-talker without the need for satellites and all that went with communication via digital means. Why hadn't she thought to use it yesterday, to tell her friends and family she was all right? Because it had been rather an eventful day, that was why. But still, it was lax, she should have done it immediately.

Arcene squatted and let the acorn sit in her open palm. She moved into a state where The Noise was all-pervasive and let herself become one with the no place, the energy that went deeper than the conscious mind could fathom.

Uh-oh, I'm in trouble. There was a message waiting for her, almost like a recording but nothing spoken. This was beyond words, pure emotion, and it was red and angry. It asked if she was all right, if she was safe, and why had she failed to get in touch? It was pure Letje, powerful and disappointed. The message contained so much, and it flooded into Arcene in an instant — time had no meaning, it was just there.

It told that she could sense Arcene was alive and the anger lessened, but she was to make contact and put their minds at ease. Lucien was fine, happy and playing, but asking for his mommy and didn't she want to come home? Should someone be sent to get her? Was she on her way?

Tears fell from red eyes. She was a bad mother. Her son wanted her and she was out playing at being free as if she had no responsibilities. Was she evil? No, she was still partly a child herself and being away from her home had meant she had reverted to the wild version of herself she had been for so long. Acting carefree, and as if her life were her own, not tied for eternity to her own flesh and blood that needed her, wanted her.

With a sniff, Arcene sent her reply, giving everything to the acorn, her link to her home, telling of her sorrow and shame, that she was safe and would arrive soon. She missed Lucien terribly, everyone else too, and not to worry.

She cut the link.

Arcene remained motionless for a long time, just stared at the acorn, wondering what made her act the way she did. It wasn't just her life to be so carefree with any longer, she had a child to look after, a family that cared for her and she cared for in return.

She wasn't alone in the world, things were different now. She had to be more careful, to think about the effect her actions had. But this was life. It was for enjoying, experiencing, and somewhere deep inside Arcene knew she acted as she did because she wasn't fully mature as a person. She would always be this way to some degree, concerned with herself and not fully empathizing with others, sometimes finding it hard to imagine how they felt about what she did — living for the now, letting life experience flood in and take away concerns for family and friends.

"I guess I need to grow up a little." Arcene clenched a fist, as if pressing send on a flip-talker, and she knew that the new message would be relayed. She was fine, would be home soon.

Arcene fought with the contradictions of her nature. This was her one chance to be alone and do what she wanted without the routine she loved and hated: the repetition of the days and the confines of home. "One day. I'll take one day to explore the island and then I will go home and not leave until Lucien is old enough for me to take him on adventures with me."

Mind made up, but with a part of herself telling that she was being selfish and should leave immediately, Arcene stepped out into the empty street.

Seagulls stared at her, then carried on with their bird business. Leel could be heard snoring inside the house. Arcene lifted her hands to the clear blue sky and smiled — it felt glorious to be alive. What a gift.

"Just one day, just one day." Arcene reached over her shoulder and tapped the pommel, it gave her comfort. Time to plait her hair, as it got in the way of a quick draw otherwise. She untied the ribbons from around her wrist and set about the laborious task. She never made a good job of it, but it was better than trying to grab your sword only to get a handful of silver locks instead.

Arcene could hear Leel still snoring; her belly rumbled and she wondered if she could creep up on a seagull unawares.
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"Pull. Pull harder you lazy dog. Do you want to go sailing or not?" Arcene shoved on the back of the boat but it refused to budge. Leel tugged on the rope at the front but it had no effect — it was like it was glued to the floor of the workshop. "Okay, wait up, let me have a look at this. Something's not right."

The boat Arcene had seen the evening before looked ideal. Small, with a sail curled up that she hoisted more out of sheer luck than knowledge, but it was simple enough, and it would be perfect for the short trip to the island. She was no expert, but how hard could it be? You steered with the rudder, moved the sail to catch the breeze. Easy.

Only problem was, the stupid thing refused to move. It rested on a low metal platform on wheels that meant it was just a matter of getting it to the ramp, letting it go, and that should be it. But it was stuck.

She wandered around the little boat, biting down on the corner of her lip as she tried to figure it out. Finding nothing, she got down on her knees and looked at the low trolley. Ah, that was it. There were two levers at the back by the wheels, they must be brakes. She adjusted her position and the levers turned easily.

"Whoa! Don't let it go too fast. Leel, stop it!" It was too late. The boat rolled toward the harbor.

She had to get it to the ramp. If it flew over the edge it could break, capsize or who knew what else. Arcene tore out of the workshop, ran around to the front of the boat and grabbed the ropes. She turned to her left and tugged hard until the wheels gradually angled in her direction. The ground leveled off and the boat slowed. "Phew, that was close. Come on, let's get it over there."

Leel took a mouthful of rope, and together they hauled it to the edge of the ramp. Arcene hoped the boat was seaworthy. She'd done as good an inspection as she knew how, which comprised looking for holes in the bottom, so with a shrug she lined up the wheels, said, "Watch out, Leel," and pushed the whole thing down the ramp.

The trolley submerged; the boat came free and bobbed about on the water. Arcene went back into the warehouse, grabbed one of the long ropes, and ran along the edge before throwing a lasso at the boat.

She should have thought of how to board before launching. It was too late now, this would have to do. On the fifth attempt she caught a hook and between them they dragged the boat to the edge.

"Right, let's go sailing." Arcene jumped onto the deck and, with a few false starts and a little cajoling, Leel finally joined her. Almost immediately, the wind billowed the sail. Arcene took the rudder. Miraculously, they made it haphazardly out of the harbor and headed toward the island.

Arcene itched to discover what secrets it held. She wondered who lived there and if they had any food. They should, how else would they survive?

Time to find out.


SAD PICUS


PICUS FORD STOOD high on the cliff top and wiped away a tear. He watched as the girl and the adorable looking dog sailed past. They were so close, yet it happened just as it always did. He never gave up hope, not even after all these years, but as usual the strong currents around his home caught the boat as it approached and took it swirling around then past and away.

He often wondered if it was some kind of Awakening of the very sea itself that stopped anyone ever coming to visit him and his wondrous home. All he wanted was a little company, some companionship and a little conversation with anyone but himself.

Almost three hundred years now and still he was alone. He would give anything to have a friend, a confidant, someone to give him the news from the mainland, to tell him if things were all right, getting better, although he knew they weren't.

If they were, then people would be living in the village, fixing boats and fishing. Shouting in the early morning, selling fish or souvenirs to tourists. Out-of-towner's would push rents sky-high so the locals couldn't afford to live where they grew up. That's what it used to be like, what he saw through his telescope every day when he spied on the people going about their business, the seagulls flocking to dropped ice-creams and stealing fish and chips from unaware tourists.

No, there was none of that, just an occasional traveler that searched fruitlessly for anything of use in the homes still standing. The houses had been picked clean mere years after The Lethargy, now they were little more than crumbling walls, roofless and dead. Nobody came. This girl was the first person he'd seen for almost a decade.

Why did the sea hate him so? Why did it allow people with the wits to sail a boat so close to his beautiful island to be thwarted at the last minute and taken away from him? Did the sea Awaken and decide he was unworthy of company, that he was to be alone forever?

"I just want a friend," he shouted to the girl in the boat, to the sky, to the sea, to anyone or anything that may be listening.

There was no reply, there never was. He was alone, the currents were against him.

Picus had seen it happen time and time again in the first few years after The Lethargy, when there were still people, still the occasional visitor. It had become increasingly difficult to make it to the island, the tides changing just like everything else had in the world, the struggle becoming harder for people to reach him, and then it was impossible. They sailed past, taken away and out to sea, often returning on the twisted currents but always sailing down the coast, around the headland and then they were gone.

They never returned.

He often wondered what happened to them, what awaited them around the outcropping? Did they meet their death? Probably.

Noting a faded bloom on a hot-red geranium, Picus dead-headed the plant and inspected it for imperfections. "Beautiful, but only I will ever see it." He wandered through the tropical gardens, lost in the beauty of his solitary home.

He could never leave, he had known that ever since the tides turned against him. If he left then he would be unable to return, and only one thing was worse than being stuck alone in the desolate paradise he had maintained and improved upon for future generations that failed to come, and that was never seeing it again.

With a sigh, Picus wiped his eyes once more and wound his way to the lower levels. There was a large Yucca that needed its lower leaves cutting back, and now was as good a time as any to get the job done.

He stared at the boat, now nothing but a tiny prick of white. Soon it was lost amid the froth of waves, then out of sight.

"Ah well, maybe next time."


STUPID SEA


ARCENE COULDN'T MAKE out what the man shouted. Was he hollering at her or at the water itself? It was hard to tell. He looked so lost up there, all alone. Arcene ached to get to the island and say hello.

He'd waved and jumped up and down in excitement as he saw them approach, and Arcene and Leel had responded in a similar fashion. He was friendly, definitely a nice guy. The way he acted told her all she needed to know. And besides, after the recent "incident" at the blue castle, she made sure to peek at his presence in The Noise to ensure he would be no trouble.

He shone pure, a lonely man that was friendly and welcoming, keen for company. There were parts of his mind just waiting to soar and laugh and be happy. All he needed was others.

But it wasn't to be. They sailed past, Arcene unable to control the boat against the strong currents that pulled them out to sea and away from the magnificent island that shone so brightly. What spectacular gardens, how beautiful and bright. It looked like the kind of place she'd get lost in, and yearned for such beauty after her recent adventures.

Arcene fought harder with the rudder, tried to steer the boat back, but the currents were unstoppable and had their own ideas about where the boat would go. There was little wind and what there was was useless. She fought with the sail, trying to catch the breeze as it blew back to the mainland, but then it died and all that remained was the strong water.

They sailed past the island, so close yet so far, and out toward the ever-expanding horizon.

"Uh-oh, Leel, we haven't got any food. Or much water." Arcene had assumed it would take but a few minutes to reach the island, it wasn't far at all, so hadn't concerned herself with their next meal, assuming they would be on land soon enough and could always fish if there was nobody there. Now it looked like they were heading out to sea, and she certainly wouldn't risk making a fire on a wooden boat — she'd had enough of unruly fires for a lifetime. "Looks like its raw fish for us then, Leel."

Woof.

"Yeah, I know you like it, but its gross! Ugh, raw fish."

Arcene watched as the shoreline and the beautiful gardens on the island were lost.

She never did see the man give a final wave before they vanished from sight for good.

"Whoa! Don't move about, Leel, it's a really small boat and if you tip us over we'll never get back in." Arcene scowled at Leel, who was trying to make her way right to the front, making it rock from side to side, almost scooping up water as it did so.

Leel couldn't keep her balance well at all, she wasn't used to floating — she loved to swim but she'd never been in a boat before as far as Arcene could remember. Finally, she made it to the front and sat on the prow, staring ahead as if waiting for the next exciting thing.

At least she wasn't scared, that was something, but Arcene was having serious doubts about the decision to go sailing. The boat was tiny, a few paces long, and with a small sail controlled just by moving some kind of long stick it was as basic as it got, and all she could handle. Not that the sail was any use anyway. There was no wind to speak of; they were at the mercy of the current.

The oars were next to useless and she had been relying on them to allow her to get to the beautiful island, but fighting the current was impossible — all she got was a tired back and arms and it made no difference to the direction they were headed: out to sea.

This is bad. We'll starve if we don't get food, and the water won't last long.

What could she do? How could she get them to shore safely? Arcene was beginning to really hate boats. She'd had a few fun times on them over the years, but that had been on rivers, paddling about aimlessly, fishing and then just rowing to the edge and never having a problem. This was different. Arcene began to understand the scale of the sea and the precarious situation she had put them both in.

What to do, what to do?

Maybe they should jump out and swim? No, they may be good swimmers but if the currents could take a boat then it would surely take them. Arcene did the only thing she knew would make things better: she crawled to Leel, careful not to rock the boat, and unbuckled the pack enough so she could squeeze a hand in.

"If in doubt, eat. There's not much, but we better have it now, just in case we need our strength."

Two minutes later, a very depressed and hungry girl and dog sat staring at the empty container that had held their frugal snack.

Woof?

"Sorry, Leel, that was it. All gone, no more."

Leel cocked her head to the side, as if Arcene was lying, or maybe making a very bad joke. She stared at Arcene, willing her to fill up the snack container. Arcene shrugged, that really was it.

Arcene turned and stared wistfully at the distant island. It looked like such fun too, and now what? Lost at sea, never getting home, starving to death or going mad and eating raw fish, if they could even catch them.

"Ugh, what a mess. I knew we should have just gone straight home." Leel stared at her. "Okay, maybe I wanted a quick peek at the island first. I wonder who that man was? Bet he had some interesting tales to tell." They curved away from the island, headed farther out to sea, then the island, the shore, and their hope of a meal were lost.

All that remained was sea and the sun beating down as it rose to its zenith on a beautiful summer's day.

Maybe a dolphin will save us? Maybe I can find one in The Noise and get it to pull us to shore? Arcene focused; there were no dolphins. There wasn't much of anything, just tiny fish and the little boat. They would be lost at sea, taken away from all she held dear in the world because she couldn't let things go, had to be nosy.

"Stupid adventures, I've had enough of this." Arcene stood and scowled at infinity. She stamped a foot and the boat rocked dangerously, almost capsizing them. She sat down and tried to come up with a plan.
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The bottle had nothing left to give, but Arcene held it upside down and stuck out her tongue anyway, trying to catch any last drop that happened to magically appear — she was wasting her time. The night had been awful, her and Leel sat huddled together, both wishing the boat would stop rocking, splashes in the water amplified by the emptiness, making their imaginations run wild.

It had felt like it would never end, until finally they fell asleep. When they woke, they found themselves surrounded by nothing but water, a few gulls soaring high, and the sun already hot even though it was still early. Arcene's head pounded. She was so thirsty and hungry, but there was nothing left.

No food, no water, no land. Nothing but sea whichever way you looked. The current was still strong, taking them where it wanted, and there was nothing they could do about it apart from hope it took them back to the coast further to the west, the direction they were clearly headed. But would it be out to sea to the west, or would they eventually hit land again, and would they still be alive when they did?

Arcene put the empty bottle to her eye and peered through the opaque glass. Blue, blue and empty, the sky and the nothingness. Her thoughts felt like little fluffy clouds. There was no weight to them, no weight to her body, bobbing about in the vastness, starving.

They had eaten the day before, but so little they were both suffering withdrawal symptoms. It was what they did — they ate and they thought about food. This was their preoccupation, and now it was getting ridiculous. Arcene felt hollow inside, like she was made of air, could float up into the sky away from her predicament.

The bottle clattered to the dark wood of the boat's floor. She left her arm extended, resting on Leel lying next to her, whimpering and willing it to be over.

The boat bobbed; the current pulled hard. They surrendered. They had no other option.


BUMP


"EH, WASSAT?" ARCENE dragged her mind to consciousness. She wasn't exactly asleep, but neither was she truly awake. Her mind was drifting like her body, lost on currents she couldn't recall. Everything was hazy, almost blank, stretching out into infinity like the deathbed she was floating on. But what was this? What was that noise?

Bump.

Bump, bump, bump.

With arms that felt made of dead trees, Arcene pushed against the wooden bench and sat. She rubbed at salt-crusted eyes, all gritty and sore, and tried to swallow. Her lips were so dry, her throat raw, and why were boats so cramped?

Arcene blinked until her vision cleared, and the salt was rubbed away with another swipe of her hand. Even her hand was dry and felt raspy on her skin. A nice swim, that was what she needed, but not in the sea that would further coat her in salt and dry her out until she was like a tomato left in the sun for days.

She took the shawl off her head and tugged it away from where it protected her arms from burning — she couldn't imagine what state she would be in if it wasn't for such a simple means of protection. The sun reflected so strongly off the water she would have been fried to a crisp like barbecued pork within an hour if she hadn't covered up — her pale skin was unsuited to adventure on the open seas. She had learned one other thing too, if nothing else from her time floating: she preferred land.

Open fields and forests, where there was food to be hunted and water that could be drunk, nice cool spots in the shade, and places to sleep where you could make fires and not be all wobbly and feel sick all the time.

What's wrong with me? Focus.

Arcene rubbed at her eyes again; they were so sore. Were they bumping against something? They were! The boat was knocking at a solid structure. Were they back at the island, or land? With a shake of the head, and a crash back down to reality, Arcene gathered her wits and concentrated properly.

She stared at a weather-worn, concrete stanchion jutting out of the water. The front of the boat nudged against it, moving back and forth, knock, knock, knocking at the pillar covered in tiny mussels. Seaweed skirted beneath the water, billowing out like green hair. Arcene followed the pillar up, only to realize there were hundreds of similar pilings that soared above them, supporting a weird, concave oval base. It was truly vast.

What is it? What's it doing here? Where is here? First things first. Arcene if not sprang into action then at least moved, something she had done little of during her second day at sea. Leel scratched at the bottom of the boat, lifted her head then collapsed again, not interested enough to do anything but lie and wait for it all to be over. Arcene grabbed the long length of rope and tied it around the pillar, trying not to wobble the boat and fall in. Once secured, she sat down, shattered from such minimal movement.

At least they wouldn't be carried off. Maybe this bizarre construction would offer salvation.

The water lapped gently at the boat and the pillars but it didn't try to drag them away. This was where the current had been taking them, the destination the sea had in mind for her and Leel. Well, they were here, now what? She tried to count the pillars but there were too many, hundreds by the look if it. Old, water-worn, but still sturdy. How deep did they go? To the bottom, she supposed. Where else? What were they supporting? It was impossible to tell as they were underneath whatever it was, lost amid the rest of the supports.

The edge was a way off, and Arcene had no intention of risking the currents taking them again. This could be their one chance to save themselves; she would stay put and figure it out.

It was cool in the shade, more welcome than she could have imagined, and while she figured things out it was about the best place to be.

"Well, Leel, looks like we've found ourselves an island after all. I wonder what it's doing here. Leel? Come on, time to get up. I think we might be saved. Maybe." Leel opened an eye and Arcene pointed at the huge concrete underbelly of the island. She sniffed, then sprang to a sitting position, nostrils flaring as she lifted her head high, craning her neck to get a fraction closer. "What is it, girl, you smell something nice?"

Woof, woof.

"Let's hope we can find it. Is it food?"

Woof.

"Cool. Maybe we won't starve to death after all." Arcene stared at the massive structure. How could they get in? Was there even an in? What was it, and would anyone be happy to see them if there was someone there? She couldn't imagine why there would be people in the middle of the sea, but then again, if this island was here someone had to have built it — Arcene was sure of one thing, it was that a lot of weird stuff existed in her world. More bizarre than this.

"Hello? Anybody there?" Her voice bounced back at her, the echo dulled by the curved underbelly of the island. Nobody would hear that even if there were people above. Could she climb? But to where? Should she risk unhitching the boat and floating out so she could get a better glimpse at the concrete barnacle she found herself under? No, it was too risky, they could end up anywhere. This might be the only chance they had to get saved; she needed to come up with a proper plan.

It was hard to think. She needed food and water. Her head throbbed like little people were at work inside it, tapping on the inside of her skull, stopping thoughts from forming, leaving her half-dazed, half-asleep, and wobbly.

Arcene sat and tried to gather her thoughts. At least it was cool out of the sun, now she just had to figure out how to get herself and Leel up onto this misplaced edifice.


TIME FOR WORK


TALIA HATED THE stupid damn Island.

What was the point in performing the life-sapping chore so often? Every year, her and her team had to perform the same miserable task. Once the job was completed it was almost time to start all over again — it drove her absolutely nuts.

It was like one of those vicious circles her mother had told her about before she succumbed to The Lethargy, a stigma that to this day never left her — after ninety-four years you'd think it would have been forgotten, but no.

She was seventeen when it happened, and it surprised everyone. People remained Whole, at least mostly, many Awakening as they matured, but often not until their late-twenties to thirties. Talia was special, she Awoke at the sprightly age of twenty-two, which made her one of the youngest to do so in the whole history of her home. But it didn't stop some of the others looking at her funny for decades afterward, and even now there were the occasional whispered comments when those who should know better thought she couldn't hear.

It was partly her own fault — Talia heard everything she wanted to hear, and had kept that, and other Awoken gifts, secret. It was strictly against the rules, but too late now. If she ever owned up, the consequences for withholding what was decreed should be shared information would be savage and remorseless.

It wasn't her fault, was it? She didn't make her mother get The Lethargy, leave her alone when still an immature teenager with so much to learn and nobody to look out for her. And besides, it happened at least every half-century to someone or other. Even some who Awoke inexplicably succumbed, one day able to commune with the dolphins and the creatures of the sea, the next sat there in a stupor, unable to even dress themselves or wipe their own backsides with the processed seaweed that was always too rough.

She argued for years about it, asked why they couldn't make it better. They had the means, after all, but she'd always been voted down, as usual. Why waste precious energy on finessing something to wipe your bum with when there were other, much better ways to put the labor needed for such tasks to use?

Anyway, never mind, now wasn't the time for thinking about the past, certainly not about wiping your rear. However much she hated it, there was work to be done, and the sooner they began the sooner it would be over.

One year, it must be a decade ago, the summer had been exceptionally wet and windy, cold too, and the work had dragged on and on, leaving them still working the following spring, and when they finally finished they had a few precious months before the fiendish maintenance resumed.

It was depressing as hell, and the most boring assignment Talia could ever have conjured up if she wanted to punish her enemies for heinous crimes committed against her or The Island.

The work won't be forever, she had been told. It's a rite of passage, they said. Everyone has to take a turn, it's the way things are, they told her again. We did it, everyone does it. You're lucky you've had so much freedom until now, others did it when they were a third of your age if not younger. And you're the one in charge of your team, that's an honor, nobody as young as you has ever been in charge of a team before, you're lucky.

Talia felt anything but lucky. She felt like she was being punished for crimes she hadn't even thought about let alone got caught committing red-handed. She was a model citizen, worked hard, always did more than her fair share, and now she was stuck with this damn never-ending grind that made her want to dive over the side into the blue and never come back. Not that she would, of course — it was poison to people if too much touched you. If you were immersed you died.

Even the brave sailor caste had to have a drink of something very strong before the boat was lowered and they rode the current that circled The Island in a large, egg-shaped circuit, where they fished and collected the precious seaweed once a month. They were so brave, even if they needed fortification.

They always returned, never fell in and got poisoned or sank, so she supposed her job wasn't so bad after all. At least she didn't have to float about on the blue so close to death, but the exposure and sense of helplessness when on the outside of The Island, seeing the water far below, made her stomach flip and brought bile to her throat every time.

She never let the others see her nervousness. She was the oldest, in charge, Awoken and the woman whose mother had succumbed — she wouldn't give them the satisfaction, and she certainly wouldn't act like a scared baby and show anything but confidence and determination in front of her team.

And it was an honor, really, to be well enough regarded to have the responsibility. That didn't stop her secretly smiling at the thought of this being her last ever tour. Finally, her time was up. She would never have to be lowered on ropes or the foul platform ever again. No more inspecting, cleaning, or repairing the exterior.

The end was in sight. It gave her all the courage and motivation she needed to do a good job this one last time, and she would, she had pride in her work. However long it took she would see it through as thoroughly as she always had, and when it came her turn to tell someone else how important a job it was she would expect the same from them, tell them how honored they were, just as she had been told. So the cycle would continue as it always had, since The Lethargy descended and wiped out all but the chosen few: the founding Fathers and Mothers of her home. The Island.

With a sigh, Talia pulled back the itchy covers and got out of bed. It was still early, but she had a busy day ahead of her and a lot to get ready before it even began. She bet her team were still sleeping, bunch of slackers that they were. It was down to her to show how it was done, to be the figurehead for this final run, and it was only proper she was the first to arrive and the last to leave at the end of the day. Ensure everything was done exactly as it should be: no mistakes, no shortcuts. Life was too precious for any accidents, and she wasn't about to let anything go wrong on her watch.

Talia occupied a series of rooms of her very own, another honor she knew she should be grateful for, again, one of the youngest to have such luxury, having been Awoken for so many years. The Awoken were always provided with private quarters, moving from a tiny cell up to a more spacious room, then a suite as you aged, as long as you showed you put in the requisite work and acted in a manner deemed correct. Talia had done all that and, for more years than she cared to remember, although the days all blurred into one anyway, she had lived right down deep in the heart of The Island. Not at the bottom, but in a suitably appropriate place for her position in the hierarchy of her world.

Her personal accommodation was just off from the center of the closeted interior, almost three-quarters of the way down. The edges of her home, and the lowest quarters, furthest away from those that had to sleep beneath an open sky, were for the older, more powerful Elders that ruled under the careful, cold watch of Vorce, absolute ruler for her entire life and for many years before she was even born.

He had the most honored of quarters in prime position, a vast series of cavernous rooms and small antechambers right in the bowels of The Island, smack bang in the center and taking up almost the entire level, the rest of the rooms occupied by a few aides and his extended family, as was his right.

Talia knew that a time would come when she too would live in that secretive world, for Vorce had clearly had an eye on her for many years now, biding his time until he felt her suitably mature in years. Talia appeared to be twenty-three, as was the custom: the moment you Awoke you learned how to control your aging, and exactly one year after your rebirth you were expected to be proficient enough to never age another day.

Those who failed to do this, well, they were seen as beneath even the merely Whole, unworthy of the gift bestowed on them, and if not shunned, then regarded as a disappointment, the shame so severe many took the final plunge into the blue because they could not live up to the task of controlling the gift so graciously given.

Talia had no problem with her own Awoken Day ritual, in fact, she knew she could have done it much sooner. But it meant she was one of the youngest looking Awoken, actually the youngest alive, even though she was over a century old, and because of this she knew she would become wife to Vorce at some point. It wasn't negotiable, nobody questioned the ways of The Island.

The Laws were as solid as their isolated home, and Vorce's will was as unforgiving as the sea that marooned them for eternity in their safe-haven, away from the terrors of the land. Although, Talia and almost every other person had never set foot on truly solid ground, and for the younger ones it was nothing more than a ridiculous fairytale, as believable as the Old Man of the sea, probably less so.

She had seen it though, many times, and part of her wanted to sail away and witness it with her own eyes, not those of a bird she now and then inhabited and soared on the thermals toward the land, marveling at the green grass and the ancient broken structures that humanity had once called home. Always from a distance though, her proficiency in The Noise not strong enough to give her the range she desired.

"No time for such idle thoughts now, I have work to do. Last tour of duty, make it your best, Talia. Let no one say you give anything but your all, and don't be anything but the greatest leader of a group of Inspectors ever." Talia padded across the cold concrete into the small bathroom. She would make The Island's shell spotless, so damn clean it would shine like the winter sun, and inspect every little piece of it, direct repairs, scrape barnacles, remove all the bird poop — keeping the precious waste-product as it was so valuable for their crops — and ensure it stood for a thousand years.

The final tour. She couldn't wait for it to be over. What would she be doing a year from now? Maybe something exciting? She hoped so. She'd had about enough of ropes and the terror of falling into the blue to last her a lifetime.

Talia splashed water on her face, scowled at the toilet seat as it wobbled like it always did, the brittle plastic now yellow with age. She knew that soon she would have to give it up to be melted and put to a different use — as with most things on The Island, nothing lasted forever but everything was re-purposed, nothing wasted. Finite resources meant everything was valuable.

Sometimes things floated past, caught in the strange currents that sealed them off, miracles of days gone by. Items that may have bobbed about for hundreds of years, and it was always with wonder that the fishermen would spread out their hauls and crowds would gather to marvel over this and that, the scraps of cultures long dead that allowed them to thrive, even have the most prized luxury of all now and then: fire.

When wood was found it was treated with the reverence it deserved: dried thoroughly, then burned. Fish and birds, or the rodents that were the mainstay of their diet, roasted on the flames.

Hot food, crispy and delicious. A rare treat the entire community looked forward to, salivating as eager hands put the incredible cooked flesh into their mouths after months, sometimes years of raw fish or mouse, maybe slightly warmed by the sun if they fancied the chewy, dried squid. That, and the seaweed. Always the seaweed.

Talia never even noticed the salt, she knew no different. Neither did anyone else.


A SPECIAL DAY


THE NUMBER STUCK in her head like three pins: 111. She was never big on celebrating the anniversary of her birth, but this felt different. Special. Talia was now officially one hundred and eleven years old.

She wasn't sure of the time of her birth, but it was this day, so, as far as she was concerned, she was now forty thousand five hundred and fifteen days old, nine hundred and seventy-two thousand three hundred and sixty hours, give or take a little, or one point one one centuries old. She worked it out, spent the last few evenings trying to exercise her brain in-between getting everything organized for her group of Inspectors, a temporary caste that could be shed once you proved yourself.

There was something about the three single digits, as if it was an omen, a portent of today being a special day, somehow different. Although, truth be told, it was just another day. Another birthday that would go mostly unnoticed by all but a few friends.

Maybe Cashae and Erato would get her something nice, a piece of wood, a slice of cooked meat, dried and saved for special occasions, but she held out little hope — she was as lax in such regards as her few friends, and they weren't to blame, birthdays just weren't that big a celebration, not when they came around every year.

The proud digits stuck: 1.1.1.

The prime number. 1, the age on her first birthday. Times by a hundred and it was her first century on the planet. Now there had been one hundred and eleven of the precious years. The numbers were lined up in her mind like three daggers, each significant but multiplied by the powerful number three. Talia had never been a superstitious child, and certainly wasn't now she was an adult, but these damn numbers, they held significance, she was sure of it.

This was no normal day, too much had conspired to make it anything but. She wasn't old as such, Awoken didn't live lives like Whole did, with their measly few years, over so soon it hardly seemed worth the bother. No, she had a lengthy future ahead of her, a future that may span millennia — Awoken. As long as she wasn't unlucky enough to succumb to The Lethargy, she would carry right on living and living. Who knew when it would end? Maybe it never would, but Talia was no child any longer.

The Elders would still see her as a somewhat immature woman, but not a child, and although she felt a little silly for believing the numbers were special in some way, too much had come together on this day for her to ignore the signs.

Not only was it the first day of the Inspection, although it should be called the Cleaning as far as she was concerned, but it was also a full moon. It would be at its apex this evening. Maybe it was nothing, but it all seemed to hint at some hidden meaning, something significant. An event.

Talia didn't think herself particularly special, but with her youthful appearance, and the fact she Awoke so early, there was a secret sense of destiny she tried to hide — acting smug and self-important was not the way to get ahead in life — but she didn't see herself as unimportant either.

She was just herself, Talia. Wise enough to know that everyone believed themselves to be the center of the world, the opposite being the truth in most cases. Of course, she would never utter a word of this in the presence of the Elders, certainly not to Vorce, but as far as she was concerned everyone was just as important as the next person. Even that didn't stop her being awed by the older inhabitants, with their stories of the time before The Lethargy. And Vorce himself, well, she literally shook in his presence, and if she was very truthful then as much as she liked to kid herself everyone was equal when you got down to it, he was far from just another man on The Island.

"Come on, Talia, stop this nonsense. You have work to do, time to go topside." Talia finished her morning ablutions, stepped out of her cramped bathroom, and returned to the bedroom where she dressed for the day in one of her least prized outfits.

Clothes were a real luxury. You did what you could with what you inherited, could barter or earn, and she, just like everyone else, wouldn't dream of wearing anything she cared for if she risked ruining it while working.

In fact, she would have been happy wearing nothing at all, but that was another thing strictly forbidden — flaunting your youth in front of those less fortunate, those that Awoke much later, or the old Whole that clung to life as they withered and wrinkled, was seen as rude. She never saw it that way, but rules were there for a reason, and she would never disobey if it meant others felt inadequate or inferior.

For the children it was different. They weren't expected to wear clothes, it would be a waste and they would ruin the precious materials, but once puberty began you covered up to some degree — bare arms and legs were fine, anything else was asking for punishment, or a severe reprimand at the very least.

So Talia dressed reluctantly in a pair of shorts, put her boots on, fastened the two buttons she stitched onto the rather coarse shirt she'd made years ago from a piece of cloth she swapped with Cashae for a whole small fire's worth of kindling, and moved from her bedroom — comprising a bed made of gull feathers sewn tight into seal skin, and a plastic crate where she kept the few precious and private items she liked to look at and touch now and then — and stepped out into her main living space.

Although it was an honor to have accommodation so deep in The Island, she preferred the open air to being down in the gloom where the floor was bare concrete, always cold and unwelcoming, and her living space was as minimal as her bedroom. But, to be fair, she had been given one of the better main living spaces, which meant she was slowly moving up the complex hierarchy of The Island.

She had one of the original rooms, just as it was when Vorce and the Elders came to The Island all those years ago. It was complete with a series of metal lockers along one wall, a simple galley kitchen fixed securely to the concrete walls, with a counter top Talia cleaned meticulously each and every day, polishing until it gleamed, the steel shining even in the poor, but nonetheless precious light.

There were a few cupboards containing little but precious crockery, again a part of the original fittings. As with all other accommodation, such things were to remain when, or if, you moved to better living quarters. There were metal knives and forks, plates and bowls, even three glasses she hated to use as she'd never hear the end of it if she smashed one.

She had a small table and two chairs, metal, of course, and she even had a seating area, comprised of cushions she had made herself over the years, and a few inherited from her mother after her untimely demise. There was a blanket too, which her mother had made as and when she got scraps of material, all sewn together to make a patchwork blanket that was extremely ugly yet beautiful too — she often sat and hugged it, crying even after all these years without her mother.

There were no pictures, she had never managed to get one, nothing much in the way of ornamentation apart from a few bits and pieces. None of it held sentimental value, just splashes of color, plastic bottles and three large, shiny and mysterious seeds the fishermen found and she'd bartered for without having to give too much away.

She liked it like that: simple, quiet. It allowed her to lose herself doing what she loved best in the whole world: reading.

Talia loved to read more than anything else. She would give the clothes off her back and every possession she owned if it meant more books.

Ever since a child, she had fallen in love with the written word. Not just the skill of reading, which she grasped easily, but the flow of the letters, the miracle of how they were put together in endless combinations to form new and exciting worlds that captivated her as her imagination soared.

Talia loved the different fonts, the upper and lowercase, vowels and consonants and the way you could read a series of words and feel like a different person. It altered your emotions, your very being.

Reading was different to speaking. There was something magical about seeing words written on paper, and that was without the sheer joy of holding a book in her hands, breathing in that ancient, musty smell, delicately turning a precious page, her heart leaping into her mouth, sweat beading on her brow if she heard that most dreaded of sounds: paper tearing.

She'd done it as a small girl, torn a page as she clumsily turned it, keen to continue the adventure. She was inconsolable for days, thinking she would be punished terribly for such a crime, until she realized that it wouldn't be the tearing that would get her into trouble, it would be if she got paper wet, ruined it so it couldn't be burned if it was no longer part of a book.

Yes, books were precious, one of the most precious commodities and the most expensive, but fire was more important.

So Talia kept her most prized possessions in a cupboard under the counter, safe and secure. She liked nothing better than curling up on the cushions, wrapped in her mother's blanket, ugly as it was, and reading until she fell asleep.

What she wouldn't give to stay in her room today, just read, let the digits flash in her mind like three candles flickering in the breeze, but she had work to do.

Speaking of candles… Talia cupped a hand around the fat stick positioned at the intersection between living room and bedroom to maximize light while wasting as little as possible — although she always let it burn through the night as she was still useless with her flint and the horrid, dry seaweed they used for tinder and she always burnt her fingers — and as the room plunged into a darkness so complete she often wondered if this was what it was like at the bottom of the sea, she made her way with confidence to the door leading to the corridor. She'd done it so often, and there was nothing in her way, so she didn't need the light, but she liked it for company and needed it for reading.

Talia went to work. On her one hundred and eleventh birthday.


TO THE TOP


TALIA SMILED AND exchanged brief pleasantries with the few people she passed as she made her way up to the surface. It was funny, but even after so many years she still got a little tingle of excitement in her belly as she made the journey.

Once, it used to be quick, less than a minute as she lived so near the surface, now it took almost ten, and she kind of missed the old days. Still, the build-up was worth it. She liked the feeling, the excitement of the transition from dark interior to the bright light of day. The open space, the endless sky and infinite sea always made her feel more alive than she thought possible after being below through the night.

It was as if she forgot what freedom really was. It wasn't until the salt air and the breeze hit her that she truly felt at one with the world and her beautiful home. She was up early so most people were still asleep, shut off in their quarters, huddling together or wrapped in blankets to fight off the cold. It was always chilly, the why was something every child learned at a young age, along with much more about the world they would live and die in, or on.

The low temperature was because the walls were so thick, immensely solid and strong. The Island was a man-made structure built by people with immense vision and foresight. It was cold because heat couldn't penetrate such thick walls and it had to be that way so it could survive the stormy sea and the harsh winds that scratched and gnawed at the walls that kept them safe. Alive.

To Talia it felt like she had always known the story of The Island, as if she were born with the information already imprinted on her mind, but that wasn't the case. From before she could understand her mother's words she had told Talia of how they came to be where they were, and slowly the information permeated her senses, repeated over and over again as were so many other aspects of life on The Island. Once schooling started, the history lessons began in earnest.

They were expected to know the names of the founding Fathers and Mothers, to remember the dates and events that took place so long ago. So much led to them being the lucky ones, those that for the most part avoided The Lethargy, although it was never possible to escape it one hundred percent. Compared to those that lived on the land though — well, they were lucky.

They were shown the old communications equipment, how you could press buttons and talk to people all over the world via satellites that bounced your voice to anyone with a similar device. The children gathered around long-defunct computers and were told of how the world was: every home connected, endless information available at the virtual click of a button.

They learned of money, cars, and cities full of people crammed into too small spaces, breathing foul air, polluted by their insistence on never staying in one place. They learned of the scars cut deep into the countryside, trees and animals destroyed or displaced so roads could be carved out, allowing people to travel ever further from their homes.

On and on the lessons went, reminders of what had gone before, how lucky they were to live away from the mess their ancestors had made.

Every child knew the history of the old world, understood how diseased it was and why The Lethargy had come. They'd done it all wrong, interfered in the natural order of things, put their mark on the land with ever-increasing brutality until one day Mother Nature had enough and said, "No more!" It wasn't the place of the ancients to dictate how the planet should be, and they failed to control their breeding and their spread to every corner of the globe. Chewing up the finite resources of the earth as they went, putting poisons in the soil, even into the sky itself, clouding the sun with noxious gas and always craving more.

It had to stop, and it did. The children were taught that the planet was meant to be left to its own devices, for people to live quietly, grateful to be allowed to co-exist, never dominate.

They learned of The Reckoning, and how things then settled down, yet even now were still not back to anything like normal as so much slowly healed. It was the truth. The children knew they were the lucky ones, blessed to survive and live their lives in a tiny, isolated pocket of humanity where they could no longer do harm. They survived, their numbers grew, and they flourished.

You only had to look at where they were to know this was what the planet wanted for itself. Why else would the currents stop them leaving? Why would they have turned just as The Lethargy came like a broom sweeping away the unwanted detritus that had piled up and made it all go so terribly wrong? The sea itself wanted them to stay put. It grew stronger and eddied around The Island, cutting off the founding Fathers and Mothers, making them watch from a distance as the world went quiet and communication devices gave back nothing but static.

On very special days, an Elder would even come to talk to them, although it wasn't until the children were much older that they fully understood that the adult who looked as young as their teachers was in fact born before The Lethargy even had a name and had lived a very different life. Had a job, drove a car, lived in that world of claustrophobic need and want.

Sometimes Vorce himself came and sat with them and told tales of the life he had once lived, the terrible things he had done when a teenager, the wickedness as he grew older, and the obsession with more and more money, nicer things, bigger cars and more expensive clothes that drove his every waking thought.

He told of his family and the fact that even after all this time he still missed them, but it was for the best, the sacrifice he paid just as everyone did.

Vorce explained how everything grew quiet and peaceful again as whole countries went silent. People stopped driving their cars and the air cleared. They stopped sending food and goods from one side of the planet to the other.

He taught them why such things were done, explained it was so everyone had a job and nobody had time to think about what they really wanted to do with their lives. They never realized that life wasn't about big houses and clothes that cost you a month of your life in a depressing job, but that as The Lethargy turned the world quiet people finally understood life was for enjoying, for doing something with. A miracle.

That might be cleaning the damn Island, growing crops, or looking after children. Or it might be learning information and passing it on to others. It wasn't so much about the work you did as the state of mind you were in, the motivation behind your actions.

Above all, Vorce and the Elders told of the realization they came to as the distant world went silent around them and they found themselves cut off and alone — they realized they were lucky.

Temptation was gone. They would have to adjust their attitudes, think of survival in a more primitive way. Unencumbered by the trappings of a modern society they had come to rely on more than their own ingenuity and sense of what was right, they finally found the time to sit, be still, and think things through for themselves. They broke with what they had been told was the way to live their lives, and searched for something better.

Slowly, they changed. Yes, there were deaths — some couldn't cope with the isolation. And, yes, mistakes were made, many of them, but it all fell into place. Knowledge came to them, and they Awoke, and the true beauty and horror of what it was to be a human being in an infinite Universe was revealed.

The Noise was explored, powers of the mind unraveled in ways humanity had dreamed of but never thought possible, and even that paled into insignificance next to The Void, the place that was no place, the thing that was no thing. The non-matter, the energy that had endless forms and was the basis for everything, where life came from and where it always returned.

Life was nothing. Life was everything. You were born, you died, and the energy that made up a person would become other things, in other parts of the Universe. On and on it would go. Forever, just as it already had, and people could dance and play, scream and laugh, make love and fight, curse and sing for one reason and one reason only: they were incredibly lucky.

That was it, that was what it all came down to. You were lucky. Your life was almost an impossibility, except it wasn't, was it? You were alive, you got to experience such a rare and beautiful occurrence, and you had to be thankful, show you deserved it.

For Talia it took a long time to truly appreciate the truth of what she was told. Lucky, that was it? All the teachings, all the endless hours learning of the past, the history of the world and her home, and it all came down to that? Luck?

She wasn't special, singled out as worthy of being alive? It was just luck?

Yes, and no, was the answer. You were lucky, extremely lucky, but The Void didn't function by luck alone. You were lucky because the essence of you, not the person, but the real essence, the unknowable "thing" that was you at your core when you stripped everything else away, well, it deserved to be born a person. You didn't end up a worm, or a squid drying in the sun, or a bird, fly or maggot, you were a fully formed human being and there weren't many of them left, maybe hardly any.

Yes, there were people alive and struggling on the mainland, but did they know how lucky they were? No, was the answer. But those on The Island, they understood the truth of what it was to be a human being in the world.

It was a struggle for Talia to understand and accept this "luck," until one day her teacher explained it to her when she was old enough to get a grasp on the numbers. More than that, the concept of existence in the first place.

"You know how babies are made, right?" asked her teacher. Talia nodded, feeling slightly embarrassed.

"A woman produces eggs, one hundred thousand in her lifetime. A man produces four trillion of his seed, and each one is different, same for the woman. If it had been a different seed, or a different egg, you wouldn't be you."

"Wow!" The numbers were mind-boggling. What were the odds of her ever being born?

"But that's just the beginning. Parents had to meet—" the teacher held a hand up as Talia was about to interrupt. "Yes, I know, there aren't many people on The Island, but go back to before The Lethargy, what were the chances of their ancestors meeting? And then think about all the generations before, the unlikelihood of them meeting, staying alive, having a child, that child surviving and meeting someone to have a child with, and so on and so on. It goes back to the beginning of time, and you are the product of an unbroken line that began with the very first people and has all led to you being here today."

Talia found it too hard to take in. The numbers became meaningless as her teacher tried to explain further. Instead, she took a different approach.

"Okay, Talia, you know about atoms, right? The tiny things that make up matter, make up everything?"

"Yes, like little blocks that give us people and everything else."

"Exactly. Now, the number of atoms in the entire Universe, in you, me, everyone else on The Island, the atoms that make up the sea, the land, the air, the whole planet and everything else in the whole Universe, all the stars, and all the things we will never know, that go on forever out in the Universe, well, the number of all those atoms, the chances of you being here, being you and everything that happened to bring you to this point, it is so much larger than that number of atoms that I wouldn't know where to start if I had to say the actual number. You are more precious than the entire Universe. You are such an unlikely thing to exist that the odds of you being here are so close to zero that it may as well be. But it isn't, is it Talia? Because you are here."

"So, I'm a miracle then?" asked Talia of her teacher.

"Yes, Talia, you are a miracle of the most magical kind. You are alive. You are lucky."

From that day on Talia believed in luck, and she believed in miracles.

Maybe that was why 111 kept nagging at her consciousness. Could it be a lucky day, a miracle day?

"Hey, watch it," said the gruff fisherman before he realized who he was speaking to and bowed his head. "Sorry, my fault."

"No, Gramwell, it was my fault. My head was in the clouds and I wasn't looking where I was going."

"Yes, Talia. Thank you, Talia." Gramwell hurried away to the surface, keen to get away from Talia and his indiscretion.

She still found it hard to accept that people looked up to her if not physically then mentally, and when she looked in her cloudy mirror in her tiny bathroom she found it doubly hard to accept she was the age she was. She held a certain position now. Even with the whispers about her mother, and the gossip, there was no doubt in anyone's mind she was special. Awoken so young, powerful, going places in the closeted hierarchy of their home.

We're all lucky. I guess some of us are just luckier than others.

Talia stepped off the walkway and shielded her eyes against the glare of the early morning sun. It rose above the sea, promising a hot day and a darkening of her already chestnut skin as she directed work to maintain her home.

Last Inspection tour. Yes!


BUNCH OF IDIOTS


THERE WAS NO doubt about it, this was a test. Talia walked over to her "Team" and tried not to scowl at the chaos they believed was them being organized. Why had she bothered to get up early, and try to get a head start on things, when as soon as she goes off to deal with the never-ending small issues, that always pop up at the last minute, they manage to make a mess of things and she has to organize them all over again?

Talia made a conscious effort to relax and think back to what her teachers told her. To how lucky she was, how lucky they all were. They were young, had a lot to learn, still babes in arms really, although many of them were well into proper adulthood and shouldn't need such close supervision. She let her shoulders drop, emptied her mind of bad thoughts. She was the Leader, had a role, and couldn't wait for the damn thing to be over.

Best not to think about it. Even if the water remained calm they would still be carefully inspecting, cleaning and repairing in the middle of winter, when the wind tried to push them into the blue and the platforms rocked wildly. This was why it was paramount safety was the first consideration, and she had to stay calm and focused to ensure that the first day went perfectly.

With a deep breath, and 111 flashing in her mind, she began the first day of The Inspection. It would be a long one.

Look at them, you'd think they'd never done this before.

Every member of the Inspectors had been with her since the beginning. It was the way it worked, so they should be completely professional by now, or at least know what they were supposed to be doing, but, as usual, it was a shambles unless somebody stepped in and give direct and clear instruction.

Talia busied herself with organizing the crews, split people off into work groups she knew from experience functioned best — the strongest in charge of the ropes used for raising and lowering those with the best head for heights and the hardiest stomachs. In other words, those on the outside.

It was interesting how the dynamics changed over the years, the men exercising with all manner of heavy objects whenever they could so they would be better suited to having the job of hauling others up and down. The chance to work from the relative safety of The Island rather than be the lighter workers better suited to nimbly moving from platform to rope, performing the cleaning duties and repairs with nothing below but the blue making their exercise regime more than worth it.

Bunch of macho show-offs. She smiled at the men, felt sorry for the women as they were always the ones doing the most dangerous of work. Not that she had ever lost anyone on her Tour, something that filled her with pride no matter that by rights that was exactly how the work should be done.

After an hour of interminable fussing, and question after question, not to mention bickering about who was doing what and why couldn't they start later, and on and on, the work was finally ready to begin.

Each Inspection Team Leader was free to direct the work how they saw fit — a learning experience in leadership and problem solving — and Talia had found the absolute best approach was to get the most difficult work out of the way first. This meant the most dangerous jobs.

It was best performed when the blue was at its kindest, leaving them to do the easy top passes around The Island as the weather worsened. That way they could rest easier, do work that required the least effort when they were all almost exhausted, and knew that the most terrifying parts of the job were well behind them.

As Leader, Talia had no choice but to accompany the Inspectors for the first few days. It was an unspoken rule, and apart from anything else she needed to ensure they did everything as instructed. It meant supervision.

Without further delay, the ropes were checked and surface anchors double then triple-checked. The men nodded they were ready, the huge, ancient gears manned. Talia nodded in return and she and her crew watched as the well-muscled men, already stripped down to the waist even though it wasn't really the done thing but sometimes exceptions had to be made, gripped the handles tightly and slowly the cogs turned.

The platform lowered until The Island's beautiful surface was lost, replaced with concrete.

Here we go again.


GOT ANY FOOD?


TALIA HUNG UPSIDE down with her ankles tied together and another rope around her middle — safety first. She lifted an arm behind her back and gave the thumbs-up signal. Slowly, she descended. This was the absolute worst bit, so she insisted it be done first. Eleven others, coincidence? were in similar positions at other struts.

Once the bases were cleared it would be a quick rest then on to the next. It usually took a few weeks to get them all done. It was scary, dirty, tiring work, but once it was over everything else always felt easy in comparison.

She swayed a little, so made the motion with her hand to slow her descent. Her weight dragged the rope to stillness. Another hand signal. Lowered. So it continued. Talia hated this so much she kept her eyes closed apart from a quick glance to ensure she didn't knock her head on the pillar, always staring just at the pillar, never at the blue. If she couldn't see it she could pretend it wasn't there. Almost

"Ow!" Talia knocked against the barnacle-encrusted support and opened her eyes. She tucked her chin in and stared up at the men in charge of the rope on the platform. What was wrong with them? She'd just got a little knock, that was all. Why were they so terrified? And why had they stopped lowering her? Was she there, as low as she could go without being dunked?

They really do look petrified. Maybe they think I'll scold them for the knock on my head.

The rope twisted and with it her body. She slowly spun around, facing away from the stanchion, and found herself staring into two upside down hazel eyes as large as the angry turbots she grew to hate eating over the years because they looked so damn depressed with life. But these eyes were far from depressed, they shone with mischief and intelligence. As she flapped about in a panic, and made urgent gestures to be lifted up, she felt a raspy tongue lick her forehead, run across the bridge of her nose and finish with a smack as it hit her mouth then her tongue, swallowing her scream as it escaped.

"Help, help! Get me up, get me up." Talia panicked and tried to bend double out of the way of the monstrous creature, but it kept coming at her as she spun in circles. Her fear caused her to sway, coming dangerously close to colliding with the concrete upright. Just missing, she gathered her pride and let her body relax a little. She rose, and with every revolution she uncovered a little more of the sight beneath her.

Then there was a voice. "Um, hello, do you have any food? Can we have a drink please?"

Woof.

It was a girl, and a… A dog! She'd heard all about dogs, seen pictures, but nobody had told her quite how large they were. But a girl, what was she doing here? Then it hit her: 111. This was her premonition, too much of a coincidence, this was the importance of the 111. But how?

Talia continued to swing, gave manic gestures to be pulled up to the platform faster, and as she rose away from the seemingly rather friendly dog and the lanky, stick thin girl, it hit her: it was one hundred and eleven years ago that she was born, it was also how long ago a visitor had come to The Island.

And what number had that visitor been? Yes, the hundred and tenth visitor since the Founders arrived and never left. Most came in the first few years, trying to get somewhere else, always ending up at The Island. Something to do with the tides changing because of crazy things those in panic did with their bombs, and with satellites falling into the ocean and the land, everything going haywire. But, over the decades, visitor numbers had lessened — this was the first human visitor since the day of her birth. 1.1.1.

What did it mean?

"Hey, where you going?" shouted the girl with silver hair. "You coming back?"

"Um, yes. Just, er, got to think for a minute."

"Oh, yeah, right. Good, Leel's quite heavy."

"Leel?"

"The dog." The girl pointed at the animal like maybe Talia had missed it. "I'm Arcene."

"I'm Talia," shouted Talia, as she was hauled up by the terrified men who then stared down along with Talia at the strange visitors to their home.

It won't be another average birthday, that's for sure.


THE SUMMONS


TALIA ORDERED HER Inspectors to return to the top as fast as possible while staying safe — the last thing she wanted now was an accident. This was momentous news. The first newcomer in over a century. It was too much of a coincidence for it to be this day and not mean anything. Heck, the presence of the girl was astonishing. Maybe not up there with her having been born, but it was certainly big. More, it was the single most important event in her whole life.

They moved from ladder to rope to platform. Taking it carefully, their strong, lithe bodies moving assuredly. Eventually, they made it back to the surface. Talia sent off two of the younger ones to give a message to the first Elder they saw. They had a habit of not showing themselves until lunch time, mornings spent in The Noise or on Island business from the comfort of their subterranean rooms.

It felt like a lifetime before the youngsters returned, out of breath and giddy with excitement. They'd told Elder Geon, who would tell Vorce, although she took some convincing and scolded them for playing a silly practical joke. Talia thanked them and told them to go wait respectfully until Vorce came. Reluctantly, they did as they were told, soon chattering animatedly about what a great day it was.

"Happy birthday Tal," said Erato, smiling up at her.

"Hey Erato, thanks." Talia looked at her friend suspiciously. "What you up to? Did you hear? I found a girl, and a dog. Can you believe it, a dog!?"

"What? When? Where?" Erato looked around but obviously saw nothing.

Where was Vorce? Why was he taking so long? It wasn't as if he was an ancient geriatric that never left the cloistered confines of his home — every day he walked at least a little of The Island, taking the fresh air. It was his "thing."

"They're still in the water. We're waiting for Vorce."

"No way. Really? What is she like? What does she look like? Is she scary? Oh, now this seems kind of lame." Erato held out a tiny figurine to Talia, intricately carved and beautiful. He shifted his eyes down as if worried she wouldn't approve.

Talia took the gift with both hands and nodded her gratitude. "Wow, thanks. This is incredible. I didn't know you'd got so good." She turned the warm wood over, no larger than her hand, but still an incredibly precious commodity. The detail was amazing. A fish complete with fins and scales. It even had eyes. Perfect.

"Do you really think so? I've been practicing. Glad you like it."

"Like it? I love it." Talia bent a little and kissed Erato right on the lips, right out in public and she didn't care. He deserved it, and why not?

"Talia!" Erato smiled and blushed almost as deeply as Talia, but he didn't move away or turn his eyes from hers. They shone like light bouncing off coral, pale green and deep as the sea, brighter than ever contrasting with his flushed cheeks.

There was a commotion at the entrance to The Island's interior. "Here comes Vorce. I'll tell you all about it later, if I get the chance." Talia pocketed the gift in her shorts and hurried over to Vorce and a large gathering of Elders.

Stay calm, keep it together. You found them, you deserve to be the one seen talking to Vorce. Like an equal.

"Ah, Talia, I believe you have made an interesting discovery? And congratulations, I believe today is your birthday."

"Thank you, Vorce. Yes, it is my one hundred and eleventh." Will that mean anything to him? Talia didn't have long to wait to see if it did.

"Hmm, really. Why was I not informed of this?" Vorce turned to an Elder, the man wilting under Vorce's steely stare. It could turn you into a gibbering wreck if you let it, or even if you didn't. Vorce was extremely powerful in The Noise, stronger than anyone else on The Island by a large margin. It was why, and how, he ruled.

"I, I, didn't realize," spluttered the man, the sycophant making Talia dislike him even more.

"Are you aware of the significance of this?" Vorce asked Talia. "The number is far from any normal number, Talia. Do you know how this number is linked to our guest below us in the blue?"

Talia stood tall, kept her arms loose by her sides, chin up, as she returned Vorce's intimidating gaze. "I am aware. She is the hundred and eleventh visitor."

"Not only that," said Vorce, rubbing at his chin, "but it was on the day you were born that our last visitor arrived. This is a day of many coincidences, is it not?" Talia was unsure if it was a question directed at her, or if Vorce was merely thinking out loud. He stood, eyes unfocused, fine black hair blowing in the warm summer breeze like seaweed drifting with the tide.

Talia watched as the perfectly straight, always clean and sweet smelling hair blew around his shoulders like it relished the light and came alive to dance in the open air. Was he about to speak again?

"Walk with me, Talia. The rest of you, wait here." Vorce dismissed them with a slight nod and stepped to Talia. He took her arm, and they walked away from the gathering crowd, everyone eager to see what Vorce would decide. There was no doubt this was a momentous day, one that would forever be tied to Talia, thanks not only to her find but the significance of the dates. A miracle.

As they walked to the edge of The Island, Talia tried to ignore the looks from others. Many would give all they owned to be so near to Vorce — he was close to a god for many, certainly the most important person in their lives by far.

He controlled every aspect of life for those under his rule, and most of the traditions and culture they knew were a direct result of him and the Founders, the small group of original members of The Island that were still alive and dominated everything from how people ate to who they partnered with. Everything.

There was no freedom, not really. It was merely that nobody knew any different, just accepted life for what it was, but Talia had always been rebellious, if not in her actions then in her thoughts. Nevertheless, she was walking in public with Vorce, for the first time as far as she could recall. There had been talks in his quarters, but never walking arm in arm. What a birthday! What next?

"Did you feel something different about today, Talia? Before your 'find' in the blue?" Vorce searched her face for clues, but he needn't have bothered. Talia would be truthful with him, there was no other way. Lies would be uncovered in an instant.

"Yes. The numbers have been boring a hole in my head for days. And today, when I got up, it was hard to think of anything else. It's like one, one, one is stamped on my forehead or something. It's weird."

"Thank you for your honesty, Talia. I do not encourage superstition, so I know that you are reluctant to speak of such things, but this is no mere coincidence. This goes beyond that, this is not a normal day. It's not only that we have a guest, it is these numbers, your birthday. Your one hundred and eleventh. But there is more."

"More? You mean the number holds even more power?" What can it be? Why is this all so linked up? It's just coincidence, isn't it?

"Much more. And I must say I'm surprised I didn't pay more attention to your birthday, but there are always birthdays, almost every day. It's easy to lose track. If we celebrated everyone's then we would get nothing done. But this day? Oh, it will be glorious, Talia. You know the stories, of the previous guests?" Talia nodded, she knew. "Good, then you know it will be for you to decide? You found the girl. It is a girl, is it not?"

"Yes, a girl. Well, a young woman I suppose, but I didn't look at her closely. I was, um, rather shocked."

"We will find out who she is soon enough. But it is your find, your decision, as is the way of things. And on your birthday too, how exciting."

"But what should I decide?"

"Talia, it is not for me to say. We have had no guests for so long, but the tradition remains. Everyone knows of it, so it is for you to think about. Be sure to make the right decision. This is a day people will not easily forget, and it could seal your fate, your future, and how others see you for eternity." Vorce, turned and looked back at their home.

His face was a mask, told her nothing, but Talia knew the responsibility was hers, as it had been for those before her. This was no easy decision to make. How much time did she have? Who was she kidding, she knew already, didn't she? Her name would never be forgotten now. All she had to do was pick who else would accompany her. Would they want to? Yes, they would, of course.

Talia focused, her mind had wandered away from Vorce. He was gone, already moving toward the entrance to the interior. He would wait there, wait for the guest to be brought to him.

A small part of Talia hoped the girl was good, although it would be a first. People from the mainland were always bad, rude, and greedy individuals who were Judged accordingly. Still, even though she knew her verdict was a foregone conclusion, Talia still hoped that maybe, just maybe, things had changed and she could just get on with cleaning the damn Island.

Well, I guess I better go and get her then.


RATHER SURPRISING


EVER SINCE AN early age, Vorce was obsessed with forts. He'd build hideaways out of bedding, getting scolded repeatedly by his mother for stealing all the sheets. As he got older, he progressed to nailing planks in trees, then learned how to successfully construct a proper, if somewhat unconventional tree house by himself when only thirteen.

When he looked back on those times, centuries ago, he couldn't help but smile at the young boy and his rather ill-advised constructions. He'd fallen off, or through, his numerous attempts at building something incredible and special, never able to find enough wood to complete projects that became ever more epic as he aged. But he learned a lot and put his obsession to good use. He became an architect.

He was paid by rich people to design luxurious and always somewhat quirky homes. But it was never satisfying, it was all so mundane. Vorce set his sights higher, and by his mid-twenties he took his knowledge of what the rich wanted and became rich himself.

Rather than get paid to design and oversee the construction of houses, he invested every single penny he had, and a very hefty loan from the bank, into building exactly what he knew those with money to burn wanted.

He built a state-of-the-art mega-home, with every imaginable technological device he could install. It had more rooms than was sensible, was lavish, opulent on a royal scale, but always with an eye on the budget. He had a lot of contacts and knew which materials looked impressive while still costing relatively little. It meant he built something incredible for a price nobody would believe if he told them, which he didn't, and it sold the day he put it up for private sale, going through his list of potential clients and not getting far before it was snapped up.

The process was repeated. Soon, there were multiple projects going on at once, then a business, then a worldwide Corporation. He woke up one day, five years later, and realized he was not only rich, he was disgustingly wealthy. He had more money than he could possibly spend on anything he wanted.

Vorce now lived in a home that was too large, with acres of grounds he couldn't hope to care for without a vast team. He owned a business that was so successful it was like printing money, and he found himself one of the richest men in the country. Nobody had ever heard of him.

One thing Vorce never understood was why nobody had caught on to what he did. Why had nobody else thought to pander to the uber-rich, build exactly what it was they wanted and turn an appropriately large profit? Laziness? Ineptitude, or something else? He never could figure it out. The truth was, he had a special insight into what the people he dealt with truly desired.

They wanted to show off their wealth, be as current as possible with trends in architecture, technology, and the luxuries they took for granted, but he brought something else to the equation: a nameless feeling to his buildings, a sense of place. And however vast or over the top and often seemingly ridiculous they appeared to him, he built them so when you walked through the front door you felt instantly at ease. Home. No easy thing to manage, and he was unsure how he did it, but each of the buildings he designed, constructed then profited from had that magical element — he had a waiting list years in advance just for the opportunity for clients to hand him massive sums of money he no longer knew what to do with.

The Lethargy changed everything. As with everyone else in the world, it didn't happen overnight, but the realization dawned that things were no longer as they had been, as they should be. Something was wrong with the planet.

There was a sickness, and Vorce decided he better act, and quick, before everything he had worked for was wiped out. He was under no illusions about wealth. It was transitory, and no matter how rich you became it was all meaningless — virtual numbers that could be obliterated. All it took was for the banking system to collapse, a series of errors by a human, incarceration, madness, or, and this was what he suspected was happening, people would just suddenly realize that it was all pointless and money wasn't an actual, real, genuine thing. It was just made up, only working because of the unwritten rule that everyone obeyed — they agreed to abide by the system.

They used money to get ahead in life as they had thought of no other way. Well, what if they changed their minds, or didn't care? What if values changed? He would have no money then, or he would, but it wouldn't mean anything.

The thought nagged at him for months. Something was definitely wrong. Clients handed over their money, seemingly no longer caring about it. The edge was gone, the drive and ambition. Then people became harder to get hold of. Calls weren't returned, or conversations were stilted and people left in a daze, agreeing to anything he said without taking any notice. He could have given them nothing, asked for anything. Nobody cared.

Vorce took action.

As he grew into a man, so his fascination with forts had grown, taking on a distinct type of obsession. He became fascinated by constructions off the mainland. Buildings on desolate islands, incredible structures atop tiny rocks jutting from the water in the middle of nowhere. The quirkiest and most ingenious structures humans managed to build, these were what held his fascination, what he focused on.

He learned all he could of the most inspiring buildings out in remote places, or set in rivers, seas and oceans. The often bizarre and quite illogical ideas behind their construction fascinated him. As his wealth grew so did his obsession, for it was no longer just research online, it became real.

Vorce visited many of the famous, and not so famous, fortresses. Sometimes even homes people built in the most unlikely of places, but it was the fortresses that held the greatest fascination. Strongholds against foreign invaders, buildings designed to be prisons, those for medical and biological research and more — he took his private jet and roamed the world while money piled up in his bank account faster than his jet could burn it as fuel.

A whole jet, slicing through the sky so one man could pander to his own obsession. It was insane, that he could do such a thing, and he always expected the police to be there when he landed, to cuff him and take him away for such mindless extravagance. They never did. People envied him his waste, and he visited so many luxurious places, so many abandoned fortresses, that he grew increasingly obsessed.

The forts held a strange fascination when he looked at the endless pictures and read their histories online, but visiting them was a different matter entirely.

Padmadurg in India. An island fort built in the seventeenth century. Closed, but always open to those with enough money. It was incredible, amazing. Beyond amazing. Standing on the crumbling walls, looking across the acres-large landscape, the work that had gone into it, the detail, the beauty, the feeling. It was one of the most incredible days of his life.

Fort Alexander in the Gulf of Finland. An eerie, silent place used for biological research where the scientists often contracted the diseases they investigated.

Solent Forts, the first built off the UK coast, of course held special fascination. Like many other defensive forts, they were obsolete before construction finished.

Maunsell Sea Forts, a successful part of Britain's defenses in World War Two, were amazing to visit. Huge structures on splayed concrete legs, once connected by walkways. Incongruous steel insects in the Thames estuary. The history fascinated him. How bizarre to think they once housed guns and searchlights. Home to pirate radio stations in the nineteen sixties, what went on to become the familiar sounds of Radio 1 and Radio 2 for the BBC.

He visited them all.

Fort Boyard in France. Abandoned, then used as the setting for a TV show.

Fort Carroll in the United States. Over four acres of magic. How these places could be deserted amazed him.

He traveled. He found them all.

Vorce visited places so remote he often wondered if the effort involved was worth it as he trudged up mountains, flew in helicopters, abseiled onto dangerous platforms where he stood, surrounded by the ghosts of the past. It always was.

So, at the height of his fortune, as the world fell asleep around him, Vorce dreamed big.

Then he Awoke.

He knew what he had to do.

Vorce began construction of The Island.


THE BIG BUILD


AS VORCE STOOD at the stone entrance to the Island's interior, thoughts from the past continued to well up, almost overwhelm him. It felt like a lifetime ago but at the same time only yesterday, how odd. He watched, face impassive, as the beautiful, and she truly was, girl strode off the platform and her rather impressive dog joined her.

Here was a person who had seen a lot, more than anyone else apart from him, and she was clearly extremely self-possessed. She would not prostrate herself before others that claimed they were her betters. She would not back down from a fight. This was a proud girl, although girl hardly fitted, not when he looked at her through The Noise and saw all manner of unusual surprises.

No matter, people were people, always had been, always would be. When you got right down to it everyone was just delicate flesh and bone. Now, where was he? Why such old memories now? Because of the girl, that's why. A guest after so long.

When Vorce Awoke, he understood there was a change coming. Actually, it had already arrived, it was merely that nobody had given it a name or taken notice yet. He'd noticed though, and with everything opening up to him in ways he never thought imaginable he began his work in earnest. He didn't court fame or more wealth, knowing both would be useless. Rather, he kept as low a profile as possible, picked his location carefully, even set in place breathtakingly costly underwater machines so that when ready the sea itself would ensure that The Island truly was a permanent home.

There was to be no going back once the work was done. He would allow himself time to decide if it was the right decision, a few years at most, and then it would be impossible to leave. As construction neared completion he understood he'd acted just in time — the workers grew apathetic, everything became increasingly difficult, all energy seemed gone from the world.

Finally, it was finished.

Vorce had used up almost every last penny of his vast fortune to build The Island, but it had surpassed his wildest dreams. He sought out, and paid well, the best minds on the planet to aide in the complicated build. Specialists that knew how to deal with the complexities of building in the sea and all the difficulties that came with it.

The actual architecture and design was his and his alone. Some of it was folly, some practical, but above all else it had to be home, feel right. It had to be a place that would help in the forming of a new society, one where there had to be a leader, rules, myths and half-truths the future generations would take as fact to ensure such an epic undertaking succeeded.

He felt like he'd done a decent job. The day of completion, Vorce and a number of other men and women, people he felt worthy, those he could see would remain Whole or Awaken, waved farewell to the last few workers as they left on helicopters, never to return.

The pilots and the crew were the last to know of the place, everyone else had either succumbed to The Lethargy or had been eliminated by Vorce — men would always kill for money, and Vorce still had enough to pay those with a taste for such work. It was a nasty business, but he had to ensure nobody would ever tell of The Island. He didn't feel it made him a bad man. After all, he was trying to help humanity survive. That meant sacrifices.

That day was magnificent. Vorce inspected his new home as if for the first time, even though he had watched over every step of its creation. He knew he would never leave.

A few months later The Lethargy finally had a name. Not long after, everyone died.

The Island was styled on so many different buildings it was impossible to classify. From a distance it looked like nothing so much as a giant insect. The endless pillars, some straight, others splayed, held up a curved underbelly. The top was in no way flat — walls were staggered, some plain stone, others complex buildings in their own right. The shape of the entire Island was that of a lozenge, unnecessarily complicated but what he wanted. Seen in silhouette, it was like a fairytale castle times a thousand, but way more elaborate. Fanciful structures broke the skyline, connected to their neighbors by stone bridges. There were large lakes, and trees in their thousands had been planted, saplings that were strong enough to withstand the weather and the salt air.

Acres were given over to pastureland, hardy cattle introduced, although looking back on it that had been wishful thinking. Everything was stone, a material that could always be reused. Interiors were furnished simply, accommodation basic. Nothing was to be luxurious and give people fanciful ideas, they were to remain humble, not lust after nicer and nicer things until they were dissatisfied — he'd seen enough of that, almost became one of those people.

The work had been epic on a scale only the truly wealthy could accomplish, and keeping it secret had been one of the hardest things of all, but it had been timed perfectly. Nobody really cared about much anymore by the time work began, and when it was over it was obvious it had been the right thing to do.

Vorce would build a new society. Things would be different. The finite scale meant he could always keep control.

The buildings were often fanciful, but never large. Scale was modest and most were furnished sparsely. Right from the beginning he set it up so that the interior was to be a sign of your position — the deeper you got, the more important you were. Closeted away, safe if anything went wrong with the world as a whole. Vorce had nuclear Armageddon or chemical attack of one form or another firmly in his mind, and the structure was built accordingly.

Inside, the walkways were constructed of steel and stone, elaborate arches and ornate designs incorporated into the utilitarian, nothing too depressing as who knew how long he would live? The end result was impressive even by his own high standards, combining the right amount of primitive building techniques with cutting edge design philosophy and materials to ensure he would never get bored. It would stand for a thousand years. Longer. Now he wondered if he'd been a little shortsighted. Who knew his life was to be so extended?

Vorce let the memories fade. He was a different man then, so very different to who he was now. Life was pretty good, and it was just about to get a little interesting. To be honest, it had been a quiet century, and he smiled as he heard his wives coming up the last flight of stairs, keen to witness the arrival of a guest. Many of them had been alive for little more than the blink of an eye, so were chatting excitedly, hushed by his older wives, told to stay quiet and not cause a scene.

Vorce smiled.

Let them enjoy their youth, squeal and be excited, say the wrong thing and act like the children they were. Life only happened once and was for enjoying.

As long as you did as you were told, of course.


WASN'T EXPECTING THAT 


ARCENE STEPPED OFF the platform, unable to take her eyes off the incredible structure she stood on. "What do you think, Leel? Pretty impressive, right?"

Woof.

A hundred people, maybe more, stared at them. A girl could get a complex if she cared at all about such things. Arcene wasn't keen on large groups of people, but in her current condition she was so weak, and felt so empty, she really didn't care.

Arcene held onto the woman's hand. Talia, that was her name, right? She allowed herself to be helped step off the platform onto the meters wide wall circling the island. What a place! Talk about unusual. Arcene's home was degrees more bizarre than this, but still, it was impressive beyond anything she'd seen in her recent adventures. And out to sea, too. Cool.

People were dotted about the open space where she set foot on welcome land after so long at sea, and her body took a while to adjust. It felt like she was still moving, as if the people were bobbing about, but her brain, with a little help from low energy reserves boosted via The Noise, soon centered her. She relaxed as the feel of solid ground beneath her feet filtered into her mind.

Everyone was curious, that much was clear, but it went beyond that — they were almost in awe. There were little children running around naked, playing games and screaming as loud as the gulls that circled above. There were teenagers, adults, old people, all wearing little in the way of clothes, just covering up as best they could with their clearly improvised clothing.

Over to her left, up a slight rise of land and then a vast series of wide steps, were a group that acted differently to the others. Serious, and better dressed. In charge. They stood at a dark entrance to a two-story stone building, ornately carved with bizarre, abstract shapes and forms that morphed between plant and animal the more you looked at them.

The squat structure had a domed top with a long, slender rod pointing to the sky. Maybe a lightning conductor? She took in the other buildings dotted around the island, many right up on the edge but plenty within the landscape. Some whole, some in ruins. All beautiful.

The entire space was like a natural parkland with only slight human intervention, although the closer you looked the more you realized it probably took an awful lot of work to make it appear so natural. There were rises and dips, large open fields and tiny forests, lakes and dashes of color, everything having a rugged, hardy appearance — built to withstand harsh winters and the salt air that would make short work of many plants and environments.

"Ugh, oops." Arcene staggered and nearly fell. She was weaker than she'd thought.

"Are you okay?" asked Talia.

"Food. We need food and… water. Please." Arcene's voice sounded weird to her, like she had a mouthful of gravel. Her throat hurt, more than she thought possible. But they were saved, and what a place to find!

"Oh, sorry, how rude of me. Come, we must meet Vorce, he is our Leader."

Talia handed Arcene a bottle. "Thank you." She drank gratefully, but it wouldn't go down and she coughed and spluttered, spraying water everywhere.

"Take it easy, take it easy. Just have a sip. Your throat is constricted. How long were you in the blue?"

"The blue? Oh, the water? Um, a day? Two?" Arcene sipped the water, and this time it trickled down her throat. Her stomach felt hollow, like the water just dropped and went ping as it hit the bottom. She poured a little into her hand and Leel lapped at it greedily. Again, and again, until Leel coughed too. "Slow down, Leel, we have to just sip it." How did that work for dogs though? They couldn't sip, could they? "Eh, what?" Talia had said something.

"I said, let's not keep Vorce waiting. He will want to speak to you. We should hurry."

"Um, okay." Arcene focused on the man at the center of the crowd on the steps. There were a lot of women, and girls. And a lot of men with funny looking expressions, like they were trying to act all wise and grave. To Arcene they looked comical, playing at being significant. But not the man, Vorce. He looked important, definitely in charge by his manner and how others kept glancing at him to see how he acted.

For a moment, Arcene was lost in thoughts of the similarities between where she found herself and the place she had not long left. Here was another cut off and remote group of people, although it was the same wherever you went because of the lack of means of transport. But this would be a closeted world, one she knew would have all manner of secrets and strange rituals.

Hopefully nothing like her recent experiences, but she couldn't help but imagine dark and dastardly deeds. People became strange when they were isolated. People were strange anyway, she supposed, but when there was absolutely no outside influence, well, it got downright weird.

How long had they been here, alone? Probably from the beginning of The Lethargy, if she had to guess. Most would be born here. But these Elders, this Vorce, she could tell just by looking at them how old they were, the kind of people they were, their inflated opinions of themselves.

Vorce was different, that was clear with a glance, and although he certainly felt himself a leader, and important, he had none of the ego that often came with such a role and the control wielded over others. No, there was something else about him. He was grounded. This girl, Talia, she seemed nice, so things were looking up.

I guess we'll have to wait and see.

Arcene dragged her legs up the steps after passing the curious islanders. How obvious, make the subjects feel small as they approached the powerful people above. Well, it didn't work on Arcene. Nobody was better than her, nobody. She would not act like a subservient subject, not for anything, or to anyone.

"Hello. Thanks for letting us visit. I'm Arcene, this is Leel." Arcene patted Leel on her head gently.

Woof.

"You are most welcome, Arcene and Leel. I am Vorce. Welcome to The Island."

"Thanks. Nice place." Arcene turned and admired the home of the people, and had to admit that they all appeared happy, and well fed, if a little oddly dressed. Oh, and there were the markings, of course. Would it be rude to ask? "What's with the, you know?" Arcene made a spiral motion around her face. That was all right, wasn't it? Nothing wrong with asking.

"Haha, you're not afraid to ask what's on your mind, are you?" Vorce stepped forward from the excited group. Silence hit like the eye of the storm she'd been lucky to escape from with her life.

Arcene shrugged. "Sorry, was that rude? I've been told before I'm a little blunt. I didn't mean to pry. I apologize."

"No, it's fine. But please, we can talk later, you must be thirsty and hungry, your voice sounds very odd. Here, eat, please."

Arcene turned at Vorce's gesture. Her eyes went wide at the sight of food, glorious food. "Leel! You wait, that's rude." It was too late. As soon as Leel saw what was coming she was on the poor girl with the tray before she even offered it. "Down. Bad dog." Arcene dashed over to Leel, and the terrified girl who was trying to move away from what must be to her a creature of astonishing size, huge eyes gleaming and teeth bared in a mouth that could take her entire head off with one bite.

Leel backed the petrified girl up against a carving while the onlookers stepped away in fright. Trying to be good, Leel sat and lifted a paw, head cocked to the side.

"Sorry, sorry. Leel, you'll scare her, be nice. Are you okay? Sorry, she's just very hungry. So am I." Arcene eyed the meat on the plate, a mixture of dried squid, something cured, and what looked suspiciously like mouse. Bet they bred like crazy here and then everyone realized that wasn't such a bad thing. Lots of people eked out a subsistence on meat Arcene knew those from long ago found unsavory, but when you were hungry you took what you could get and were grateful for it.

"Will she bite me? She looks dangerous," said the girl, the platter shaking, the food threatening to fall.

"Oh, no. Well, only if she's angry, or I tell her to."

"Please, if you—" Arcene turned and pulled her sword from its scabbard on instinct. She faced a man with a long beard and terrified eyes. He stepped back, the pit of Arcene's sword a hairs' breadth from his neck.

"You don't touch me like that. I don't know you."

There was a gasp from the women that surrounded Vorce, a shriek from out in the crowd that seemed to have doubled in size while Leel was naughty, and Arcene realized she may have overreacted a little. It was instinct, she couldn't help it.

Nobody touched her, not unless they were friends, or family. Arcene's experience with the man that had taken her against her will, almost succeeded in stealing the baby he fathered, and what she did as a result, had left her damaged. She knew it, but it didn't alter the fact that no man would lay a finger on her unless invited, and the chances of that happening were not high.

"I… I'm…" The man looked like he was about to apologize, then puffed out his chest and comically tried to intimidate Arcene.

It may work on others but to her he looked like a fool, a bad actor in a role he was ill-equipped to carry out. "Do you know who you are threatening? How dare you!"

"Haha, I don't care who you are, you have no right to touch me. Try it again, go on, I dare you."

"Please, forgive Elder Boehn. Our customs are somewhat different to yours, that much is obvious." Vorce nodded to Arcene and she lowered the sword, retired it to the scabbard. "There. I'm sure we will all be friends soon enough, but for now, please eat. Leel too. Come, let us move somewhere more amenable to conversation, and you can eat and tell me all about what brought you to us. Talia, you will accompany us?"

It didn't sound like a question to Arcene. As she turned, she realized Talia was closer than she'd thought, and by the looks of it ready to defend the man, Boehn. Arcene looked at her properly for a moment, seeing the woman's true age and nature, and relaxed. Talia nodded in surprise at what was clearly an unusual invitation, and then took the tray off the girl who sighed with relief as her role was done.

"This way, please." Vorce led them down the steps under the intense scrutiny of hundreds of people. They walked across a beautiful garden containing a pleasant mix of hardy grasses and succulent plants that could cope with the weather. Vorce led them past the staring people who watched in amazement and envy as Arcene was given such an honor. There was also jealousy, she noted — Talia was stepping up a few rungs in whatever hierarchy there was on The Island. Arcene made a mental note to capitalize Island. To them it wasn't just any old island, it was The Island — all they had ever known.

Soon they were deep into the garden, hidden by dense foliage climbing up metal trellis — small outdoor rooms for privacy. This was a communal space, as it appeared most of the landscape was. They arrived at a lovely seating area with a simple table and chairs. Talia put the food down, complete with metal jug and a stack of matching cups, and unloaded the platter.

"Thank you, Talia. Now, Arcene, please help yourself."

"Thanks. I can't tell you how hungry I am. Leel too?"

"Give her what you want."

Arcene gave a large dried squid to Leel, who swallowed it whole and stared with pleading eyes at Arcene. "Let me have some too. Greedy dog."

"Talia, I think we will need more food. If you would be so kind?"

"Of course, of course." Talia stood and rushed off.

Vorce studied Arcene in silence for a while as she ate. Time felt disjointed, the quiet different to how it was on the sea. This was nice, nothing to be afraid of.

"Now, how did you happen to come to The Island?" Vorce leaned forward, elbows resting casually on the table.

"Well, we got in a boat, and were actually going somewhere else, just a few minutes away from land, and, well, the stupid currents wouldn't let us, and it brought us here."

"Ah, yes, it brings us lots of things, but not people very often. In fact…" Vorce turned. "Oh, hello, Talia. Thank you."

"My pleasure." Talia put the huge pile of food onto the table and sat.

"As I was saying," continued Vorce, "the current brings lots of things, but seldom people. Where are you from? And I see you are Awoken?"

"And I see you are too. Both of you." Arcene tried not to be rude and speak with her mouth full, so decided to just take small bites while they talked. She got the feeling that if she rushed it would go badly anyway — her stomach wasn't used to being without food.

"Haha, yes, I am. I am the founder of The Island. We have been here since the beginning, since The Lethargy. Before. But you have no knowledge of that time. You are a child, a mere babe in arms."

Is he insulting me? I think he is.

"Sorry, I didn't intend to be rude, just stating the facts. You are young."

"I may be young, but I am no child. Just because you are old doesn't make you wise. Sometimes the wisest of all are those that see the world with uncorrupted eyes. Being a child is no bad thing." Arcene pictured her son, innocent and always full of wonder at the most mundane of objects. That was the essence of being: to marvel at everything, delight in the breeze as it caressed your cheek on a summer's day.

"You are right, and we value children here above all else. I apologize, I am jaded after living so long."

"No problem, and thank you for letting us in. Um, it's on, I suppose. Some people aren't as friendly."

The conversation continued, Arcene happy to recount her recent adventures. They seemed like nice people, and there was no weirdness beyond the strange markings on their faces and the strong accents that made it hard to understand every word.

Vorce was old. He talked of the time long ago, told her a story of how he came to construct The Island. Talia listened politely, but it was obvious it was a tale she, and probably everyone else, knew as a part of their history from an early age.

Vorce told of The Island and its long history, of its traditions, and allowed Talia to talk of herself a little, although she seemed a little too in awe of Vorce for Arcene's taste and was more interested in hearing of Arcene's adventures and life. It was to be expected. She had never known anyone that wasn't from her home, so stories of blue castles and what had happened there were of great interest.

Both listened, rapt, as Arcene told of her home, The Commorancy. A fabled place to Talia, although Vorce knew more about it than he let on, Arcene was sure of that.

Food kept arriving and Arcene and Leel slowly got into their stride, never tiring of eating. Arcene talked and talked, happy to have a proper conversation with people that had no ulterior motive beyond wanting information about a world they had never seen. When Arcene broached the subject of why they lived on The Island, and why they never left, Vorce became strangely silent.

Talia told of the currents, and the impossibility of living anywhere else; Vorce seemed to merely observe and take mental notes. There was something not right, but there were no threats. These were not bad or stupid people, just a little different. Nothing unusual about that at all.

Conversation continued. Food remained on the table, everyone full, including Leel, who had fallen asleep with her head on Arcene's boot. Arcene felt her own eyelids grow heavy, the food sending her into a stupor, the pleasure of sitting in a chair on solid ground allowing her to relax. There was nothing to fear here. This was a nice place. All she would have to do was find a way to get home.

She wasn't worried. There was always a way, there had to be. She didn't fancy spending eternity in the middle of the sea.

Arcene nodded off.


THE BACKUP PLAN


VORCE WAS NO fool. Once The Island was constructed, his plan for the future set firmly in place, he knew it would be hard to adjust to such a different way of life. But the years went by quickly as there was so much to do, so much to organize, so many plans to be made.

There were endless discussions with the others, who they named Elders. Although talks had already gone on for months between them all on the mainland, certain things cropped up and they did their very best to get everything as perfect as possible.

This was no random act done on a whim, this was to be their future and it was imperative they were all well-suited to both the life they envisioned, and to each other. It wouldn't do to have arguments, or disagree about the fundamentals of such an alien existence.

Even so, there were many things to finalize, and not only did the Elders have to adjust to their new roles, and act accordingly, but the people that were to make up the bulk of the Island's occupants needed a lot of attention and careful steering in the right direction to adjust to their new lives too. It took generations, and even the occasional "accident," before things truly settled into a happy equilibrium where everyone knew their place and society became content with how things functioned.

This was no democracy. Vorce had final say on all matters. Nobody ever questioned him — they did so at their peril, for he was powerful enough to cut off even Awoken with a thought. The population flourished as the children were born. Whole children, and most Awoke.

The Lethargy was almost a thing of the past, although it could never quite be eliminated. But there was food, if a little on the boring side after over a century, and the cattle and other animals Vorce had thought to breed to feed the people lived only a few generations before becoming unviable. Fish, wild birds, and the lucky inclusion of mice that were now specially bred to be fat and tender became the staple. That and the ever-present seaweed, of course.

He was happy, almost content with how his plan had come to fruition. An isolated society that flourished and became something different to how things were in the past: fulfilled, content, in agreement, with no uprisings or bitterness. Everyone had a varied life, progressing in importance as they aged, and switching jobs at set intervals so there were always new challenges and something to keep you interested.

None of that meant Vorce wasn't pleased he had his backup in place, and at year 111 P.L, as they dated their calendar, starting again Post Lethargy, Vorce stood next to a door in a private room in his quarters. This was the reason he'd set up the rather bizarre, upside down hierarchy of position where you got to live deeper in The Island the more important you were. He held his breath as he counted down the minutes to year 111.

There had to be a way out. Vorce knew this from the beginning. What if he hated it, really couldn't stand it for however long he would live in his Awoken state? He was no fool, so went to great lengths to ensure that one hundred and eleven years after they arrived there would be a way off the Island if the need arose. And the need did arise.

Vorce was bored out of his mind and couldn't wait for the door to open. He wished he hadn't been so damn cocky and set it up so it was impossible to open for so long, but at the time he'd believed he would fail to make a go of it if there was an escape route whenever he felt like it.

He'd done well, everything ran smoothly, and he loved his home, yet he longed for some of the old ways. The rolling hills, knowing he was on truly solid ground. He also missed hunting. The thrill of the chase, the adrenaline rush, the freedom and exhilaration.

The richer he got, the more Vorce had become interested in the wilder side of life. His obsession with sea forts had led him to all corners of the globe, and the forces of nature seemed to drive him ever onward to more extremes of adventure. Meeting remote, or downright bizarre people, hidden away in some of the forts, living their own isolated and strange lives away from society before it had even collapsed.

He loved it all. Vorce loved the people for their ideals and struggle to be free from "normal" society, and he loved the battle with nature as he clung desperately to crumbling buildings on tiny islands battered by the wind and the sea. He loved the hunt. Finding new places, new people. Such a challenge and a personal thrill, it had made him feel alive, overflowing with vitality and unstoppable as everyone else went the opposite way.

After one hundred and eleven years he moaned with pleasure as the foot thick steel door slid back with a snick and stale air greeted him, revealing the elevator that would descended the hollow, concrete pillar — just another strut when seen from outside. But this one was different, this one led down. Underground.

Vorce had stepped in eagerly. When he pressed the button, and the door closed and the elevator descended, he felt his entire body tingle with excitement, something that had been lacking for a long time.

Vorce had used the door once a year ever since that first time. The Island could cope without external help, but Vorce found that bringing a few items back every year allowed things to run a little more smoothly.

Whether it was an unexpected "discovery" of a stash of forgotten clothes he planted somewhere to be found, a miraculous new seed that would cope better with the harsh conditions, a thing as simple as replacing broken crockery, knives, sharpening tools, garden implements, building tools, ropes and cotton and needles and a never ending list of items he took for granted and never even considered, it meant that everything functioned a little better because of his yearly exodus.

After he returned with piles of welcome goodies, he introduced them carefully over the course of the year with no one becoming suspicious.

It was a lifeline, and it saved The Island from becoming just too damn miserable to cope with. He loved it, and cherished the people, the alternate and safe world he and the other Elders had worked so hard to build and maintain, but it got boring as hell and entirely too claustrophobic for those that remembered a world that was different. A world where you could walk for a year and never see the same thing twice. Where you could marvel at the crumbling structures created when he was a man approaching fifty and turned his back on it all.

And then he returned one day to find everything had gone haywire. Elders clamored for his attention. Where had he been? Why couldn't they find him? Did he know what was going on up above? Started by the children, now involving the adults — Awoken and Whole alike?

No, he had been busy. Private things, secret things, none of their business. Couldn't they cope with whatever was happening? Were they not there to keep control and ensure everything went smoothly? Yes, they had answered, but this was different.

Turns out, the inhabitants of The Island had invented a new game in his absence: The Hunt.

He thought of the history of The Hunt as he sat watching the sleeping girl and her, he had to admit, rather intimidating dog. He smiled. The drugs would wear off in a few hours, but there was no doubt in his mind that The Hunt would be resumed, although, as was the rule, it would be the person that found their visitor who decided her fate. In this case, Talia.

This was no mere coincidence though. 111. Talia was right, it held significance, and he hated that it did. Superstition was bad, it led to excuses. Vorce knew that allowing such things into the human psyche led to endless problems. Let something become too meaningful and it led to superstitions. To cults, splits and factions within once tight and happy communities. But this was no mere coincidence. Talia's birthday, the time since the last Hunt, the fact Arcene would, hopefully, be the hundred and eleventh star of the show, it was enough to make you believe there truly were other forces at work. Not to mention what the number meant to him personally, that it was when he first left The Island. How very odd.

Damn, was he getting superstitious himself in his old age? This was exactly why he never let such things take hold. It could make you believe your life wasn't your own to control, that there were excuses for your actions. There weren't. You did what you did and you dealt with it.

"Talia, what do you think of our guest?"

Talia's lip curled up revealing perfect incisors. Her raised welts shone hard and dark in the dappled light. "I think she's a warrior, and she isn't very polite."

"Well, it is for you to decide. We shall do as is right when we have a guest, but it has been so long. She shall be Judged, and your Verdict shall be accepted."

"I've already made my mind up. How greedy, how rude. She has a sword! What kind of respectable woman goes around carrying a sword. And look at her. Look at those socks!"

"Now, now, no need to criticize. Come, let us prepare, there is much to do before The Verdict is passed."

Arcene dreamed of giant insects in the sea, her belly domed and tight against her vest. Leel snored at her feet.


THE HISTORY


OCCASIONALLY, PEOPLE ARRIVED at The Island. In the early years of The Lethargy it was rather frequent, lessening until it was a rare and strange occurrence. To begin with they were welcomed with open arms, but it soon became clear to Vorce not all their surprised visitors were nice people. Some were happy to embrace the community, and were accepted, but others were trouble-makers and he dealt with them.

"Accidents" that nobody talked about, the truth known, never acknowledged. The day he visited the mainland and returned to chaos, visitors were rare, many of the eager inhabitants having never known a person not born there apart from the Elders.

As the population became increasingly insular, so their wariness of outsiders grew, although they were always courteous, and let Vorce deal with them how he saw fit.

He cast judgment in private. Those he liked were made welcome, those he didn't were never mentioned again, soon gone. When he returned that fateful day, he rushed topside with the nervous Elders only to find there had been a new arrival. The man had created a very bad impression, so it seemed. He had been rude, taken food without it being offered, and had gone so far as to slap the behind of one of Vorce's own young wives.

It caused instant uproar. The man was stripped naked, bound and beaten, and then somebody had the idea of letting him loose and really teaching him a lesson. Children were armed with sticks, adults with more serious weapons, and all hell broke loose. Bloodlust took over.

Because the man had broken so many rules held sacrosanct, the frenzy built and the man was toyed with, stabbed at, punched, prodded, and chased until exhausted. When Vorce arrived above ground the people were shouting and calling names at the exhausted creature as he crawled on bloodied hands and knees up the steps toward Vorce.

Once he was given an explanation as to why they were behaving like this, Vorce understood human nature had changed little. Wasn't he the same? Did he not hunt, and love the chase when on the mainland? Hunting deer or boar, thrilled by the blood pounding fast and the adrenaline rush? He asked the people what they wanted done with the man, and they wanted him dead, run down and killed like the wild animal he was. This person had no manners, no respect. He was a bad man and they wanted satisfaction.

Who had found him? A man stepped forward. Vorce proclaimed that the rules of the blue applied: finders, keepers. It was his discovery, his right to judge. The man judged the molester of women guilty, punishment death.

Again, the newcomer was chased around the gardens, beaten and punched, kicked and stabbed, finally killed by a small group that banded together, including the parents of Vorce's wife, the death blow given by the man that had judged him.

That day Vorce proclaimed The Hunt a part of their life. When new arrivals came they would be Judged, and as before, the good would be welcome, the bad would be hunted. The person who discovered the newcomer would Judge, the deathblow theirs to give.

The Hunt became official.

It wasn't the be-all and end-all of Island life, just a background to daily existence. It was something that happened on occasion, and became increasingly rare as time passed. But traditions solidified and it progressed from not only outsiders but to their own kind. It was rare, very rare, and Vorce made sure that only in the most serious of circumstances would a Hunt ever be sanctioned.

Theft, murder, the taking of someone against their will, all were valid reason for a Hunt, and the population were seldom keen to accuse anyone unjustly. If it was done out of spite, or there was no proof, then the accuser would be shunned, shown to be a bad person themselves, and often never forgiven by their friends or family.

But it happened. Not often, but it did. The Hunt remained mostly a distraction when outsiders came and refused to conform to their life, the only time that the strict laws were relaxed. New people were often trouble even if they weren't outright rude or hostile, so often a Hunt was the result.

It felt so long ago now. Over a hundred years since an outsider came. Over the years, Vorce became aware of the power of The Hunt on the psyche. It was a communal letting off of steam, a release on an all-encompassing scale that set things back to normal, as if emotions had built and this was the only escape.

As time passed, he had made it an ever grander occasion, but he knew even that wasn't enough. A properly epic distraction was needed, something that would be talked about for years. A way for the people to have something new, unique and different in their lives. They needed an outlet, events, distractions. There had to be something to reminisce over and give everyone something to damn well talk about.

Life, and the lack of outside influence, was, to put it bluntly, rather boring. Every day was the same when you got right down to it, so even if Hunts were few and far between it didn't matter. People talked of Hunts over a century old, never tired of discussing the first one. There were even lessons, studies made of how Hunters had done, how long they lasted and detailed discussions about the final death stroke and how well the Judge had done.

One thing remained a constant for all involved in The Hunt: the person found guilty never survived. Death was always, without fail, the final outcome.

Vorce noticed that, inevitably, the occasion was losing its sparkle. Fewer people were involved, and it wasn't such a talking point. Everything was told second or third hand as most never got to see what actually happened. They began to lose interest. Stories were one thing, but people needed to be immersed in the action to be excited.

Vorce had an idea.

He became a man of truly mythological proportions. Vorce brought cinema back to life.

One day it was just there. He'd collected what he needed over preceding years, and then, when a particularly vile woman had shown up in a huge boat and proceeded to actually laugh in the face of a man who asked what it was like on real solid ground and was it nice, Vorce erected the old cinema screen overnight and did something that was forever marked in history. He took her to the mainland, along with the Judge who had happily proclaimed her guilty, and a number of Elders.

The Hunt was truly born.

After that things got out of hand, but there was no turning back, no escape. It happened every year without fail — any longer and people became restless, quarrels broke out and violence erupted. It was tradition, the community needed its fix, him included. He knew he was as addicted as everyone else, especially as he was involved in every single Hunt. Judges were never told how they got to the mainland, they were drugged and awoke in England — an old name that somehow retained its relevance.

Everyone assumed Vorce could leave because of the power of the Judgment, because of his power — that the currents allowed him to sneak away in the dead of night, nobody even thinking he had direct access through a tunnel underneath the sea. That was one secret he would never share; he was too scared that his grand experiment would fail.

Truth was, he loved The Island. More than anything though, he loved the power. Vorce was corrupted by his own sense of what he believed was right for himself and his people, resulting in a man probably more deserving of being hunted than any of the unfortunate people involved in their tradition.

As he watched the preparations being made for The Judgment, Vorce couldn't help thinking back on all that had led to this macabre part of their otherwise sedate existence. What had started as people turning their pent up anger against a rude and obnoxious stranger had somehow led to defining them as a people.

Once a year, all grievances aired and accusations made in public, Vorce allowed the people to act as judge and jury on those accused — the accuser had the final say as to punishment. Would it be a Hunt? Would the person be shunned by the community, or imprisoned? It was a Hunt more often than not, especially if it had been a long time since the last one.

Vorce, as did everyone else, knew this was no trivial matter. To chase down and kill a human being was an extreme act from an otherwise mild-mannered and mostly pacifist society, but the eagerness was always there in the background. How had it come to this? Because they needed an outlet, that's why. People needed a release of one form or another, and they wanted Justice. If somebody disrupted their peaceful society then they had to pay the price.

He looked at the gathering crowd, the work of the day now put on hold while everything was prepared for this unexpected Judgment. They were good people. He was good, wasn't he? What was worse, imprisonment for a lifetime or to be hunted? At least it meant you got out of your crimes in a way. A day, two, or rarely three, of fear and then death, versus a lifetime locked away knowing you would never see the sky again?

Didn't many countries have the death penalty back when he was busy making money and building houses? Of course, and jails were overcrowded. Crime was commonplace and nobody batted an eyelid. So was this so bad?

Reality TV shows had dominated the screens of billions of people around the world, watched only to feel better about themselves. They watched to witness how badly those so-called celebrities acted. See them bicker and fight, eat bugs and let their every movement and word be recorded. People loved that kind of thing. Voyeurism, the excitement, the anticipation of it all going wrong. Fights, and screaming, and crying.

He'd tried to build a different society, to put the worst of that life away once and for all, but human nature was the same — people needed a release. They needed competition. They needed Justice. They needed, wanted, The Hunt.

It evolved, Vorce made sure of it, morphing it into a non-date-specific but usually at least yearly event. Surprise was good, so it was never a particular day. The anticipation kept everyone excited, craving. Everyone stayed in line as nobody wanted to be hunted, but there was always someone who acted against the rules. And if peace lasted for too long? Well, people got antsy, became disruptive, until, eventually, someone broke and did something wrong. The Hunt always happened in the end.

There was a concern that people would long for their ancestral home now The Hunt was on the mainland, so slowly he imprinted the myth that only those directly involved would be allowed such mysterious passage, and he left it entirely to the communal imagination how this was achieved. People were rather gullible when you got right down to it, and with no better explanation they believed all manner of crazy things. Did they beat the currents of the sea? Or the sea allowed the select few to leave, as it didn't want to let those found guilty remain on the blessed Island?

There were endless myths. Maybe they flew? Was there a machine from before year zero that took them away? Some thought it magic. Vorce told no one the truth, absolutely no one. All apart from him were drugged in his chambers before he took them to the mainland.

This was his secret, one he knew he could never share. There must never be a choice for people. Society would crumble rapidly if they had the option of leaving, he was well aware of that.

Even the Elders never asked. They were people chosen carefully a long time ago, full of themselves yet meek, believing in the ways of The Island. Vorce's subtle manipulations of their minds over the years, through his strength in The Noise, undoubtedly had rather a lot to do with their obedience and lack of questions.

Vorce came out of his reverie, smiled at the expectant faces spread around the lush, if rather rugged gardens. People gathered on the steps, others in small groups below, watching as the preparations for The Judgment were finalized.

The girl stirred, the dog too, its huge feet twitching like it was dreaming of running.

A real warrior to Hunt. This would be interesting.


A JUDGEMENT


WHEN ARCENE WAS a little girl, her mother used to tell her off for running around naked, getting dirty, shouting too loud, or doing dangerous things — basically being a child. Arcene knew no other children though, and believed what her mother told her.

Being naked was wrong — she should cover her private parts, why did she think they were called private? Being splattered in mud was terrible — why did she think there was water? Climbing trees wasn't for girls — didn't she know only boys climbed trees? Shouting was intolerable — it was annoying as hell.

It meant that as a small child she always had a sense of shame and guilt about much of what she did, but it never stopped her. Something inside of Arcene rebelled against much of what she was told. She wanted to be naked, feel the grass on her bottom, the bark of the trees on her legs as she climbed. The joy of rolling in the sticky mud after it rained, watching birds fly high as she ran into meadows shouting and screaming about the joy of being alive and having a full belly for the first time in weeks.

There was a bubble of constantly bursting energy inside of Arcene, and it would not, could not, be stopped. She was curious about everything, obsessed over food, becoming even more so once she found herself alone in the world without a clue how to survive.

Frequently, she came close to death through hunger, or her own innate sense of curiosity and utter lack of a sense of danger. Arcene felt invincible when she had enough food, and when she didn't she would go to any lengths, including stealing, to get sustenance.

Clothes were worn because she disliked feeling cold, and there was always that nagging about it being shameful, so she wore them even when warm because it was apparently what you should do.

As she got older, and her body developed in ways she found highly irritating and inconvenient, she understood she was becoming a woman, and would stare for hours in the mirror at her still-narrow hips, her flat waist, and her tiny breasts that were often sore as they grew. But the shame she was supposed to feel about her own body was long gone. Everyone had one and hers was nothing special. Rather boyish and lithe, pale, freckled in places, marred only by the scars of one adventure or another — until she Awoke and then could heal even serious injuries without having to consciously think of it.

The shame was vanquished, not that it had ever really been there. She liked clothes now as they made her who she was, but she never felt uncomfortable when others saw her naked. It was just as well, she thought, as otherwise right now she would feel very shamed.

She was stark naked, stood on a box of all things, with hundreds of pairs of eyes looking at her like she was a rotten piece of fruit that deserved to be thrown out. Her leg itched but she couldn't scratch it. She was tethered. Tethered!

Her arms were spread wide, ropes holding them parallel to the floor, tied to two posts like she was some kind of sacrifice to a monster that would any minute come stomping from behind the assembled crowd and eat her for a snack before moving on to poor Leel. There weren't monsters though, not of the make-believe kind. Arcene had seen many things in her life and knew the only monsters were the dark hearts and minds of human beings.

Arcene noted the men leering at her breasts, saw the envy on some of the women's faces even though they tried to hide it. It didn't matter what they tried to hide, she saw right through them. Arcene knew the dark thoughts they harbored, but above all else she saw the excitement, the anticipation of whatever it was they had planned for her. They were like a pack of dogs keen for the hunt.

They wouldn't, would they? Yes, they would.

She could see it, see the anticipation, the excitement. They thought of her as the fox, and they were the dogs that would lose themselves and become a rabid pack consumed by bloodlust.

Arcene sneered at the crowd as the wind blew her hair across her nose, making it tickle. She scrunched her nose but it only made it worse. To think she'd thought they were nice!

There was a noise behind the densest group, and many of them turned to face the strange bridge that cut across the landscape. Massive, squat concrete pillars set on risers in the artificial landscape, stretching across a dip where sheltered plants flourished. It was an odd thing, a metal bridge three stories high, rusted and beautiful in its own strange way. It was like an unfinished skeleton of a building, all cut-off metal ladders, poking into the sky, thicker at the surface of the bridge, struts criss-crossing, ropes and pulleys bunched like taut tendons ready to snap when hidden energy was released.

A huge sheet, what looked like a cinema screen, unrolled and dropped down filling the gap underneath two towers and the supports above that rose high above the crowd like skeletal remains of the skyscrapers dotted around the country. As the screen unrolled fully, the bottom was clipped into place, the whole thing stretched tight like a drum skin. The next thing Arcene knew, she was staring at a projected image of herself, a giant in all its nakedness, staring back at her, sneering.

Does my bum look big? Arcene turned at the hip to get a better look. It does! My bum has got big. And look at my belly! That's from all the food they gave me, food they used to drug me. Ugh.

The people gasped. Oohed and aahed at the sight of Arcene made large. What was wrong with them? She wasn't exactly a long way off, but this was the power of the screen — something she was all too aware of.

She'd heard of it, experienced it firsthand, lost for countless hours watching anime, her favorite, or shows where men with swords put the world to rights. Shows about honor, loyalty, skill, all the things Arcene held dear.

The image changed angle and Arcene realized that it must be linked up to the man in front of her, moving to her side with a camera like he was filming a wildlife documentary.

Idiot. Do they think they can intimidate me?

Then the man stopped, lowered the camera, and the image on the screen changed. The crowd murmured. This was a scene they had experienced before. Something wasn't right, the image was familiar but different somehow. Ah, yes, an effect, colors subdued, everything kind of washed out, like the world was made of grays rather than beautiful color. But the new image was something Arcene had seen a thousand times in different variations. It was a cityscape, or what remained of a city at any rate. What did this mean? Were they going to show a movie? And why—

"The devastation wrought by man," came the booming voice of Vorce, interrupting Arcene's thoughts. "Not just men, but women too, like this one that stands before us to be Judged. Look at her in her shame, her nakedness. She is no innocent, she is like those of the old days, days I remember only too well. We live here on The Island, away from all that was wrong, and still is wrong with the world, and we will not have our lives interfered with, disrupted. There is no place for evil here, no room for people that would come and do us harm, treat us without proper respect. And we will not tolerate greed. She comes with an animal, taking the food from the mouths of our children, not once thinking to stop eating. This woman took advantage of our generosity. Does she think her pet is more important than our lives?"

The crowd murmured and nodded in agreement, answered Vorce's questions almost in hysterics. Vorce wasn't finished.

"See the ravaged and bleak world she comes from, where there are no manners and people don't care. We would have accepted her, let her be one of us. But can a barbarian truly understand what it is to be civilized? I am not the one to Judge, however. Talia, you found this wretch that flaunts her body and shows us no shame even in her nakedness, the decision is yours."

Arcene watched as Talia stepped forward. She glanced at her but she showed no emotion. Arcene could see behind the blank face. Talia had made up her mind.

"I pass my Judgment and I find this woman guilty. She hides inside the body of a girl but she is not one. She came to us with sword and greed, not once thinking of us. She showed no respect and she is guilty. There will be a Hunt and I nominate Cashae and Erato to be my companions." Talia stepped back, her verdict delivered.

"Tonight, when darkness descends and the very sea wishes to remove this menace from The Island, we shall depart. Tomorrow, The Hunt will begin. You will bear witness to all, the screen shall remain live and every action followed. She will return to the crumbling ruins of her home and we will risk our lives to eradicate another evil from our midst. I—"

"Don't I get to say anything? I'm sorry, I'm a little obsessed with food, Leel too. I didn't think, and that was wrong, but I was half-crazed with hunger and thirst and just so happy to be with people. I thought you were nice, especially you, Talia, and you, Vorce. But you tricked me. I didn't want to hurt anyone, neither did Leel. We were just glad we weren't dead. I'm sorry." Arcene stood proud, held her head high.

She was strong enough to admit when she had done wrong, and she honestly hadn't thought about how precious food would be, thinking it was abundant with them offering her so much. It was a trick, a test. They wanted this, needed this. Still, she had apologized, the rest was up to them.

Arcene looked at Leel, who was beginning to stir. She wouldn't be happy. Leel was chained up, rope tied tight around her mouth. She was not going to like that one bit, let alone once she saw Arcene tied up like a pig about to be butchered.

Why couldn't people be nice? Why did everyone have to be so mean?

"You have been Judged," said Vorce. "Save your fake apologies."

"It wasn't fake, I meant it. If that isn't enough then that is your decision."

"Ha, you lie. You will be in The Hunt."

"The Hunt, The Hunt," chanted the crowd.

Arcene stared at Vorce, at Talia, at the assembled people. She stared at them until they went quiet. "I have killed men, and women. I have been kidnapped, starved, enslaved, abused, almost died more times than you could imagine. I have seen beauty and I have seen the darkness of real evil. I have crawled through the underworld and I have soared in the sky. I have chopped limbs off kings and I have watched tiny birds sit on eggs. I have walked the country and I have been attacked by bears. I have made friends and lost them and I grew up alone and survived. I learned to read and I learned how to love, and I will say this once more. I apologize if I offended you, so will you please let me and Leel go?"

The crowd was silent. Vorce said, "No."

"So be it. If you try to harm me, or Leel, then I give you my promise. I will kill you. I do not forgive anyone, ever, that would try to make me do something against my will, and I never forgive someone that would try to hurt us. You think you will 'Hunt' me? Kill me? Never! I will watch as you squirm in the dirt and breathe your last painful breath. I will leave you to be eaten by the dogs and the creatures of the night. I will turn your world upside down and I will never stop until I have my vengeance. This is who I am and you will know my wrath for the way you have treated me this day."

The crowd was motionless, even the breeze had died down, as if her words were heavier than air, stilling the birds and stopping the crying children mid-wail.

Well, that was all right, wasn't it? A little over the top but if you can't be dramatic when you are tied to posts and everyone's being all stupid, well, when can you? Arcene knew her words were a bit much, but the fact was she meant it, every word. Did they think she was just a stupid girl they could play with to satisfy their own warped sense of what was right? Did they think it would just be fun to chase her down, and watch it for entertainment? She would slice them into bits and never look back.

"Oh, and another thing. If you—" Vorce stood back, the needle pulled from her arm.

"Get her ready. Deal with the dog, we don't want it waking up yet." An Elder took the needle off Vorce and placed it on a small table by the wall. He picked up another and walked toward Leel. Her eyes were opening, but she was too dazed to know what was happening.

"Give her two, she's very big," said Vorce before retreating to the interior. The crowd remained, silent. This wasn't how it usually happened; the damn girl had spoiled it. Well, no matter, tomorrow was another day and her outburst would be forgotten as soon as The Hunt began.


WAKEY, WAKEY 


ARCENE REALLY NEEDED a pee. Why did she always need to go when it was most difficult to do so? She'd remained in the same position since she woke almost an hour ago, and dared not move for fear of putting any pressure on her bladder.

It was one thing to imprison a girl and do whatever they thought they would do in the morning, quite another to make her suffer the indignity of wetting herself. How would that look, her on that stupid big screen, damp patch on her kilt or wee running down her leg?

It wouldn't exactly give the impression of a fierce lady warrior, kilt twirling, hair whipping in the breeze, sword slicing and dicing, which was exactly how she saw it in her mind. All set against an apocalyptic background with suitably intense music pounding away and blood splattering the camera lens as she then turned and peered close, snarling at the voyeurs on The Island, putting an end to their amusement once and for all.

She'd show them. Nobody messed with her or Leel and got away with it.

She turned and watched Leel to make sure she was still breathing. They'd obviously dosed her strongly, and she'd remained unconscious, so, naturally, Arcene worried the drugs could do her damage. It wasn't as if Leel could make them harmless like her, which was exactly what she'd done the moment she became conscious enough to set the process in motion. Were they still on The Island or had she been taken away already? She sensed they were still there, but had yet to check. It was time to do that and so much more.

First thing first though — she really needed that pee. There was no toilet in her cell. There was nothing, just bars. Outside was a narrow corridor, so all she could see were the bars and the brick wall facing her.

At least they'd dressed her, that was something, and she suspected they had even cleaned her up a little. Her hair was neatly plaited, her body clean. All for the cameras, she supposed. How would that work though? How would they film it if they really were to hunt her like an animal? Maybe that was all to come once on the mainland? That made sense, so, yes, they were still on The Island.

The pressure became intolerable, so with no other option Arcene stood and moved over to the bars. She made the necessary adjustments and peed as close to the corridor as possible — maybe when they came to get her someone would stand in it. A small victory, but you took what you could get.

People never ceased to amaze Arcene. Why did they have to turn to such extremes? Or was it entirely natural? There always had to be an escape route, didn't there? She herself embraced violence, didn't she? Felt proud, strong and fierce with her sword at her back. And where was that now? They better not have broken it.

Violence was a part of her, and was that her release? No, she used it when she had to, against those that deserved it. But was she always right? Were the deaths she doled out always justified? To her, yes, but probably not to the people she had killed or maimed.

It all came down to what you thought was right, she supposed, and these people clearly believed their punishments were justified. Well, that only meant one thing as far as she was concerned: her retribution on those that would treat her like sport would be justified.

No forgiveness. Ever.

But things didn't sit right. What was with the huge screen and the cameras? It was as if this was their proper entertainment, that they enjoyed the spectacle, and that was no way to deal with those you believed guilty of serious crimes. Punishment wasn't entertainment. If you felt it was deserved then it should be a serious affair, not there to amuse the masses.

So, first order of business? Eliminate their entertainment.

Making herself as comfortable as was possible on the rough, freezing concrete floor, Arcene raised her temperature a little, settled her mind, and imagined the essence of herself squeezing between the bars of her cell like a ghost, floating away down the corridor.

She sank deep into The Noise, let the her that was her true self, her mind, emotions, her very being, become one with the everything, the nothing, the truth behind the facade of reality as seen though the eyes. Deeper and stiller, until she found what she was looking for and approached it carefully, with respect, not scaring, but exuding calmness. She was a friend, could she come visit for a little while?

It wasn't something she enjoyed doing, and the dangers were real. Inhabiting the minds of other creature, even when they welcomed you, was dangerous, and she was less than an expert as she did it little. Squeezing the essence of a human being into a small body with a mind that thought differently, or not at all, meant it was easy to lose yourself.

The longer you remained, the more you took on the emotions, thoughts, the core of the creature you inhabited. If you weren't careful you would be trapped, lost, unaware of yourself, never to return to the body of a human being.

So Arcene neither rushed, nor lingered, focused and kept her mind clear, her goal at the front of her consciousness, all while ensuring she was welcome and not intruding too much on the speeding mind of the tiny dormouse.

It was easy enough to find them, the mice. Thousands and thousands of them were bred in well-maintained buildings grouped around other buildings for butchery, meat and fish processing. The little creatures were sleeping happily, nestled deep in dried seaweed, but as would always be the case when tiny rodents are in such numbers, there were quite a few that had been overlooked, or escaped, and scampered about the building unhindered.

Arcene chose her subject and, with tiny mice eyes fairly well adjusted to the darkness, she squeezed through a gap under the door and was out in the open air. Her nose twitched and her whiskers tickled as she sensed her way. Her tiny heart beat so fast. Everything felt like it ran at double time.

She did her best to stem the urge to nibble on the succulent plants she scurried past, and made her way to the bridge. There wasn't much she could do there as this was just the screen — she needed the projection room. There it was, on the second story of the building that housed a number of The Island's inhabitants, including Vorce.

This wouldn't be as easy as she'd thought, but she scampered over to the side of the massive stone steps and rushed over bunches of cables that ended at a metal box full of equipment beside tables and trolleys stacked with things she didn't understand in her mouse brain. She had to be fast. She was fading already. She moved quickly across the cables that hung from the window in the carved wall, followed them up the steps and then she was climbing almost vertical, a tiny brown spot in the vastness, invisible from below. Through the window, down the cable and onto a long desk running the length of the wall in the cramped room.

It was lighter in here. Banks of equipment flashed green, alive behind black, blank exteriors. This must be the room where the images are processed, and from where they then projected onto the screen. They must have solar panels, or wind technology, but it would be so dated by now she couldn't imagine it worked that well. Probably reserved just for this event, or maybe Vorce replaced it as and when needed.

All you'd need were good batteries, or maybe they had a water turbine that would run for a thousand years? If so, then why not use electricity everywhere? She'd seen no sign of it.

Keep the people subdued, that was why. The more you had the more you wanted, so keep it mysterious, part of The Hunt.

Mouse Arcene got to work. The projector first, wires chewed, innards mangled. The digital projector would be useless, it could never be fixed after just a few minutes of mouse damage. Her tiny body was incapable of pushing it out the window but it didn't matter, she'd like to see them try to get a picture out of that now.

What next? Where to start? She had no idea what it all meant, what to do with any of it. All she could see were things on tables in metal boxes, fasteners snapped shut. And she didn't want to get electrocuted. If that happened, if she died before returning to her body, she would be as dead as the mouse, so she had to be careful.

Arcene moved across the table top, but there was little else she could do. Whatever was in the boxes was impossible to access. She clambered carefully down to the floor and scurried across to the banks. What were they, servers? No, there wouldn't be a network here. What then? Storage, that's what. Probably Hunts, and maybe computers to process however many cameras were involved in what was to come. Well, she was out of luck, she could do nothing here. If Arcene had been in her own body she could have looked past the veneer of solidity and seen so much more, but as a mouse, no. Arcene moved back onto the table by the window, ready to leave.

Creak.

She turned. The door opened and a child entered, rubbing at his eyes, mussed hair stacked up comically. He'd been woken, and he looked grumpy about it. Did she dare? Should she? This was not something Arcene would be good at, had even tried, and certainly didn't like. Her tiny mouse belly felt sick just thinking about it, but here went nothing.

As the boy reached toward the metal cases, Arcene jumped onto his shoulder. Human contact was needed for her to make this happen, and she was far from an expert at human minds. Animals were different, easy in comparison, but the human brain was an impossibly complex thing, and she wouldn't be given permission.

She hit a brick wall instantly, but squeezed inside, taking advantage of the fear and shock at the mouse on his shoulder to ease through the gap in his awareness this created. She felt the boy's mind, Whole, but not Awoken — that would have made it impossible for her — and felt the fear build as he noticed her presence. The mouse jumped down, and Arcene gave a silent thanks as it scurried back to its home.

The boy's mind was a mess. He didn't know what was happening, only that he was being intruded upon. Arcene had to act fast, so forced herself on him, hating herself for doing it, but what choice did she have?

She opened the cases with small, trembling hands, and threw the digital equipment onto the ground, then stomped on it with her boots. She moved quickly to a junction box on the wall and flicked all the switches off, then ripped out cables, opened doors on the whirring towers, threw the trays then jumped up and down as hard as she could on the contents.

Skin was slick with sweat as she fought to keep her mind. The terror rose, became her own as the boy tried to stop himself from causing so much damage. He was freaking out, nerves frayed as the horror of what he was doing overwhelmed him. This was it, enough. Arcene retreated with an apology as the boy crashed to the floor, unconscious.

Arcene was back in her cell, shivering. She hugged herself for comfort, skin clammy, the salty tang of her own exertions reaching her nostrils as she gagged and fishy bile splattered onto the wall.

She'd entered a human being, taken over the boy's mind, and she'd come close to losing herself. This was not right, went against how The Noise should be used. Invading people's consciousness against their will was wrong, but she'd done it and directed his actions. She'd felt his fear, his panic as he realized what he was doing. He was a simple errand boy, there to collect what he'd been told to get, not understanding how the things functioned but knowing it was a terrible act he carried out against his will.

He was sick with humiliation and so scared he'd blacked out. Arcene hoped he was all right, but there was no way she would be turned into entertainment for the masses. If they, all of them, wanted to have a fight then they had better step forward and face her, not cheer as they watched from the safety of a projected image.

The nausea washed over her in waves, leaving behind a darkness, an emptiness, mind scattered and spread wide like driftwood on the beach after a storm. She was dispersed, her mind not yet truly her own. She was a mouse and she was a scared boy and she was a girl in a cell on an Island inhabited by madmen.

She was Arcene. Yes, that's who she was. And nobody messed with her.

Leel twitched, still comatose from the drugs. Arcene wiped her mouth and squatted in the corner, keeping vigil over her friend.

She waited for morning.


SLEEPY DOG


"LEEL, YOU'RE AWAKE!" Arcene scooted over as her best friend opened her eyes and yawned like she'd merely been napping.

She tried to stand but her legs splayed out to the sides, trembling like she'd been in a freezing river. "Just rest a minute. The bad people drugged you, made you go to sleep. You need to take it slowly."

Arcene sat next to the confused dog and hugged her tight around the neck, taking in her musty smell mixed with salt and fish, but the familiar Leel scent was there. Her short fur tickled Arcene's neck as she held on for all she was worth.

"I was so worried about you. I thought you might never wake up." There was no stopping it, Arcene sobbed into Leel's quivering neck, soaking the fur. Great heaves of relief gushed out, muffled sobs in the dark, Arcene's muscles taut, straining for comfort, hoping to take away the pain and the hurt from them both.

What had she got them mixed up in? Was it really her fault? She was just hungry, that was all, she didn't mean to be rude. Was it like when she was young and stole food from others? Was that how these people saw it? But they offered, so she took it. She was polite, wasn't she? Oh, the sword business, she'd forgotten about that. Yes, she threatened that man who touched her, but she couldn't help it, not after what had been done to her in the past. Men were not allowed to touch her. He'd touched her skin!

It was no use, maybe she was to blame for her rash acts and her greed, but that wasn't reason enough to act in such a depraved way, was it? But then, she would have killed that man if he'd gone any further, so what did that say about her? It said she was her own person and was not to be molested, that's what.

She was right, they were wrong. Anyway, what did it matter now? She would fight them, like she always had. Leel, they could have taken Leel away from her.

The crying was over. This was no time for tears. They would come soon so she had to be ready, get herself together and not let them see she was nothing but a little girl underneath the bravado, who worried for her pet and cried. She wouldn't give them the satisfaction.

Arcene released her hold on Leel and it seemed to have helped them both. Leel got to her feet, still wobbling slightly, but she stretched in that comical way of hers and paced the cell to get the blood flowing and to ease her limbs that must ache terribly. Arcene stood and peered through the bars but it was still just a gloomy, empty corridor. Leel whined behind her, hating the confinement. They were creatures of freedom, and now they were like birds in a cage, unsettled by the claustrophobic conditions.

What time was it? Arcene consulted her internal clock to find it was almost quarter past three now. When would they come?

There wasn't long to wait. Five minutes later, the corridor lit up with an orange light. Two men glared at her from the opposite side of the bars, holding thick candles in heavy, iron candlesticks. Arcene stared right back at them, defiant. Vorce arrived a moment later, surprising Arcene with his apparent calmness. No, not just apparent, she saw behind his features and he truly was calm — he'd controlled himself, let the anger wash away.

"You did a bad thing, Arcene. You ruined our equipment, part of our traditions. That poor boy, I don't think he will ever be the same again."

Arcene shrugged. Show no regret or he'll think you're weak.

"No matter, The Hunt will continue. There are always backups. Right now more antiquated equipment is being taken out of storage and I am sure everything will run as it should, although the people of The Island, my family, they will not witness The Hunt in the same glorious definition they are used to."

"That's not my problem. I'm not their entertainment. I'm not yours either."

"You have been found guilty so you will be hunted. Now, if you please, your arm." Vorce nodded to the men either side of him. One pulled a dart gun and without pausing aimed then fired at Leel.

The effect was instant.

Leel snarled and lunged at the bars, teeth snapping at the men. As the full weight of an angry Leel hit their prison, Arcene thought for a moment they would have their freedom, but it held fast. That didn't stop Leel getting a paw partially through a gap and snagging the shooter's shirt with deadly claws. She yanked and he slammed into the bars.

Leel's claws dug tight into flesh as soft as butter beneath thin material and the white tunic stained red.

Arcene jabbed out with her hand as straight as a perfectly planed length of wood and just as hard. She heard the satisfying crunch as the man's windpipe collapsed under the pressure. He dropped like a boulder. Leel's claws ripped up his chest and sliced through his chin as he fell, half his lips torn off, hanging like a swollen lump of congealed fat from the side of his flayed face as he smacked into the floor.

He was dead.

Leel lunged at the bars again but the others had stepped back. Again, and again she snapped, but the fight was leaving her. As she retreated to try again, Arcene watched in dismay as Leel's legs buckled and the foaming dog collapsed.

"Well, this will be an interesting Hunt. Don't worry, she's just sedated again, while we get you to the mainland. We don't hunt at our home, the journey will be made with you both unconscious."

"What, you're letting Leel play too, are you? Not just gonna kill her, or us, in our sleep?"

"Oh no, that wouldn't be fair at all. I'll even give you your sword back. It has to be fair, now doesn't it?"

"Yeah, right."

"Your arm, please?"

Arcene stared at Vorce, then the other man, then the dead man, laying in his blood and Arcene's urine. She sighed, held out her bare arm.

The needle slid in deep. She crumpled, wondering if she would ever wake up again.


NOT JUST ANY GIRL 


WHEN VORCE HEARD what had happened in the video room he was livid, but the more he thought about it the more he simply became intrigued. As he spoke to the terrified boy he pieced it together, and was rather impressed with the fact Arcene had occupied a mouse — tiny creatures were the hardest by far — but amazed she had then jumped from such a basic mind straight into the boy's.

He doubted he would even attempt such a thing as so much could go wrong. It was a bold and very dangerous move indeed.

The shaking child spoke with fear and shame, but Vorce didn't blame him, how could he? The boy was dismissed, assured he was blameless. After the rather costly sedation of Arcene and her damn dog, Vorce gave instructions for the necessary repairs to the room and equipment. The show would go on, even if it meant The Hunt would be screened in less than perfect high definition.

It had taken him an age to find the right equipment over the years, but he was knowledgeable and found a lot of good quality items, upgrading whenever he could. Most was redundant for the mainland population as there were only a limited number of solar panels and deep cycle batteries to power electronics. Those that were lucky enough to have such specialist equipment, then figure out how to get it to work, relied on batteries that died sooner or later no matter what you did, so there was enough old technical equipment to go around and then some.

The batteries he painstakingly restored best he could were not great at storing the charge from the panels on the roof though, and even the vast array meant they drained quickly in the evening when the sun set. The wind turbines functioned well, but there was nowhere near enough to supply the whole Island with electricity. He didn't want to in any case.

It was to be a simpler life, away from such things, so electricity was used exclusively for The Hunt. He introduced the immersive experience that was their modern Hunt gradually, keeping strict control, but ensuring it became evermore spectacular, the event that kept everyone happy, content — controlled.

To many inhabitants it was a mystical force they didn't even try to understand, just accepted as part of The Hunt and went about their lives, living by daylight hours or candles that always smoked and smelled foul.

Vorce left once Arcene and the dog were sedated after their outburst, and gave orders for them to be brought to his quarters at the base of The Island. Talia was to be brought too, along with her chosen companions.

As he entered his spacious living room, Vorce nodded to two other Elders, a male and female, both younger than him in years and appearance. They were strong, intelligent in their own way, capable and deadly.

There would be six Hunters. Vorce was always the lead, but the Judge, in this case Talia, was usually given ample opportunity to take the fore during the actual Hunt — under his and the Elders' direction. Her Judgment, her kill.

"Are we ready?" asked Vorce.

"Yes."

"Yes."

"Good. Please, sit, drink. You know what to do." They sat. This wasn't their first time, far from it, and with a glance at each other, then a nod to Vorce, they took their glasses and drank. Ten seconds later they were unconscious.

Vorce knew he wasn't his usual self, as he would normally have sat and talked about the day to come, but he was in no mood. Besides, he had work to do. Talia would be here soon and it was best for her to feel as relaxed as possible.

He sighed, then dragged the bodies over to the edge of the room. He slid the panel on the wall and keyed in the code — the steel door whooshed open, stale air greeting him like an old friend.

How he sometimes wished he could leave and never come back, turn his back on his family and friends, his wives and children, the traditions that had warped and gone in a direction he could have never envisioned, but it wasn't to be. This was his life, his responsibility, and besides, he enjoyed The Hunt. It was what he hated most about himself — the fact it gave him such a thrill.

Once they were inside, Vorce stepped into the elevator and arranged them so there was room for four more bodies. Him standing, Talia and her friends unconscious like these two. He stepped out to hear a knock at his door. He closed the elevator with a code on the keypad, slid back the panel and went to let in the new arrivals.
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"I hope that's all clear? I know this is your first time, but you have seen countless Hunts before. You understand how it works and you are trained well, as are all of us." There were nods of agreement from the three youngsters — although he knew they weren't young, it was impossible not to think of them almost as children with their lithe, youthful bodies, never mind they were all over a hundred years old.

"And, Talia, this is to be such a special Hunt. So many coincidences because of the numbers. Your birthday, the time between arrivals, more that you don't even know about. It is significant. I hope you understand this does not mean it will make it easier?"

"Um, well, I never thought it would be easy," said Talia. She frowned and shifted on her cushion on the floor.

Vorce could tell her and her friends were rather nervous. It was expected, as this was no easy thing they were about to do, and the risk of death was very real. Although The Hunt was always successful, it didn't mean everyone that was a Hunter came back alive.

"This is different," snapped Vorce. "Sorry, excuse me, it's been a trying night. Events have conspired to bring this girl and her pet to our Island, and so much has come together at once that there is no doubt this is a special moment. She is strong, powerful in The Noise, seemingly unafraid of much at all, and very different to how she looks."

"I know this. I can see her, what she truly is."

"Good, then please be careful. You will take the lead on this, Talia. Cashae, Erato, you are to follow her orders, but mine override every other consideration. If I tell you to do a thing, then you obey. Understand?"

"Yes, Vorce."

"Absolutely."

"Good. Now, drink. When you awake we will discuss things further. And do not be afraid, I will be there to protect you. Imagine that you are on a larger island, which is exactly what the UK is. It's just a larger version of our home. No need to be afraid."

There were nervous glances, nods of agreement and a lot of concern, but above all there was excitement about the day to come and stepping foot on real, genuine, solid ground for the first time in their lives.

They drank.

Vorce waited, then dragged them into the elevator. He stepped inside and pushed a button. They descended.

A minute later he returned. Now all he had to do was deal with the girl and her dog and the day could begin in earnest. Vorce sat in his favorite chair, happy to have the silence. His wives had been kissed, the children tucked in and checked on. He was alone. Vorce closed his eyes and was asleep moment's later. As he drifted, he saw the attack of the dog and how fast Arcene had moved. She was good, very good, but she didn't know what was about to happen.
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Vorce managed little more than a few minutes before the girl and dog arrived. The Elders that brought them knew better than to ask where the Hunters were. Vorce thanked them and once they left he dragged Arcene and Leel to the elevator.

Thinking better of it, he resumed his position and fell asleep again — he had to be at his best and the night of upset, and the realization of what the girl was capable of, had meant he hadn't slept as much as he would have liked. Just half an hour, time to regroup, take what he needed from The Noise, let his mind rest.

He instructed his body to make the necessary adjustments, setting timers so that when he awoke thirty minutes later he would be practically glowing with energy, body ramped up and ready for The Hunt.

"Damn, that dog is heavy," whispered Vorce. Then he was asleep.

When he woke Vorce felt ready. Body energized, mind clear and calm. He needed nothing, all that was required was a short ride away. He moved to the elevator, slid back the panel once more, punched in the code, grabbed the beautiful sword leaning against a simple table and stepped into the spacious elevator. The door closed. Vorce smiled and let the anticipation build until he had to calm himself a little as he became jittery.

He stared down at the prone forms of Arcene and Leel, watched their chests rise and fall. She was a pretty girl, if a little skinny, but she was a mess too. He could see what she had done to herself and wondered what had driven her to such extremes. To be forever stuck in a body that age, no chance of being a mother again, what a terrible thing to do. He wondered what had happened to the baby, to her, but that wasn't his concern.

She broke the rules. She had to pay.

The elevator came to a halt with a shake. The door opened and Vorce dragged them out and slid them onto the waiting single carriage that would take them and the Hunters to the mainland.

It would be a good day.


LET THE GAMES BEGIN


ARCENE AWOKE AND the first thing she thought was that they'd killed Leel. She was splayed out on the ground, tongue lolling out the side of her mouth, a massive wet patch staining the ground dark. Had they stabbed her as revenge for what she'd done to that man that darted her? She lunged forward but her legs buckled. Arcene crawled on hands and knees over to her friend.

"I know that smell. Oh, Leel." Arcene smiled, ignored the ammonia tang at the back of her throat. Leel had wet herself. It must be the drugs, her body too relaxed to control itself. Arcene had a sudden panic and stared at her kilt. All dry. Good. She stroked Leel's chest, pleased to feel her heart beating. Slow, but beating, and the rhythm was good. She pushed up on shaking legs and shook each in turn, then her arms, like a warrior preparing for the fight of her life.

Her sword! She stepped over to the pile of items, drawn to the red pommel like Leel to the sight of a running rabbit. She grabbed the hilt and pulled it from the scabbard. Steel shone brightly as the sun hit the blade. She felt better already, like she was whole again. Arcene couldn't help but wonder what kind of figure she cut if people really were watching her on a screen. Did she look cool? Menacing and kick-ass?

Ugh, what was wrong with her? Here she was, doing all she could to not be a part of such madness, yet a part of her was still excited by the drama, how she came across. Too much TV, too many old movies where the hero always wins and they don't tell of the reality of getting maimed or dying.

They never showed genuine, warm and sticky blood spurting, the guts falling out, the sheer horror of knowing it's your last few seconds on earth.

And they never showed, couldn't show, what it actually feels like inside to kill another human being. What it does to you, even if you put it in a locked box in the back of your mind, throw away the key and try to carry on as though it means nothing, but all the while it's building inside of you until all the hurt and pain wants to explode out of you like you've burst into flames. Nobody could show you that. It was real.

Still, they'll pay, and I will make sure they do. I'm not quarry to be hunted. I'm a human being and I will never forgive them. Justice will be done. Arcene rummaged through the assorted items, ignoring them as she retrieved the scabbard and the leather straps. She tied them on, made a few adjustments, and sheathed the sword. Now she was ready for whatever was to come. With a glance at Leel, still out cold, she knew she had to take stock of her situation, but first she lifted her head to the clear blue sky and let the rising sun energize her. The day would be warm, intense and beautiful.

They were back on land, proper land, she could feel it in her bones. This was where she belonged, not out to sea or on a madman's idea of paradise, but back on proper, honest-to-goodness earth. Her earth. Home.

She ignored her surroundings for now. There would be time for that later, maybe. She had to get her priorities right and that meant being as prepared as she possibly could for what would come. They were to be hunted, or that was their plan — Arcene had other ideas entirely.

Stay calm, no fear. You're Arcene. You have a child and you have friends. A home, a real home where you belong, and you will not let these people hurt you or Leel. No way.

Arcene bent to the pile to see what she had been given, as if she were a character in a stupid film. She'd show them. Nobody degraded her for entertainment. She was in charge of her destiny and she would not be shown on some stupid screen for a bunch of inbred degenerates in the middle of the sea. What had Vorce said, that her sabotage had been pointless? So how were they to do it then? Never mind, focus on the here and now.

The pile contained Leel's backpack, the contents examined but everything replaced. There was dried meat and fish, bottles of water. She ate a little, for once her appetite not her focus, and she felt a pang of guilt as she chewed. Was she really that rude eating food offered to her? She didn't know the tradition that you should be frugal, and assumed they had plenty. She shook, neat pigtails bouncing against her chest. It wasn't a crime punishable by death, that was for sure.

She examined the "gifts." There was a spool of rope. Rope! Well, maybe it would be useful. Arcene slung it into the pack. What else? A small, black device clattered to the ground as she discarded a coat that was useless. She bent and picked up the hand-sized object. It was matte black, just a countdown in red. 47:56. It blinked to 47:55 as she inspected it. Her time before they came for her? How very dramatic. What was with these people? Vorce had definitely watched too many TV shows and movies pre-Lethargy, that was for sure.

She continued to rummage but mostly it was useless stuff. Other weapons like knives and clubs, a blanket which she kept, and then she was done. They had given her little, but enough to survive for days if they failed to kill her fast. How generous.

Arcene fastened the buckles on the backpack and stood, sipping water. Here she was, a girl yet a woman, kilt, black over-the-knee socks with trademark pink bunnies, tight vest, sword, swigging from a bottle of water that for all she knew would send her crashing to the ground any second. She didn't think so though. Where would be the fun for them? She put a hand to her brow, shielded her eyes against the glare of the sun peeking between buildings, and studied what she could only think of as home. It wasn't a part of the world she had been in before, yet it felt strangely familiar at the same time.

Woof?

The weak bark of Leel interrupted Arcene before she had the chance to come to any decisions about her next move. She rushed over and gave a familiar hug — it was becoming a common theme. The last time. She wouldn't let them be drugged again.

"It's okay, I'm here. Are you all right?"

Woof, woof. Woof.

"Good girl. You must feel terrible. That nasty man, you showed him didn't you?" Arcene smiled. They'd underestimated how good a team they are, but maybe she should have acted differently, not let them see? It was too late now, and besides, they'd darted Leel!

Arcene reached out a hand and dragged the pack close, pulled out strips of what she assumed was mouse, felt a twinge of guilt after how nice the one in the night was, but gave a handful to Leel and, ignoring the slobber, picked some out for herself and chewed.

"Yum. Mousy, right? Better though, yes? It is, isn't it?"

Woof.

Leel wiggled her paws, not trying to stand yet. Obviously, she'd learned not to rush it when she felt funny. Arcene poured water into a cupped hand and let Leel lap it up, then repeated it a number of times until the bottle was empty. She didn't mention the drying wee Leel lay in, it would probably depress her, or make her upset.

"Okay then, Leel, we have a situation on our hands here. I tried to stop them making us their entertainment, but I don't know if I succeeded. It means they may be trying to film us, to entertain people as we run and hide and they hunt us. We won't be having any of that, will we?"

Woof, woof.

"Exactly. So we need a plan." Arcene stood tall, trying to figure out the best approach.

Leel got to her feet and, after a little wobble, set her face in a determined, and what she thought of as menacing, stare. She arched her back, then ruined it all by sniffing her side where she'd been lying in the unmentionable puddle and whined.

"It's all right, girl, nothing to worry about. You carry on being menacing." Arcene smiled at Leel. She supposed she would look dangerous to those that didn't know her. The massive head, large floppy ears, those giant jaws but with the wobbly jowls that swung when she ran, the white patch over her one eye that made Arcene always think of her as like a pirate, but a good one — all Arcene saw was a daft puppy with little sense. Her friend.

Woof?

"Not sure, but I'm guessing we must be at the coast. This is one damn ugly town though, and no mistake." Knowing her life may depend on it, Arcene studied their surroundings in detail, all the while feeling self-conscious in case they were being watched. She examined the ground first, a lush carpet of stunted grass that would have once been a main thoroughfare in the town. Mounds ran either side of the road, old cars long since rusted, saplings, bushes and weeds poking through open windows, forced through gaps in the rusted bodywork. It was a wide street, so they must be in a large town, maybe even a city.

Buildings either side were in utter ruin, nothing was whole. In their immediate vicinity the buildings were all three or four stories, roofs caved in, windows smashed, fronts collapsed into the road revealing depressing interiors full of rotten leaves and the detritus of centuries.

Pieces of bone could be seen amongst the rubble and the plants, inside and out, where those with The Lethargy died where they stood or sat, nobody left to look after them or give them a dignified end.

Further down the street in both directions half-fallen skyscrapers cut off the views, whole sides missing where foundations or supports had finally given way. Some looked like they had merely been sliced off, others were as splintered as a tree struck by lightning. Nothing stirred.

Arcene had been in plenty of towns, but there always seemed to be noise. Wildlife, falling masonry, the sound of everything slowly crumbling to dust. Something. Here there were no animals apart from a few birds, but not what she expected. There weren't even any pigeons. There were always pigeons. Always.

"First thing first, we need to ensure they don't get to have their entertainment. Can you see any cameras, Leel?" Taking the hint, but not really knowing what she was looking for, Leel sniffed the ground for evidence. Arcene wanted nothing from these people, and pulled at the ribbon on her hair, releasing it from the pigtails. She'd plait it herself, even if it would be messy, but for now she just wanted to feel the forces of nature around her, and add a little drama, of course.

Leel continued to search for clues. Arcene left her to it and took another approach.


TECHNO-ZONE


THE NOISE WAS everything, and those fortunate — or unfortunate — enough to be Awoken received gifts that often came as a complete surprise. Some were adept in almost every possible way The Noise could be exploited or used to enhance life, while others were more limited in their abilities, or chose to focus on one aspect or another.

Arcene, in typical fashion, tended to ignore most of it, or downright forgot she could use abilities still relatively new to her, having been a part of her life for only a few years.

It was hard to always remember that what you saw and felt was just the surface layer of the complexity that made up the true reality of the world, life, and the unlikely chance of ever being born at all. Arcene lived in a world that relied on her senses and idea of what was just. She lived to enjoy the simple things, like food and curling up with Leel to sleep, or cuddling her son, watching him run around and marvel at butterflies and ask her a million times why the sky was blue or what slugs did — both of which she had no answer for

There was so much more, and Arcene supposed she had inside of her the ability to learn a little of everything The Noise could offer. For her, most of what was available were extensions of herself — reading emotions, looking at the true nature of people, watching them through The Noise where they shone in different colors. It told her a lot. Sparkles of energy and life forces that whizzed or moved at the pace of the universe itself — she could see the energy behind all things if she allowed herself to become one with The Noise.

Want to really prove to yourself how everything is interconnected? Then look at a tree, watch the sap rising and spreading to the very tip of its highest branch. Watch the processes as sunlight shines on a leaf and how that energy is then transformed into sugars and gives life to the plant — nothing is more miraculous than that seemingly impossible change of one form of energy for another. She could see beneath the ground, watch as water was sucked up by roots that split and split again until they were finer than the hairs on her head. Arcene knew, understood how it all helped provide the tree with sustenance. How water became life, but more.

Arcene appreciated that tiny bugs helped make the soil just right for life to flourish. She knew, saw without seeing, how microbes and organisms teeming in their billions beneath her feet all united to create the whole, and how it flowed up, down, in, out, and everywhere to all come together to allow anything and everything to simply be.

It was often overwhelming, and Arcene was happy just to know that such things existed. She didn't need to move through life seeing it all the time, it would impede the reality she had chosen.

Such insight was only the beginning. There was no end to it. She could look at a man's mind and see the trillions of messages relayed to his brain as patterns traveling faster than you would think possible. She could slow them down, step out of reality and watch them.

Watch a movement of her sword change what happens in a man's mind, how fear glows red and confidence is a cool, mellow yellow, or sometimes a different color but meaning the same thing. Electrical impulses seen like they were beacons in the night, clear and easy to read if she only focused — something she was never too keen on doing. Arcene knew herself well enough to know her mind wandered and she didn't have the longest of attention spans — there was too much to do, to see. To experience.

When it got serious though, she could do it. Do so many things. Time itself was malleable, and some could step through the gaps, see the infinite futures spread out in front of them. Watch as each path was followed and pick their destiny. But the price was terrible. To go through life in a dream, living what you had seen happen, that was the stuff of nightmares. All joy gone, walking a path already trodden, repeating things that had yet to happen though you knew they had, would, and there was no escape until the end. That was true horror, and Arcene wanted nothing to do with such things. She liked the surprise, the not knowing. Who could live a life you had already experienced? What would be the point?

Everything was there if you wanted it, but often the cost was too high. Arcene stuck to only what was needed to survive, and that often meant her fast reflexes, her sword, and her refusal to be scared in a world that was far too beautiful to let a few insignificant specks of loathsome humanity get in the way of the true beauty of what it mean to be alive and live in the here and now, letting the future happen as it would, never knowing. Wondrous, terrifying, and the greatest gift of all.

Ugh, what's wrong with me? Here I am, thinking about how my mind drifts, and my thoughts are drifting thinking this instead of doing what I'm supposed to.

Arcene stilled herself as if dissolving into the air. Sight blurred and a new vision took over. Arcene looked at her surroundings, seeing behind the facade.

Arcene went digital.

Energy was energy, but there was a difference between it all. Arcene sought code. The 0s and 1s that made up the binary world almost vanished from the British Isles, but clinging to virtual existence in pockets where electricity and networks still flowed — a fleeting existence, before they faded into nothingness. She scanned first one side of the street, then the other, beginning close and moving her awareness further and further away.

Buildings contained digital equipment, blocks of orange signifying stored energy inside batteries that drained almost as soon as they were charged. Arcene followed the bright spots, went deeper, found the dense blue-green packets of data that would send signals to be read as pixels of color and transmitted to screens, saved in computers still crunching on The Island, less destroyed in that cramped room than she had first imagined.

She became the numbers. Read the code and watched the information relayed. Images of herself, of six others in a room at the opposite end of the street to where she stood. She corrupted the data, made it flow in different combinations, the signal meaningless.

Again, again and again.

She turned this way and that, seeking the bright spots that told her of the watchers, and she shut them down one by one, then two by two, faster and faster, her mind at one with The Noise, awareness expanding until she almost lost herself in the virtual spaces between worlds where data became energy and energy became data.

Turning, Arcene worked her way down the street in her mind until all cameras were dead, nothing but black boxes of nothingness, their lenses useless. Then she switched direction, toward those involved in The Hunt, staring at a box with a digital readout just like hers. Theirs flashing 17:09, hers the same, she assumed.

She repeated her actions until there was only one camera left uncorrupted. It was in the room where the people were, high up, the camera pointing down the street.

Arcene paused, reversed her actions, replayed the scenes, tracing where the cameras and their leads all led. They wound their way to junctions, bundled and spliced into thicker cables, until eventually all that remained was a fat snake of black data moving incredibly fast away from the city and into a tunnel, a tunnel she assumed she had traveled through. Eventually, the data emerged above the water and ended, in a room she had thought completely destroyed.

So that was it, how they were transported from The Island.

The area watched over was large, but if cameras were anything to go by then the action was to be limited to just the main street and a few side streets. After that all was quiet. No digital feeds, no power. Emptiness. This was the hunting ground. Their arena.

Knowledge was power. Arcene had all she needed.

With a sense for the dramatic, Arcene turned her attention to the final camera. She let her mind drift back to a simpler reality and suddenly she was back, snapped into her own skin, her own mind. Her dog sat beside her in the middle of a street.

If they want a show I'll give them a show.


STATIC


TWO THOUSAND, THREE hundred and seventeen pairs of eyes stared at the screen, captivated. The shot was from far in the distance. They were unaware it came from a camera at the far end of the street in a ruin of a skyscraper on the seventh floor, so the angle was slightly downward.

The vista was bleak, washed out, grainy and monochrome save for a dark blue tinge that made the day seem like dusk approached.

The devastated city.

A world they were lucky to have no part in revealed itself on all sides. The legacy of all that was wrong with the old world.

Tsccccccccccccch.

Static. Then the camera zoomed to a closeup of a girl and her dog. The Prey.

Wind blew Arcene's loose hair across her face, the skin flawless. She brushed it aside with her hand, hair almost white on the screen as the sun hit.

The dog's teeth were bared, snarling as if insulted by their watching. The crowd gasped and many took an involuntary step back.

But it was Arcene that was the focus. Her pale eyes shone with an intensity hardly real, as if all color was centered there, shining bright, defying the poor image quality. She turned at a slight angle, hands on hips, slender legs pale where flesh showed between the hem of her kilt and the over-the-knee socks.

She reached behind her languidly, arm bending at the elbow. A flash of red, the pommel of the sword. Then steel, catching the light like ice. The sword pointed to the sky. Slowly, it moved forward, until pointing at the camera. Accusing.

Arcene's eyes bored into theirs, as if she could see them huddle closer together.

Suddenly, without warning, the image cleared.

Pixels danced for a moment then rearranged into hyper-clarity more intense than reality itself, definition impossibly high. Arcene exploded into a rainbow of color, her silver hair impossibly luminous, her eyes impossibly blue, the red pommel redder than blood and the pink bunnies on her socks almost coming to life and dancing around her legs.

Tsccccccccccccch.

Another zoom. Up close on her face. The snub nose, the high cheekbones that swept to a somewhat pointed, dimpled chin. Her confidence radiated out at them. The full lips, punishment red, parted slightly. She smiled. A knowing smile. Not one of friendliness. An insult. A barely disguised sneer.

Tsccccccccccccch.

Closer still. Color blaring out of the screen.

She winked.

The screen contracted to a white dot, the eye smaller and smaller. It was gone.

The image cut off. All that remained was static.

The show was over. There would be no more entertainment for those on The Island.

Now The Hunt was personal.

Tsccccccccccccch.


09:47


"HA, THAT'LL SHOW 'em." Arcene smiled, just for herself this time, and felt a weight lift from her shoulders. How was she supposed to focus when she would keep wondering if her bum looked big on the screen, or if her hair was all right?

Knowing her actions would drive Vorce crazy, Arcene understood the importance of moving fast. They were isolated, where he wanted them, and she knew he would have a plan of action. The tables had to be turned. Never do what your opponent expects, keep them guessing. Do the opposite of what they think you'll do, do what they themselves wouldn't think of.

Or, run. Just run, and deal with it when you could. Arcene looked at her countdown timer. 09:47. Would Vorce honor this unspoken agreement? Or would they already be out the building and after her? No time to think on it now.

"Leel, how about we run? Now, and fast?"

Woof.

Leel bounded over on clumsy legs, like they were made of floppy rubber. How she was still uncoordinated after all these years was just one of those things, or maybe it was how all Great Danes were — because of their size? And Leel was the biggest of them all.

"Good girl. Come on, this way. Oh, Wait." Arcene hauled the pack onto Leel's back, and secured it quickly with nimble, confident fingers. "Right, now we can scoot."

They ran away from the Hunters, down the street in the opposite direction, easy strides that wouldn't see them tire. Leel bounded ahead. Arcene pumped with strong legs, her arms moving with a practiced ease she could keep up all day.

Damn, shouldn't have untied my hair. She blew through the side of her mouth at the annoying strands and decided as soon as she stopped she would plait it. If she got a moment's peace.

How long would it take to get to the boundary? What then? She hadn't actually seen it, not with her own eyes, just the sense of it through The Noise, so she wasn't sure what to expect. It couldn't be that bad, could it?

They ran on, no point trying to hide as it would slow them down. They moved in a straight line to see what they came to at the end. It wasn't easy to keep up a good pace though, the road became dangerous, too many remnants of the past to maintain speed — if she twisted an ankle it would be the end of everything.

Bricks hid under grass. Sheets of rusted steel and broken glass threatened to slice through arteries, and everywhere was rubble. Chunks of concrete, bits of cars, old signs, fallen lampposts, bones and carcasses. Some of it not quite right, like it had been done on purpose to make the terrain more interesting. To make it harder to escape, or at least escape uninjured. Easier Prey.

They took it carefully. It was better to stay in one piece than gain distance only to be slowed by injury. Leel scrambled over a pile of rotten beams, and concrete with exposed reinforcing rods poking out, while Arcene resorted to using her hands to help gain traction as the pile shifted beneath them. But they were up, at the top, and moving down the other side.

She checked the timer. Less than three minutes left, and still no sign of the edge of the enclosure.

It can't be that far. How would he have done it? Ugh, stupid, he could have done it at any time. He could have fenced it so he had somewhere safe when The Lethargy happened, or when there were still millions of people walking about and the city would have been crowded and noisy, and everyone would cheer him for being so kind and keeping them safe. Not that they would have been, but still. Arcene had seen it before. Whole villages, even large cities were ringed with fences, many fallen long ago. Sometimes there were massive stone walls, built to keep people out, those on the inside believing it would stop The Lethargy, as if it was carried person to person and contagious. It didn't work like that, but they weren't to know.

She ran.

It was obvious, Vorce had probably done something centuries ago. He'd built The Island, after all. Enclosing a city would be nothing in comparison as all it would take was manpower, materials and money — you could accomplish anything with that combination.

The day grew warmer as the sun rose above the buildings, shadows gone, grass sparkling with pure intensity, the sky as clear as new glass. On they ran, breathing deeply, a faint tang of salt in the air almost overpowered by the stink of rotting vegetation that spilled out of buildings, where it festered and decomposed in damp interiors where the light never warmed and nothing could dry out.

Leel's ears pricked up and she picked up her pace. Arcene did likewise, trusting her friend. She followed as Leel turned a corner at the end of the street, disappearing out of sight before her barks echoed back and Arcene caught up, turned too.

"Oh, my. Well, I wasn't expecting this."

The plan would have to change. Wait, she didn't have one anyway, did she? No, just run, wait for something to happen and turn the tables on them, that was as far as it went — it felt like wishful thinking now.

Just stop, deal with the here and now.

Heart rate consciously slowed, fingers steady, Arcene removed the red ribbons from her left wrist and tied her hair in bunches, no time for plaits. That done, she unbuckled the backpack, grabbed a bowl and poured half a bottle of water for Leel. While Leel lapped at it greedily, she drank the other half.

With uncharacteristic vehemence, she threw the empty bottle at the seemingly unsurmountable obstacle. The metal wobbled under the impact, a section moving slightly, the whole unaffected. The glass smashed, tinkling to the ground as it landed in the grass. A bird squawked and flew from its perch up high on the fence, anger directed at Arcene before it was lost on the other side.

"We need wings, Leel, that would solve our problems. Or the mole people, they could dig us out. Aah, Hmm." Could it be that simple? This would have been erected to stop people getting in. Would there still be underground tunnels for sewers and water? No, bad idea, they would be clogged up, they always were, and too gross anyway. Dark and dirty, probably with weird animals. Or she could get trapped. No, stay above ground. She'd had enough of tunnels lately anyway, and they never delivered on anything but danger and near-death experiences.

What then?

00:03. Out of time. If they hadn't left yet then they would be in seconds. Arcene doubted Vorce would keep to the countdown anyway, now there was nobody back home watching.


FAULTY TECHNOLOGY


VORCE WATCHED IN utter dismay as the tiny images on the screen on his lap snapped to black. He'd snatched the tablet from Janean the minute the Elder in charge of monitoring and controlling the camera feeds had warned him of an issue. He couldn't believe it. This had never happened before. The images blinked out, until only one remained. He spread it to take up the whole screen with a flick of his fingers. Arcene stared back at him. Defiant and cocky. Smiling.

She winked. All that remained was black. And anger.

"That damn girl, she's cut the camera feeds, all of them. The ones for the street, the fence, the interiors. The lot." Vorce handed the tablet to Janean in disgust.

She tapped at the screen frantically, trying to find a solution. He knew it was no use; Arcene had corrupted them. Batteries would be dead, circuits haywire. There would be no more screening back on The Island and they would be hunting blind. It made it a very different game to the one he had played so many times.

He let himself calm, forced his body to relax. It was no good moaning about it, and certainly not a good idea to show concern to the others, especially not Talia and her two aides. He had to be strong, fearless. In control.

But damn her, how had she even done that? Vorce knew he couldn't manipulate binary code, let alone the matter that made up the admittedly almost already dead batteries, but she had done it somehow. Physical manipulation through The Noise was meant to be impossible. It was too ephemeral, there for you to see more than others, experience more. To take control of your own mind and body, that of others too, but this?

Maybe that was it? She had taken control of the ghost in the machine, the digital minds that constitute the circuits, memory boards and chips within the cameras, which were more like computers anyway than anything he would have called a camera in his youth.

Heck, he still remembered when if you wanted a picture you had to take a roll of film to a photographic store and get it developed, always annoyed that you'd spent so much money and most of the results were terrible. Then it all changed when everything became digital. You printed what you wanted, although most never were, eventually lost on phones or computers when they died, just like all his had just done. Could she do that, infiltrate and destroy non-sentient digital minds? How? Rearrange the binary code, it must be that, or fry the circuits somehow.

Could he get replacements? Set them up and continue with the feeds? He turned to ask but thought better of it. The way Janean acted gave him the answer to his unspoken question — there would be no more feed. Even with cameras working, the cable that sent the images to The Island was corrupted, he could sense it by looking at her.

Janean, Boehn, and the three younger ones stirred uncomfortably in their positions, shifting from leg to leg. The three friends looked at each other nervously, unsure how to act, or whether they should say anything. This was all new to them, a world they had never known. They had been thrown in at the deep end and already it was going wrong. He had to keep them confident, to focus on the years of training they had gone through to make them fighters. Strong, agile, reflexes as quick as snakes.

"Well," he stood and turned so all could see his face, "it looks like we truly have a worthy adversary. Be warned, she is more powerful in The Noise than I believed, and she will not be so easy to trace now she has disabled the cameras. We can't see her, neither can The Island, so we will do this the primitive way."

"What's that?" asked Talia.

"Why, good old fashioned leg work. We will track and find her. The Hunt will continue."

"That's how it should be done anyway, isn't it?" asked Erato, before getting a nudge in the ribs from Talia.

"Yes, well, it never hurts to have an edge."


TO CHEAT...


NONE OF THEM had even known they would have been able to track Arcene via cameras. It seemed like cheating to Talia, like having a hidden pile of cards up your sleeve. Not exactly sporting.

Talia knew her friends were thinking the same. That it wasn't right to find the Prey so easily. It was less real hunting, more following a clear route and killing — different thing entirely. Where was the chance to get away? To her this seemed fair. There must always be a chance.

Hunts they had witnessed on The Island had never made mention of this aspect, and they had never been shown Hunters with this — what did they call it? — tablet, that showed all the images. Talia had only ever seen the screen back home, same as everyone else. All of this was a different world, full of marvels that were apparently commonplace.

Why did they not have this technology if it was so readily available? Why were they so limited? Was it done on purpose? Vorce had always said it was too precious and rare, that their screenings of The Hunt were next to impossible because of the state of the batteries and the energy required. But if he could run all of this, something she admittedly had never really considered, not understanding the need for all the cameras and whatever else made it work, surely he could do something to make life very different back home.

To be involved in a Hunt was an honor, and she had been the one to Judge Arcene, and her dog, but this? Following them on a screen, being able to sneak up on them unawares and without a chance, that was wrong. Hunts never made it look like that. There was always drama. Sometimes people from The Island even got killed. Now she wondered if maybe it was done on purpose, Vorce allowing the occasional death to increase the tension and the apparent, but nonexistent, risk of danger they really faced.

No, he wouldn't do that, would he? He was a good, if stern man, looked out for his people, treated them all fairly and equally. He knew what was best, and she had chosen. Arcene must die. For her lack of manners, her rudeness, her terrible greed. She even held a sword to an Elder — that was unforgivable. Didn't she know how important they were?

Well, of course she didn't. She came from here, this terrible place full of crumbling buildings and foul stink, as if the air itself was rotten through and through. How could she cope? How could anyone, and not go insane?

Talia, Cashae, and Erato kept quiet after Vorce's outburst, exchanged glances as Vorce and the Elders spoke quietly with heads close together. Very different to the loud outbursts when they realized The Hunt would not go as had apparently been planned. It was all too much to take in. Too many changes to her usual life happening too quickly. One minute she was on The Island, the next she was coming out of a mild drug hangover finding herself walking through the ruins of a society she had never known, only heard about, or seen in pictures. Part of her had always thought of it as a fairytale, a myth, something to frighten small children into behaving, and being grateful for what they had.

It was worse than she had been told. Terrible, overpowering and foul.

Everything stank, was decaying and broken. This huge city was nothing but rotten to the core. This was why Vorce had constructed their Island, to keep them away from this terrible reality. To protect them, and let them live peaceful lives without fear of accepting this as the best there was. He wanted something more for people, for himself, so had given them the gift of clean air, order.

Talia understood for the first time the importance of the work everyone was involved in back home, why Inspections and so many other seemingly ridiculous chores were carried out with such regularity and such efficiency — Vorce didn't want their world to fall into ruin like this city and the whole country had.

She was in a quandary. Her admiration and respect for Vorce grew, realizing what it was he had done, what he had saved them from, whilst at the same time she was learning things that made her cringe and felt wrong. The Hunt was not what it had seemed. It wasn't giving Prey a chance to win. They were tracked with ease, Vorce staring at a screen. It would be easy to give orders, tell others where to go, what to do, when he knew exactly where the Prey was, which direction they were looking in, how they were holding their weapon.

This was entertainment, pure and simple. It hardly seemed like any form of Justice to Talia. It was what? Fun?

As the Elders continued to discuss a new strategy, Talia and her friends grew uneasy, each of them clearly thinking the same. Too many revelations, too much new information to process, too many new sensations and the assault on the senses was almost overpowering in its intensity.

When they'd woken after their voluntary sedation, Talia found herself in the city, as confused as her friends, although the Elders seemed unconcerned, having done it a number of times. There was no time to take it in as Vorce had them walking immediately. How they arrived was a mystery. A miracle.

While they walked, Vorce told them what to expect. He told them not to get overwhelmed, to focus on The Hunt and let their training in the various buildings of The Island guide them in their actions.

All children learned how to hunt from an early age, it was one of the games encouraged by the adults. They would take turns to be Hunter or Prey. Hide-and-Seek, they called it, but as she walked down a grass-covered road, the abundance of greenery wonderful and joyous but marred by the destruction, Talia realized that the game was much more than that.

It set them up for the proper training they did when older. All Islanders knew how to handle weapons, knew how to track and had killed. Yes, seals and birds and fish, but The Hunt was such a major part of their culture it was taken for granted you learned these things, even if the chances of you ever being involved in the real thing were slim.

Well, here she was. In the strange building, in a strange room full of weird and wonderful things she hardly understood, and now their Prey had evened the odds for herself. And Vorce was extremely unhappy.

"Talia, Talia." Cashae clicked her fingers in front of her face.

"Eh?"

"It's time, time to go." Cashae nodded to Vorce and the Elders. They were reaching for weapons, pulling on their packs, just like her friends. She must have looked like a fool, lost in dreams when she was being spoken to.

"Hurry, Talia, we must go," said Vorce, frowning at her inattention.

"Sorry." Talia looked at the countdown on the strange black box. "Don't we have to wait? I thought we gave Prey an hour to get a head start?"

"Our Prey is not abiding by the rules, so why should we? And besides, I think this is rather apt, don't you?"

Talia watched the digits change, realizing what Vorce meant. She nodded and shouldered her pack, took up her weapon.

"In three, two, one," counted Vorce. "Go, go, go."

The timer showed 01:11. Vorce was cheating, but she supposed he had a point. Arcene hadn't played by the rules and he was using the numbers stuck in her head to give them an advantage.

Still, it felt wrong. This was not how it should be. Arcene would believe she had a minute she didn't have. Talia closed the door behind her and they ran down the stairs, out into the open.

They jogged down the road in Arcene's direction, spread out in a line, six Hunters out to catch their Prey.


NO NOISE


TALIA DID AS instructed, and kept her presence in The Noise hidden. It was imperative Arcene couldn't sense them, just as Vorce said he was sure Arcene would maintain her hold over her own presence. But what of the dog? Surely they could trace the dog? Vorce doubted it, but she was welcome to try. So, as they ran and discussed what was now a new plan, Talia entered The Noise and searched for life.

There was plenty of it, but nothing large enough to be a dog, and certainly not one as huge as Leel. Talia picked up tiny splashes of yellow, and even little wisps of almost colorless life — worms and tiny creatures burrowing under the ground, hidden in the rubble. There were birds and there were other creatures she had no names for, not stopping to delve deeper and understand their natures as they weren't her focus. But there was no dog.

How did she do that? Could you mask the presence of another creature if you wanted to? She had never heard of it. But then, she didn't have a close bond with an animal, so maybe that was how it worked? It didn't matter, the main thing was she had tried to find them but failed. If Vorce couldn't, then what were her chances anyway?

So, it was to be a game of hide-and-seek like when she was a child, before the fun changed, took on an edge and turned into training. Physical exercise and practice with weapons. No, this was no game, she had to remind herself of that. This was real. This was The Hunt. It was death, and she had to keep that at the fore of her mind.

She had been Judge, and put Arcene, herself and her friends into this situation, although they were excited to be chosen. Talia had a responsibility to keep herself and them safe. This was new to them all, but her friends were in her care. She wouldn't let them or Vorce down, or the people on The Island she called friends and family even if some still treated her like an outcast because her mother had succumbed to The Lethargy.

She would show them all. Show how good she was. Tales would be told for years of how she was the best Hunter there had ever been, how she had delivered the death blow. Maybe it was better it would never be screened. It would go down in history as her defeating an adversary so powerful that she could even stop technology, but Talia had overcome all obstacles to bring Justice to her people.

On they ran, Vorce giving instructions, warning about the buildings and to tread carefully, to always take stock of the situation before rushing headlong into places where floors could collapse or walls could fall. Watch out for glass, it was everywhere. There were things hiding under the grass, there to cut you, or worse. Look before you act. Don't rush in without thinking how to get out. Get into the mind of your Prey. All things they had been told a thousand times before, but now it was different. It wasn't a game. It was real.

If they failed to get Arcene before dark, they were to return to the camera room. Chances were, they would find her long before then, but there was to be no Hunt at night, not unless everyone was together and there was little choice. Hunt in the day. It was how it had always been. They never hunted at night when the risk to their safety increased.

The Elders gave additional instructions to the three younger ones, warning of the many dangers on the mainland and explaining the endless strange things they saw as they moved down the street.

There was so much. Overhead cables that had allowed communication and electricity into every building, every home. Strange posts that ran down the street — they would come on every evening to illuminate the streets. It happened in every city and town, all across the world, the planet lit up like a billion candles. How had they never heard of this before? How wonderful would that be to walk at night and be able to see?

Vorce kept quiet, focused on the task at hand, but Talia and her friends listened rapt to the hints of the world they had never known and never been told of. She had thought they had been taught all that the world once was, but apparently not.

Even seeing the rusted hulks of the cars and the buses brought it to life. It was different hearing how people used to travel in such things than to actually see them lined up along the sides of roads, or abandoned in the middle at strange angles, or queued where roads intersected.

There were what were called traffic lights, where cars would stop so others could pass, all managed by people or computers to make the city function, same as it did everywhere else. Amazing! Yes, and the lights were different colors so people knew when it was their turn.

And what was that? That, replied Elder Janean, getting into her stride, was art. Made and put there just so people could admire it. Yes, but what did it do? It didn't do anything, its purpose was to allow people to stop, touch it, admire the shape. She remembered lots of art from when she lived on the mainland, before she left to start a better world with Vorce. She warned to be careful of any animals they might encounter. Sometimes there were strange creatures at nighttime, getting in even though the fence should stop anything like that happening.

Fence? What fence?

Vorce cut off Elder Janean with a sharp word and stopped them all, making them move into the shelter of an almost intact building not far from the end of the street.

"Closer, come closer, and be quiet. Elder Janean, why do you do this every time? Please, can we stay focused? This is your life, and if you want to keep it I suggest you remain vigilant. This is not a game, this is The Hunt. Do you think our Prey is chattering like a washerwoman and playing games? No, she will be plotting, planning and hiding, and we must stay alert or you will never get out of this terrible place. Do I make myself clear?"

There were bowed heads and murmurs of agreement. Even Elder Janean looked chastised, something Talia wouldn't have thought possible.

"Now, let The Hunt begin."


A BIG FENCE


"HA, LEEL, STOP it." Arcene tried to shove Leel off but it was no use. The daft lump had her pinned down. Leel sat on her, paws either side of Arcene's head, and went in for another of her favorite moves — the full face lick. Arcene squirmed, trying to escape, but it was no use. Leel licked from her chin right up to the top of her head and Arcene had to take it. It was as gross as always but it somehow felt right, as if Leel knew that just as it was entirely inappropriate to play while you were being hunted to be killed, it was exactly the time that a little light relief was in order.

Arcene smiled despite herself, but knew they shouldn't be messing about. They could be attacked at any moment. She had to stay focused if she wanted to hide both herself and Leel from those who could otherwise find them easily through The Noise.

Leel went in for another round, but Arcene poked out her tongue to tell her off. Bad idea. "Ugh, ugh. You licked inside my mouth! That is the grossest thing in the world, Leel. Come on, time to get up."

Uh-oh. Arcene saw it coming. Leel was about to bark. No, no, no. They'd give themselves away in a second. She'd been whispering and if Leel made a sound you could be sure it would be heard for miles. "No, Leel, they'll hear us." Leel pricked up her ears, turned her head to look for the people, then closed her mouth. She knew Arcene was being serious, understood the situation. Arcene had explained, and it was one of those times when she was certain Leel understood. Whether that was true or not was debatable, but she thought she did.

She got a certain look, like her brain could process important information, and Arcene wondered at such times what Leel really thought and understood — more than she let on, was the conclusion she always came to.

"Okay, now, about this wall. Or I suppose it's a fence. Hmm." Leel stood and stepped off Arcene. After a wipe of her face that did little but spread the slobber more evenly, Arcene got up. They both stared up at the fence.

There had to be a way over it, or through it. Arcene had encountered plenty of obstacles in her life, and the one thing she was certain of was that if there was a barrier then there was a way to get to the other side. It stood to reason. If you built a fence then you had to get through it. There were always people working both sides to construct it, so how did they get back over? Nobody built a prison they couldn't escape from, and this one was no exception. She simply had to find out how to beat it, get her freedom and some room to breathe. To think.

Or did she? Maybe she should just hide? Watch and see what happened, how her Hunters acted. See how experienced they were. What weapons would they have? Guns? If so, then she would need a different strategy than relying on hand-to-hand combat. Bow and arrow? Crossbow? Sling? It could be anything. She needed to know.

It would be no good running down a street with them a good distance behind if that meant getting shot in the back. Somehow, it didn't feel like that was the way Vorce would operate, but then again, he'd decided it would be fun to hunt and kill her and televise it for other people's enjoyment. So she guessed he could stoop as low as it was possible to stoop when he thought such acts of cruelty and barbarism were what people who declared themselves civilized did as punishment for supposed rule breaking you didn't even know was a crime.

Maybe I am greedy? Heck, I am, I know it. But I like food, surely that's not a crime?

Arcene set her shoulders. She'd come to a decision.

"Come on, Leel, we're going to hide. No barking," she added hurriedly, as Leel opened her mouth to agree to the game.

Arcene and Leel turned their backs on the fence and headed to the next street, hoping that Vorce would come straight down the main road thinking she was easy prey for a team of six. They hadn't seen anything yet, and they had definitely underestimated Leel.

They walked, no point running everywhere just for the sake of it. Stealth was the order of the day now, and that meant being careful where they trod. The streets were a mess, and Arcene didn't want to leave a trail, so they moved off the grass and close to the buildings where patches of paving slabs were still evident between the rubble and glass.

It wouldn't be easy to move silently here, too much was on the ground. They would be heard. What to do? Which way to go? The best thing was to get some distance, then watch and wait.

With Leel staying close, Arcene stepped on bare patches wherever possible, and ramped up her hearing until every footfall sounded like a giant stomping down on buildings.

She could hear nothing but their own passage, so guessed they were safe. For now. They were on a side street running at right angles to the main street, the fence a block away. It really was a limited area, and if her pursuers broke up they could cover a lot of ground quickly. But still, there were plenty of places to hide so it wouldn't be easy for them to find her if they hid.

They kept moving, Arcene scanning in all directions, Leel taking the rear so she could follow as close as possible in Arcene's footsteps. Leel was silent, amazingly so, the years of hunting paying off, even though she usually just made a mad dash and relied on speed and bulk rather than cunning and stealth.

They got halfway down the street then took another turn, heading back toward the fence. Arcene believed it best to stay close to it as one way or another they had to get over it. She spotted a likely place to hide and they weaved between hulks of ancient cars and entered through a wooden door, out of place amid the steel and concrete, into a building Arcene knew was once a church. It sat amid once modern architecture, still relatively intact, the brick and wood holding better than the crumbling concrete.

Arcene felt out of place and time as soon as she stepped inside. At the far end was a simple wooden cross high on the wall. Scattered church pews covered the tiled floor, most of them turned over, piles of leaves and litter sweeping over them where the wind had blown them into mounds like the tide coming to wash away the sins of the past.

But this was no longer a place for worship, a lost religion Arcene had heard about many times but never even came close to understanding. When The Lethargy came, some clung to faith stronger than ever, but most lost it, or the values were perverted, becoming something else over the years until what were once rules to live by morphed into something else. Arcene never understood any of it.

The small main room was an off-white, simple and mostly unadorned, but it still held that eerie sense of silence you only found in places of prayer or learning. Churches and libraries, they always made you want to whisper, even though there was nobody to tell you to be quiet.

Arcene, with Leel bumping against her side, moved carefully between the upended benches and avoided stepping on the brittle books scattered everywhere. She may not have the faith those who worshiped here once had, but she wasn't about to insult it by putting a dirty boot on their book of worship. They made it to the far end and stepped up onto a raised platform.

Scrawled across the wall beneath the cross were the words "Why have YOU forsaken US?" in red, and on the floor were the remains of a man, little more than bone and cloth. A book was clutched tight to his chest. It was one of the saddest things she had ever seen.

"Come on, Leel, let's go through to the back, see if we can get higher." Leel sniffed the corpse, then followed Arcene into an anteroom. There was nothing but decay, the place ransacked for anything of use, but Arcene found the stairs that led up. They climbed, the silence closing in as their footsteps dulled on the stone steps that spiraled tightly in a space Leel found it hard to maneuver in, her shoulders brushing the sides as they went higher.

Doubt crept in as they ascended. Was this a bad idea? Was she trapping them? Or was it a safe refuge, the last person to find sanctuary in the church? Best to keep going, try to get an idea of what was happening outside, what her Hunters were doing. Ugh, now she was capitalizing it too, like they deserved such importance!

As they turned, and climbed higher, the light dimmed until it was hard to see, but they made it to the top only to be confronted with a closed door. Arcene tried the handle but it wouldn't budge. She crouched to peer through the keyhole but there was nothing but black. The key must be in it on the other side, and she didn't dare try to break it down for fear of alerting Vorce and his team to their location.

"Sorry, Leel, but we have to go back down. This was a bad idea. We need a bigger building, one with lots of windows I think." Leel moaned, and tried to turn, but the space was too tight. Arcene shifted her position, back up tight against the wall on the small landing, and coaxed Leel forward until she squeezed next to her. Arcene slipped past and down a few steps to give Leel room to maneuver then they both descended.

Back down in the church the strange feeling of there being someone, something, watching her returned. A spiritual residue lingering after all these centuries, as if the prayers and the praise had seeped into the walls and was being released just for her — it was unnerving.

Arcene stared at the message on the wall once more, then spoke to the body beneath it. "Maybe he didn't forsake you. Maybe this was a new start, to make things better, but as usual we messed up, got it wrong again."

They retraced their steps. Arcene peeked out of the door to check it was clear, then picked another building. As they crept through the street as fast as possible, Arcene felt a strange sadness come over her. What had the people felt when everything changed for them so suddenly? Did they think they were being punished, or that they deserved it?

The world had definitely been mad, impossible to understand, but it had its beauty too. But that was then, this was now, and she had her own concerns. No time to shed a tear for what once was. She had responsibilities, and letting her energy deflate, and her spirit darken, was no way to go about surviving. She was Arcene and nobody would take away her happiness, her lust for life and its endless beauty. The miracle of being alive.

"In here, Leel. Come on."

They stepped inside what must have been an old clothes store. Most of the stock was gone, taken long ago, but a few items remained — torn to shreds, rotten, or strangely still intact, bright colors peeking from under the fallen rails and display cases, broken mannequins in unnatural poses, prone on the tiles, blank eyes staring forever at the lack of customers.

What a strange world it was. How wonderful it must have been to walk into a building and have your pick of clothes in any color and style you wanted. Then Arcene remembered that you would have to have a job to afford them, and thought herself lucky that all she had to do was ensure what she'd decided was her look was in plentiful supply back home. A huge collection of clothes saved from the rot and carefully stored. She didn't have to pay and she didn't have to drive a car and queue in traffic and inhale noxious fumes if she wanted a new pair of socks.

They made their way through the store as fast as possible, ignoring the bodies. There were always bodies in stores. The last thing some people had done with their lives was go shopping.


TIME FOR A PLAN


ABOVE THE STORE, the two levels had been converted into spacious and luxurious apartments. What was even more surprising was that one remained completely untouched. The top floor was a mess, roof partially fallen where a truss had finally given way to rot, but the second floor was almost immaculate. A rare glimpse into the life of city dwellers when hustle and bustle would have been evident by a quick glimpse out of the intact windows.

The carpet was musty, and moldy in the far corner where rain damage had seeped from above, but apart from that Arcene could easily believe she was coming home from a hard day at work — what kind of job would she have been good at? — and was now relaxing, taking in the view.

It was only spoiled by the fact they were crouched behind a stupid sofa made of chrome and leather about as comfortable to sit on as a stick. A pointy one. That, and the faint smell of death that was probably more her imagination than coming from the pile of bones and cloth sat at a counter in the open plan kitchen and living area. How the body had remained there, slumped over the upper half of the counter, the lower half still sat on the stool, was a miracle. But there the man was. Even his shoes were still on.

Leel kept glancing at the body as if she expected him to get up and offer them a cup of tea or something nice to eat. It was making Arcene nervous, and now she was thinking about tea and sandwiches. "Stop looking at him, Leel, he's been dead ages." Whenever she encountered homes that hadn't been ransacked, or in ruin, it always felt intrusive, as if she had no right to enter a space not gone through by multiple pairs of hands long before she was born. Like she was a thief and would get caught.

Hiding behind a sofa, and peering out the windows at the street below, made her feel even more like an unwanted guest. As though she was disturbing the man's slumber and he'd wake up, ask why she'd rearranged the furniture and had she seen the state of his rug? Didn't she have any manners?

Knowing the wait could be long, Arcene gathered a few blankets from the bedroom and made a little seating area for her and Leel, then had a change of heart and moved the sofa again, allowing her to stay hidden by the window and peek out to watch.

As time passed, and Leel fell asleep at her feet, Arcene looked out at the enclosed part of the city and wondered how best to deal with the situation. It all came down to the fence as far as she could tell. Over meant freedom.

She could run. Keep on running until she got home. Or she could at least have the freedom to pick off her "Hunters" one by one, without risking the others getting her before she had time to make good her escape.

This wasn't how Arcene normally did things. She confronted her fears, her abusers, and always had her revenge. She had to be honest with herself — running away was out of the question. And besides, if she let them live they'd do it to some other poor soul that happened to get lost at sea, finding themselves in the hands of such evil people.

The fence bisected the city and she could see it between the buildings each way she looked. How hard could it be to get over? All she had to do was find a weak spot and that would be it.

Or… Yes, that was it! She knew what she had to do.

"Wakey, wakey, sleepy head. It's time to go. No point just waiting for them to show up. We need to get out of here and we need to deal with them. I have a plan. Leel, wake up!"

Leel opened an eye and looked at Arcene expectantly. "No, no food. We're going."

Woof!

"Yes, all right. But then we have to go." Arcene fished in the backpack, pulled out the meat, and they each chewed a few slices of dried flesh. At least Arcene did, Leel gulped hers then pleaded with infinitely sad eyes. "That's it, we're off." Arcene checked the street below. "Change of plan, come on."

She yanked on Leel's collar and they headed down to street level. An Elder, the one called Boehn, the one she'd confronted with her sword, was moving cautiously down the street, searching for them.

Time to even the odds. Arcene whispered instructions to Leel before they moved through the store and dashed out into bright sunshine — it was a lovely day. Warm, and the breeze had died down. Time to make it somebody's last ever summer.
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Elder Boehn was hyper-alert, all possible precautions taken through his not insubstantial powers over The Noise and his own body. Eyesight was ramped up, peripheral vision as strong as he could possibly make it. Hearing was tweaked to drown out his own quiet footsteps and pick up on anything else. Even the cilia in his nostrils were waving like leeches searching for the scent of blood. He held his short sword in one hand, thick fingers curled tight around the heavily carved hilt.

He was an expert fighter at close quarters, and he wasn't about to let the girl get the better of him this time. How he would ever live down the shame of her sticking that skinny sword at his neck he did not know, and the thought of it brought a flush to his ears. He simply hadn't thought she would do such a thing. It never crossed his mind, and besides, if he'd had a weapon it would have been a different story.

Revenge would be his. He would be the one to find her, maim her and call for Talia to deliver the death blow as was her right and her duty. He knew the younger ones thought of him as rather a gruff man, but it was a persona. To close friends, like Vorce who he had been with for so very long, he often laughed and joked. It was the beard, he knew that. Having a face that was long and a little like a horse — he hated to admit but did — and a brown-gray beard, made him look exactly how you would expect a grumpy old man to look. But he was quite a positive guy, he liked to think, if a little jaded by life. By The Hunt.

So many Hunts over the years. He didn't even have the enthusiasm for such an escape as he once did, until now.

This was a real adversary. She would be slippery, probably take a day or two to find without the camera feeds. Right now she would be holed up in a building, but she'd make a mistake. They always did.

Was she mad?

Boehn smiled as he halted. She was a feisty young thing, but did she actually believe she could win against a man centuries older than her with all the experience that entailed?

Arcene stood ten paces away from him, back to the sun — a clever move — legs wide and that cocky smile on her face like she knew something he didn't. She reached over her shoulder and drew her sorry excuse for a sword. She swished it back and forth in practiced moves, the sound of cut air carrying to him.

"I must say, you are a bit of a surprise."

"Yeah, well, you ain't seen nothing yet." Arcene sheathed her sword. The pommel danced like a wobbly sun seen through ill-made glass.

What was she doing? Did she want to fight him without a blade? He wasn't that stupid. This would be easier than he thought. He watched as she walked casually toward him, features becoming clear as the sun was obscured by a wisp of cloud.

"I'm sorry about threatening you, I didn't mean it. I've just had a few bad experiences, so hate people I don't know touching me."

"Apology accepted, although I'm afraid that doesn't mean I can let you go." Boehn was warming to the girl. There was something about her, something that felt right, like she was part of the natural world rather than a human being. Swaying in the breeze, going with the flow.

He moved his left leg forward for balance and readied himself. There must be no surprises. He would slice a leg, flesh bare above her bizarre socks, then the arm. Then he would call for the others.

"That's a bit of a silly move, if you don't mind me saying."

"Eh, what?" Could she read his thoughts? Impossible.

"I don't have to. I can see it in your stance, in the way you hold your sword. I've been trained by the best, and I've seen a lot of martial arts movies too. Did you know—"

"Enough! We shall fight, and you will lose."

"I don't think we will fight. Why bother?"

Boehn had been stupid, so stupid.

It was all so obvious. How had he fallen for such a trick? He felt the hot air on his neck but it was too late. As he turned, sword moving to slice though the attacker at his rear, he knew he'd lost.

The last thing Boehn saw before he died was the gaping jaws of Leel as they snapped at his throat and ripped off half his neck and his lower jaw. He dropped down, dead. His sword clattered beside him.

Leel walked past him and sat by Arcene. "Good girl. Silly man, doesn't he know who he's messing with?”

Woof.

"Okay, one victory bark, but then you must be quiet." Arcene rubbed Leel's ear gently. When she pulled it away there was blood on her hand. "Guess it's apt. The mark of the Hunter, victorious in the chase."

Woof. Leel almost managed to whisper.

"Okay, fair enough. You were victorious, but I helped. Come on, we can get back to my plan now."


A NICE FIRE


EVERYTHING BURNED IF it got hot enough.

After walking the perimeter of the wall for twenty minutes, putting distance between them and the body, Arcene kept the thought running in a loop while she dealt with the death. She felt no remorse. The man, the "Elder," would have seen her, both of them, dead. But violent deaths always left a little hollow spot in her heart, like each one chipped a little off and she had to monitor it, ensure she repaired the damage. If she didn't, she knew the day would come when it would mean nothing, like taking off a pair of socks.

Life, and death, had to mean something. It was so precious, so she mourned in her own way for what the man could have been in a different timeline if choices had been different. Satisfied, Arcene let his memory fade like a dream, replaced by the plan, or idea anyway, she had decided on.

It looked like a suitable spot. The fence crept around the back of a row of buildings with just enough room to squeeze past. The narrow space was full of trash, leaves, junk of all description that had gathered and built higher and higher. But it was the buildings themselves she was more interested in. These were very old, not the modern style like most of the others, but ancient buildings constructed of brick and wood that predated The Lethargy by centuries.

Careful not to give away their position, they crept into a building through a back door that hung by a single hinge. Arcene twisted it off and carried it inside. After moving to the wall nearest the fence she left it there and hunted for anything else combustible.

There were numerous doors fallen to the floor in various rooms, a few wooden chairs, and all manner of things she could use. It wasn't long before she had jammed as much as possible into the small room, already cramped as it was a storage space for the store that seemingly sold shoes — a whole store just for shoes!

She added cardboard, crumbly and brittle but dry, at the base of her pyre, and fished out the lighter. Arcene set about making a small fire in the heart of the pile. Leel tried to squeeze in with her, as if she was making a fun den to play in, but she ordered her out and Leel took the hint as the smoke began to rise.

"I know we've had enough of fire for a while but the forest fire gave me an idea. If we can get this building to burn then… Well, you'll see. I just hope it happens quickly enough."

With a whoosh the fire erupted into flame, the brittle cardboard and ancient doors catching with ease. The flames licked higher and fanned out across the ceiling. They darted outside. Arcene watched as orange death poured out the missing windows, devoured the wooden frame, and caught the trash.

The entire back of the building was ablaze in seconds, and within a minute there was an almighty crash — the ceiling was gone, the upper joists and floorboards exposed. The fire consumed everything. It licked higher and higher, ancient, worm-riddled wood consumed at a terrifying rate.

Up and up, now near the roof, and then the roof itself. Smoke and flame poured out of the upper story windows then the roof. Tiles crashed to the ground, clattering against the massive steel and iron sheets that stood fifteen feet tall, topped with triple lines of razor wire and with a projection at the top that made it impossible to get over even if she had a means of climbing it in the first place.

Was that why they'd given her the rope? So she'd trap herself, get cut to ribbons on the wire? It didn't matter, the plan was working.

Arcene tapped her foot impatiently as they stepped further back from the roaring heat. They would be here soon, drawn to the flame and noise, so it better happen soon. Then it did.

There was no warning. The rear of the building simply gave way. The joists that kept it joined to the house burned through, the intense heat weakened the ancient mortar and bricks until the load above couldn't be coped with and the roof pushed down, the force sending the wall and then the rest of the roof angling out, flattening a section of fence.

Still the fire roared, but already it was dying down as ancient wood was consumed rapidly. More sections of fence fell, and as one toppled so did its neighbor.

The way was open.

"Come on, Leel, time to leave before they get here." Leel looked to Arcene for reassurance. Arcene nodded, and Leel pelted across the hot steel and jumped the confusion of barbed wire with ease. With a look down the street, and the sight of five Hunters heading for her at different speeds, Arcene wasted no time. She followed Leel, scagged a sock on the wire but then she was free.

They ran into the unlocked city and never once looked back.
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"If we're lost then I suppose they will be too. Come on, let's keep going." They had been running for an hour now and Arcene had no idea where they were in relation to the hunting ground, only that she'd tried to keep heading away from it. The streets made no sense though, repeatedly curving and doubling back. There were so many different ways to go she was getting dizzy. She needed energy, carbohydrates and meat. What she wouldn't give for a glass of milk. Her belly rumbled at the thought, but she didn't think they would be getting a nice lunch any time soon.

They were both tiring. The last few days catching up with them again, muscles sending out frequent reminders that they needed time to recover. Rest. So much had happened, and before that even more. It was a busy vacation that was for sure.

They ran on.

The city morphed from centralized shopping center to wide streets, and parks with overgrown and wild trees sucking up all the moisture. Little remained green beneath the dense canopy. They passed sad remains of children's play equipment, reminders of how they used to run and scream with delight while their mothers chatted and wondered what to cook for dinner.

On they went, into the suburbs, the landscape changing once again. Row after row of fallen houses made on the cheap, standing for just a few years before they fell. The endless streets were all the same — nothing but rubble and hunks of rust in the driveways where the cars fared better than the buildings.

Arcene felt like she could breathe at last, the crowded buildings in the center giving way to two-story homes where she could see the sky and the ground wasn't permanently shaded. There was color too. Gardens gone rogue, the toughest plants surviving, flourishing and sweeping across the once neat lawns of suburbia in swathes of red and gold. Bees buzzed with the bounty they collected, birds caught insects, and animals peered at the intruders from their hiding places.

This was what Arcene needed — space. To feel the presence of nature and let the activity of the wildlife calm her, center her and put a little of the madness behind her. But they couldn't just keep on running, not forever.

"Which… way… Leel?" Arcene held her side. She had a stitch and she'd really had enough of running. How far was far enough to get time to allow her to recover? Should they get inside a building? Would Vorce right now be up high in the mind of a bird scouring the ground for them? Or had he followed them all along and running was pointless? Maybe they should walk, save the energy? So many questions. Arcene had no answers.

Woof. Woof, woof.

Leel dashed ahead and turned left at a junction where a motorcycle lay abandoned. How she wished they could hop on and ride away. But such means of transport were impossible. Fuel went bad after a few years unless it was stored carefully, and nothing would start however much you wished it would.

Ah. Hmm. Arcene scanned the street Leel had picked, and looked for a likely home. Many of these were still standing. Buildings that were old when construction finished, built with love and care, attention to details. Not made of flimsy materials and done to maximize profit. Most had an attached garage and she ran up and down drives until she found one unlocked, not wanting to waste time trying to force one or check inside if there was a way in.

No luck at the first open one, just boxes of junk. But the second one… Yes! "This is a bicycle, Leel, you sit on it and ride. Haha, no, not you, silly daft lump. People." Arcene held onto the handlebars and steadied the bike as Leel tried to clamber on then gave up and investigated the garage. It was a nice looking bike, intact and not even rusty, safe behind the steel shutter of the garage. The tires were flat, but as long as there was no puncture this would work. "A pump, look for a pump." She rummaged around the work bench, then realized it was clipped to the frame of the bike. "Here goes nothing." She attached the small, black pump and inflated the tires as fast as possible, putting her ear to the wheels to see if she could hear air escaping. Silence. But that guaranteed nothing.

No matter, she could try. There was nothing to lose.

"Come on, Leel, we're going for a bike ride."

Woof.

Arcene pushed off and freewheeled down the drive onto the open street. She pedaled.

Naar, naar, naar. Woof!

"Leel, stop attacking the wheels. If you puncture it I will be very cross."

Naar, naar, naar.

"Leel! No. Bad girl." Leel gave one more bite at the wheel, almost getting her tongue stuck in the spokes, then decided to be a good girl. She ran alongside, as Arcene pedaled down the street in an empty, broken city where people were hunting them.

As her hair blew, and her bum got sore from the narrow saddle, still aching from the fall through the trees a few days earlier, Arcene could almost see the comical side of how she would look, if not for the fact people really were out to kill her for fun.

"Damn!" Arcene pulled the brake lever, but nothing happened so she let the momentum die down then stopped the bike by dragging her feet through the patchy grass. Her hair had come loose, the ribbons falling off. She ran back and grabbed them, then took a few minutes to plait her hair as best she could, knowing it would look terrible.

Back on the bike it felt better without the drag of her hair. She pedaled faster, picking up good speed on the deserted road.

Arcene cycled through the wasteland of suburbia and kept on going.

I'm not running away, I'm just trying to give us some space to unnerve Vorce. He isn't expecting this. He won't know what to do, and we'll win.

Ignoring the pain in her bum — why did they make saddles so narrow? — Arcene sped through the emptiness. Leel loped along easily by her side.


SORE BOTTOM (AGAIN)


"GET IT, LEEL, go on, we can eat!"

The deer darted across the road then turned in a panic at Leel's enthusiastic bark. When would she learn to keep quiet? Stealth was not her strength. It dashed toward a roundabout at the end of the road and ended up running around the raised center where an old piece of public art had long since fallen. Leel slowed and her head moved left to right, anticipating the next move.

The deer made a dash to the right. Leel pounced, muscles bunched then power unleashed in a flash of blue as she charged after the young animal. It was over in a second, the kill delivered swiftly and efficiently. No suffering.

Arcene skidded to a halt beside Leel and the fallen animal and checked for a pulse — Leel had done well, no pain for the creature. "Good girl. You're the best, Leel."

Woof?

"No, we need to get out of the open if we are to eat, and I want mine cooked anyway." Arcene wondered if they could spare the time to cook the much needed meat, but after hours on the move she didn't think they had much choice. She was starving and Leel would be even hungrier, burning through her fuel reserves at a rate even more rapid than her own. Both of them had highly charged metabolisms — where the calories went she had no idea.

"Come on, this way." Arcene picked up the bike and pushed it toward what looked like a likely spot to rest and eat. Leel, her bulky frame dwarfing the deer, grabbed it by the neck and dragged it after Arcene.

Arcene needed to relax a little, rest and get her energy back. They entered one of the standing houses that still had a roof and even a few panes of glass intact.

Fire seemed to be a common theme of late and here she was about to build yet another one. She checked through the house quickly, gathered as much dry wood as possible, having her choice of chairs, shelves, books and more, and she dragged them all out to the back of the house and into the garden. Leel sat there, waiting for her to get on with it. Arcene was amazed she didn't just rip into the flesh and take what she wanted.

Once satisfied with her haul, Arcene went back inside and took the small grate from the open fireplace and heaved it outside. It would be silly to make the fire inside, outside gave them more escape routes.

Economy of time was needed, and Arcene was in no mood for spending unnecessary minutes with a fire she wanted to burn hot, and not need to be messed with, so she opted for an upside-down fire, a weird miracle of fire making that was the opposite of how everyone she had ever met said you had to build one. Normally, you put the small tinder at the base and built up a tent around it all, wood getting fatter as you went. This was different.

She settled the grate into the patchy earth and put fat chunks of wood on the base, pushed up tight so there were no gaps. Next were pieces of the shelves, thinner than the wood below, then splinters of wood from chair legs, then pages from the books, scrunched up then flattened roughly and laid out in two rows. Everything was placed at right angles to the layer below. Now she scrunched up paper into balls and added the thinnest possible shavings she could make with her sword, whittling down a length of wood with practiced strokes. She built a little house around the balled paper and tinder, adding a delicate roof with openings on two sides. She lit the inside.

Arcene squatted and watched for a minute. The little house burned and embers were created. As the embers grew they dropped down onto the next layer and the heat increased. It would go on that way for a few hours without her having to touch the fire again. As the bigger wood beneath caught so the heat would increase, making it the perfect way to barbecue meat when rest was needed. It would cook through with the lower temperature, and as time passed and the flames built it would be crispy and delicious.

Arcene sliced off thick slabs of still warm flesh and gave Leel the absolute best bits while she diced chunks and skewered them onto a spear of wood she ran water over so it wouldn't burn. She rested it across two dusty plant pots she dragged into place.

It took less than ten minutes to get things ready. Arcene sat back and rested, smiling as the smokeless fire did its work unaided. Nobody would see this. The wood was so dry it burned bright and clear, and the upside-down fire grew hotter as the thicker wood caught with the increasing embers that burned above.

Arcene sat and stared, not even having the energy to get annoyed with the meat she wished was already cooked.

Leel chomped happily beside her, but repeatedly glanced at the fire — she liked barbecue too.

"Eh? Wassat?" Arcene jerked awake. Pain shot up her neck as she whipped her head up — why did it always do that? She reached for her sword in her lap and Leel jumped back, woken and alert in an instant, more concerned with a sleepy Arcene wielding her blade than any attack.

"Ugh, it's burning." Arcene was boiling hot. She'd fallen asleep sat cross-legged and the upside-down fire was blasting out the heat like a furnace. The sizzle of fat dripping into the flames had startled her from an uneasy slumber where she dreamed of being on a huge TV screen set up in the center of the city, people stood gaping as she battled for her life. "Stupid TV."

She checked they were alone. It felt safe, not that it was a guarantee, but the meat was going crispy and she wouldn't waste it. She grabbed the end of the stick and carefully removed the large chunks of meat, sliding them off onto the grass. She wasn't worried about a few blades of grass on her lunch, the main thing was she could eat.

Leel watched like her life depended on it, but judging by the state of the deer, Leel had been busy enough stuffing her face while she slept. "Look at your belly, it's as big as the hot air balloon. How can you run like that? You'll waddle like a duck." Leel stared at her belly but seemed undaunted, and turned her attention to the roast meat. "Fine, but you'll have to wait until it cools."

Thirty seconds later, both were trying to devour the food while simultaneously blowing on it.

While Arcene worked her way through the large pile of protein and fat, and moved away from the rather too successful fire, she began to feel a lot better about the situation. She was in her element, getting closer to nature, even if it was in what was someone's rear garden.

Soon they would leave it all behind, get out into the wilds proper. Then she would be in charge when they came for her, and she knew it was only a matter of time. She guessed they would be closing in already, probably found signs of them by now. Maybe because of the fire. They were safe, for now, but it wouldn't last. She could feel it in her bones, that gut instinct that never failed to warn her when her life, or her loved ones', was in danger.

With the meat eaten and energy somewhat restored, Arcene expertly butchered the remains of the deer and wrapped it best she could in a blanket. She jammed it into the backpack and strapped it onto Leel. She hated to waste meat, but it was too much even for Leel to be expected to carry the whole carcass, and besides, she already had a fair amount in her belly.

Arcene scooped a hole with a rusty shard of metal and then used it to push the burning wood in. She filled it back in and stomped down on the dry earth. The carcass remained where it was. It wouldn't matter if it was found as they would be long gone, and she didn't have the energy to waste by digging a hole large enough.

"Come on, Leel, time to go."

Once more, Arcene stepped out into the street and hopped on the bicycle. "My bum is really sore."

Woof.

"No, it's still better than walking or running."


PLAYING CATCH-UP


TALIA BEGAN TO doubt anything Vorce or the Elders said. She suspected that the whole thing with the numbers, the 111 she was so preoccupied with, was nothing but a coincidence, and Vorce had used it as an excuse to draw her in deeper, make it a forgone conclusion she would find a reason to Judge Arcene and find her guilty.

It was a hard conclusion to come to, and she was unsure it was true, but ever since they stepped foot on the mainland he had been like a different man. The Elders too. She knew it wasn't just the change in surroundings that made her feel different — Vorce was not the man she had thought he was.

Where was the harsh but fair leader? The man that always had time for you and would do anything he could to help? Where was the man that had founded their small civilization and did his all to ensure the people's safety? The man that allowed them to air their grievances and the guilty to pay, but always in a fair way, evidence weighed?

The Hunt had been part of Island life for so long it was taken for granted it was the best way to deal with the few bad seeds to stop the rot from spreading, and she had thought nothing of the entertainment value — it wasn't even against the rules to root for Prey, although few ever did.

What nobody on The Island knew, or even imagined, was that The Hunt was fixed. That what they saw was manipulated. They were never shown the fence, the cameras, had no idea the hunting ground was little but a few enclosed streets where every move was monitored. She smiled secretly to herself about the audacity and bravery of Arcene and her dog, keeping a cool head like this kind of thing happened to her all the time, and so easily unnerving Vorce.

She had never seen him so angry, so, what was the word? incensed, that someone dared to go against him and ruin customs that went back centuries. His traditions were broken, and above all else Vorce insisted on things staying as they were. It was what made their society stable — until now.

As they stared down at the ripped open body of Elder Boehn all the empathy for Arcene vanished. The man's throat and half his face was bitten off and discarded like tainted meat.

The dog hadn't even thought it worthy of filling her belly with. They stood over the corpse, each taking in the reality of the death. Vorce's face was set like stone, unreadable and hard. To think that such a life was gone, hundreds of years old, vast experience and knowledge wiped out. Never to utter another word or experience another thing. This was real. This wasn't watching via a remote feed, this was up close, blood and guts and terrible. Talia had to hold back the rising bile or she knew she'd double over and vomit.

How different it was in reality to seeing death on a screen. Hunts were often gruesome but the reality never sunk in. This was how it truly was — your insides revealed, the human body so delicate. Death never far away. The smell, the evacuations of fluids as your body relaxed, the strange blotches of color and the sheer immediacy of it all. Was this what it was always like? Yes, or worse. And it was her fault. She'd caused this. Talia had pronounced Arcene guilty because of her certainty she was a bad person. Didn't this prove it? Talia didn't know what to think, all she knew was it wasn't supposed to happen like this. They weren't supposed to be the ones being hunted, or killed. Or were they?

"This changes nothing," said Vorce through gritted teeth.

"Really? I'd have thought it changed everything," said Elder Janean.

Vorce turned and stared at her. "Well, it doesn't. The only thing this means is that from now on we stick together. No hunting alone. She's out." Vorce nodded to the smoldering remains of the building and the fallen fence panels.

"So we go get her?" Elder Janean looked worried, as if without the security of the fence she realized for the first time she wasn't somewhere familiar, relatively safe, that the game had changed, and dramatically.

"Of course! What is wrong with you?" Vorce stormed off toward the opening.

So much for sticking together, we didn't even last thirty seconds.

While Elder Janean stared at her fallen comrade, Talia, Cashae, and Erato exchanged glances again. It was becoming a habit, but they found comfort in knowing their friends were as worried and confused as them. This was not what they had expected. All excitement was gone, only edginess and unease remained, the feeling everything would get worse and worse.

There had been no avoiding discussing the fence when they got to it. Vorce had stopped talk of it earlier but once there he instructed them to follow it, and they did. He obviously expected Arcene to be searching for a way over, and as they moved at a fast pace, keeping as a group, he instructed Boehn to go ahead while they made a check on the buildings. No sooner had they got inside the first one than they were back out — there was smoke up ahead, unmissable even inside as the smell permeated the air.

They ran together, heading for the fire, and there was the Elder. Dead, gone for good. A life returned to The Void.

Now Vorce was out ahead, followed by Elder Janean. Talia and her confused friends dashed to catch up.

They stood by the wreck of a building, access to the rest of the city open. The heat was intense, the concern even more fierce.

What now? She could be anywhere.

"Why is the fence here, Vorce?" asked Talia, unable to contain herself any longer. She was a grown woman, old, why should she act like a child? She deserved to know what she faced.

"I did not build the fence, Talia," said Vorce quietly. "You must understand that when The Lethargy came people did many silly things. Did you know that there used to be a thing called Black Friday? No, of course you don't. Well, it was a special shopping day and lots of items were on sale, meaning you could buy them cheaply. People would fight in the stores, shout and scream at each other over gadgets and dolls, and this was when everything was normal. Imagine what people acted like when they realized food was scarce, that money meant nothing, that water was contaminated and there was no fuel for their cars so they could try to escape."

"That's why you left, to get away from it all?" asked Cashae.

Vorce nodded. "This," he indicated the fence, "was a common occurrence. Usually it was small towns and villages where they could block the main streets, but in cities where there was lots of equipment, machinery and supplies, sections were fortified. People wanted to keep what they had, and formed small groups, erected fences, had lookouts and would kill anyone that came close. Sections of the world escaped The Lethargy for a while, and they thought themselves somehow blessed, that they would stay Whole. This is what happened here. They did a good job of it too. But it didn't stop them dying, nothing could. It made the perfect arena for The Hunt. I could control it, set up the cameras. We could track Prey and give Islanders what they needed. Entertainment, an event, a reason to go on and a reminder of the harsh reality of what life is like here."

"It's not like on the screen," said Erato, "it's…"

"Real. Scary and foul. Overwhelming. It feels unsafe, like you're exposed, right?" Vorce looked at the three of them in turn, each nodded. "I know, and that is why we chose this place, so that Hunters were limited to the exposure and they felt in control. Now that has gone, and we shall have to deal with it I'm afraid. Are you up to the task you have accepted? Did you think it would be easy?"

"We're up to it," said Erato. "Right?" He turned to Cashae and Talia. "Right?" They nodded.

"Good. Because I tell you now, you have no choice in the matter. Do you think this girl, this woman, this Arcene, and her dog, will just run and not seek us out if we don't do the same? No. She is a warrior and we must find her. She is out there," he pointed through the broken barrier, "and we must do all we can to finish The Hunt. It is our duty to ourselves, to our people. This day shall go down in history. The tales that will be told. Are you with me?"

"Yes!" Erato was fired up, face flushed, eager to get going, convinced by Vorce's words.

"Talia? Cashae?"

"Yes."

"Of course."

"Good, then let us continue. Keep your weapons ready and expect anything. Be cautious, stay alert at all costs, and remain silent when you feel that tingle. Trust your instincts. Be as one with The Hunt. This is who you are now. You are Hunters and you must listen to that silent voice that tells you when to run, when to hide, when to attack and when to deliver the death blow. Come."

They stepped over the steaming panels and pushed on through into the city.


SO MUCH SPACE


TALIA HURRIED FOR a few paces and caught up with Vorce. They'd been going for an hour now, not running, just walking briskly. "Vorce, may I ask you a question?"

"Of course. What is it?"

"Well, now we are in the… the suburbs," the word sounded strange to Talia, like an underwater kingdom, and she kept having visions of fish swimming in and out of little buildings, blowing bubbles and going, burb, burb, burb, as they swam, "why would people live back there in the cramped streets with all the noise, no space, and where you said everything cost more to live?"

"Haha, that's a good question, Talia. People lived in the skyscrapers as they wanted to be in the middle of it all. They wanted convenience. To walk to stores, step out and buy a coffee, eat at restaurants, buy things, be close to work and friends and everything else."

"But why did they want that? Wouldn't it be better to live here where the houses are spread out and they have gardens where you could grow food and keep your animals? How did they do that in the city center?"

"Gosh, I never knew there were such gaps in your schooling. You are one hundred and eleven and there is so much you don't know of the past. What must it be like for the children?"

"We never learned anything about this sort of thing. We learned a lot, I know most of the words you use, but this is different. When you see it, well, I can't understand why people would live where it was cramped."

"You haven't seen the countryside yet, Talia. It was always mostly empty, even though people complained of overcrowding. It was like sacred ground and you couldn't build on it. But to answer your question," Vorce paused as he noted that Cashae and Erato had joined them. Even Elder Janean was paying attention, and she had lived through it, although for less years than Vorce, "it was how people grew up, what they were used to. Many people lived their lives as we do, never moving far from where they were born. Most never went walking in the wild woods, or in the meadows, and most certainly never grew food or kept animals. Even with large gardens they would just have lawns, which was grass, just grass, and that was it."

"Grass to cut and barter as feed for their neighbors' livestock?" asked Cashae.

"Haha. No, everyone was the same. No animals, just pets like dogs and cats, not pigs or cows or even chickens."

"What was the grass for then?"

"Um, to look nice I suppose. Haha, gosh, I haven't thought about it in years. But do you know, even when I was a very, and I mean very rich man, and I had a home that had acres of grass and there were animals on it tended by others, I still used to go out and mow. I had a lawn in an enclosed area at the rear of the house. It was, um… satisfying. Seeing the stripes as you walked up and down, it was what you did."

"Oh," said Talia, finding it hard to visualize Vorce living in a large house, mowing a lawn. "What else did you do?"

"Oh, lots of things. I traveled the world in planes, in my own private plane actually. I climbed mountains, met strange people and learned strange languages. I built houses and I drank expensive wine and…"

"What? Tell us more, please?"

"I'm sorry, I should not have mentioned those things. It is all gone now. None of that life remains. Not much of it was good anyway. Just greed, a way for me and others to fill in time, try to find a way to cope with the strange world that seemed to have crept up on us without us having the time to understand or think about what we were doing."

"It sounds great," said Erato.

"I suppose some of it was, but not all of it. We lost our way somehow, and then we lost ourselves."

"To The Lethargy?"

"Yes, and to each other. It's why I built The Island. To keep you safe, to stop the madness infiltrating and us becoming what so many others did. Separate, not part of a community. Lost, alone and friendless in a city that housed millions of other people. I wanted something different. I'm sorry that I kept things from you, about The Hunt, and more, but I believed it for the best."

"That's okay." Talia put an arm on his shoulder, something she would never have dreamed of doing before. "We understand, and we are grateful."

"Thank you."

They walked on in silence. Maybe he wasn't so bad after all? He was doing what he believed right, trying to give them a different life, but Talia couldn't help questioning if they should be living here, on the mainland, rather than hiding and trying to ignore what went before.

They could help rebuild. Do it differently. Not leave the few people that remained to struggle and need help. Was it their place, their duty even, to help those they didn't know? No easy question to answer.

How many people were left now? Would they be scattered, isolated, or would there be groups of people in the city, living together and doing well? Surely there must be.

Arcene had come from somewhere, after all, and there were signs at some of the houses, where things weren't as overgrown and buildings had been repaired, that hinted at relatively recent occupation. So the world wasn't empty, far from it.

Soon it would be one girl and one dog down though. Or would it?

Talia kept on walking.


NO MORE CITY


IT WAS EARLY afternoon, their meager lunch consumed. Vorce had given strict instructions that they were to ration their food, water too, as who knew how long this would take now things had taken a turn for the unexpected. They had chosen what appeared to be one of the last buildings on the edge of the city before more roads than Talia would have thought existed criss-crossed in a dizzying maze that obscured the landscape beyond and sent her mind reeling.

It was a strange place to build a house, she had commented innocently as they crossed a large expanse of crumbling asphalt and broken barriers, there to apparently stop the hurtling cars crashing into those going in the opposite direction — was there no end to the madness of this world?

Elder Janean had laughed at her comment, saying that the house was built long before the roads, hundreds of years before. The roads were constructed around it, but she wouldn't have wanted to live there. The noise would have been deafening, cars whizzing by at all hours of the day and night, never any peace.

Why didn't they move? she had asked. There was plenty of space, wasn't there?

Yes, but you weren't allowed to just go roaming about, picking a spot and building a house. That wasn't how it worked. Talia had remained silent but she couldn't see why not. Far into the distance, peeking above the partially collapsed bridges and concrete pillars that supported ever more roads, were miles of open countryside, hills lush and green — there was room for everyone, surely?

Leaving the city had been a strange experience. One minute they were in the suburbs, walking down empty streets past homes that were often beautiful, the houses larger and larger, their grounds more expansive as they got away from the congestion, then they were at a series of wide roads and it changed again — tiny terraced houses huddled under the bridges, butted close to supports that reminded her of her own home. A place that already felt like a dream, not where she had lived for a century, a decade, and what, two days now?

So much for her birthday, they hadn't even had chance for a tiny celebration, just her and her friends. There had been too much to do to prepare for this day. At least she had her gift, the tiny carving of the fish from Erato. It was stored safely in her pack, precious and beautiful.

Then the houses disappeared and all that remained were roads heading in every direction. Routes that would take you anywhere in the country, Elder Janean explained, but beyond them was countryside for miles and miles, the odd house, nothing else.

Talia itched to see for herself. She wanted to stand on a mountain, look to the distance and for it to all be land, her ancestral home. Even sat in the long grass that would have once been a person's garden she felt her affinity for true, solid ground growing, felt a connection she hadn't realized was missing her entire life.

This was her country, where she belonged. Where they all belonged. How could Vorce, and Elder Janean, the other Elders back home, how could they have given all this up? She knew she had only seen the decay so far, but there were hints of what was to come: distant mountains, the lush greenery, trees and plants so very different to the stunted specimens on The Island.

This was nature at its rawest, reclaiming what had been taken and nothing could stop it — why would you want to? Talia wanted to see more. Ached to wander in fields of grass, dance in meadows, watch butterflies and bees. They had been a revelation, all the insects. It was a miracle. What else was there to see? She wanted to explore this world and immerse herself in the truth it revealed to her.

It wasn't the sights that dominated though, it was the sounds. Ever since she Awoke, Talia had found that one of her special gifts was the way she could amplify sound easily. Now it was second nature after so many years. She could see and hear so much. The bugs beneath the earth, birds high in the sky, others nesting and cooing to their chicks. Bees that sounded like an invasion of helicopters she had been told about, buzzing loudly. And if she really listened she could hear the butterflies sucking up nectar from flowers that shone brightly in the overgrowth she and her friends were settled in, where they were to rest for an hour while Vorce and Elder Janean discussed what would happen next.

The three friends sat close together, putting away their equipment and food supplies, strapping up their packs ready for when they would leave. They should rest, try to have a quick nap, but it was obvious to all three it wouldn't happen. It was silly, but Talia felt closer to her friends than ever, like they were back being children again, sat around on The Island, chatting about nonsense, throwing sticks or planning their next big adventure.

Adventure! Ha! This was adventure. This was what it was to be alive. The games they had played back home, in the limited landscape that now seemed tiny after experiencing the true size of the world, seemed unimaginable now she knew what life was really like.

Her friends were practically glowing with wonder, faces flushed, eyes bright and shining. They were as surprised by the world as she was, it was written all over their faces. It often struck her as odd they had been such close friends all these years. Yes, they were roughly the same age, but that didn't always equate to friendship. And so different too. She was slender, tall, toned and tanned. Cashae was short, had never lost her puppy fat even after a century, and her bouncy blond hair made her look like a harmless young girl, not a woman that had stopped her body clock mid-twenties but had the experiences of a life longer than many could ever hope to live.

And Erato. Definitely a man, and quite wise, even for his extensive years. He was often serious, but when he smiled… Oh boy, it would melt your heart. He had the pick of the women and girls back home, but never showed much interest, dallying now and then but retaining his independence. He was a catch all right, with his weathered features, short beard and that mess of curls. Not to mention those green eyes that sparkled when he laughed. And the body. Scrawny, but with lean muscle and prominent veins on darkly tanned arms from the time he spent outside.

Yes, theirs was an unexpected friendship, yet she supposed they had always had something in common: they simply enjoyed each other's company.

She'd thought of it often over the years, wondered why she deserved such great company when others shunned her for her mother's unfortunate loss through The Lethargy, and maybe that was it. All of them had either lost their parents or in the case of Cashae just wasn't that close to them. But there was something more. They loved each other.

Who could explain friendship? It just was. You either connected or not, and for over a hundred years they had been best friends. Never tried to oust one to get closer to the other, never played those childish games of oneupmanship like so many children and adults did. They hardly bickered, sometimes kept a little distance when things got a little intense, but mostly they were inseparable. Three people who loved each other. They were a family.

Picking them had been a foregone conclusion, the pact made long ago that if any of them became a Judge then the others would be their first choice as Hunters. They had all been extremely excited once The Judgment became a reality, and they awoke to find themselves on the fabled mainland where their ancestors had lived and died for millennia.

Talia looked at her friends, wondered what they saw when they looked at her. They were like a bunch of little kids, excited to be allowed to stay up late. And why? Because they were pleased to be chosen to chase and kill a young human being because she had been rude?

No. The anticipation of such an act had long worn off for all of them, although none had spoken a word of their concerns. There would be serious, very serious consequences if they backed out, and a part of Talia didn't want to.

What kind of world would it be if arrogance and bad behavior went unpunished? Arcene had killed Elder Boehn, well, her dog at any rate, and that was unforgivable. But the edge was gone, the bloodlust faded. All that remained was a grim determination to see it through to the end.

Then what? Talia didn't want to think about it.

"Well?" Erato looked at them with those scary green eyes of his, as though he could read their minds. The fact was he might. He had always been quiet about his Awoken abilities, maintaining the "man of mystery" aura even with his best friends.

"Well, what?" Cashae squirmed a little and looked to Talia for help.

"Let's cut the nonsense. We all know this is great, if a little scary," Talia checked they were out of earshot, "but we also know something isn't right. This isn't how we thought it happened. It's like cheating. All those cameras, the fence, and this whole world, it feels so empty. The Hunt, it's not…"

"Not quite right. What you mean is it's wrong. What are we going to do?" Erato fiddled with a buckle on his pack, hair falling over his face.

"But she was rude and Talia Judged her. She's Prey, we have to do it."

"I'm not saying we don't, and I'm not saying she wasn't rude and all the rest, but to die? Now we're here, involved, well, it's not like seeing it on the screen, is it? You saw Elder Boehn, that's what it's really like. If you're lucky. All gross and bloody, and you soil yourself and go all blotchy, and…" Erato's hands fumbled nervously with the buckle; they were shaking.

"And nobody told us how it would feel, did they?" Talia was relieved, glad they all felt the same way. The only question now was what were they going to do? What could they do?

"Can we leave, go home?" asked Cashae, cheeks blotchy, tears running like the water that dripped off the tattered plastic sheets hung all over The Island to let fresh water from the air collect and drip slowly into the collection chambers. Cashae wiped away her tears and looked to her friends for advice. "Can we?"

"No, Cashae, we can't," said Erato.

"No, never. Not unless we finish this." Talia was certain of that. There had never been an incomplete Hunt. Never.

"So we do it? We hunt her because she was rude and she did hold a sword to Elder Boehn and she ate too much and…"

"Hush, it's okay. We're a team, we'll get this done and then that will be that." Erato wrapped his arms around Cashae and hugged her tight to his chest. He nodded to Talia, as if saying that they would work together, do what needed to be done, even if it was scary and not at all what they imagined.

He looked haunted, but he shook his head. The frown, and serious, strong face of a determined man was back, with the hint of laughter lines at the corners of his eyes. Talia loved him more than she ever had.

"Dry your eyes," said Talia. "We'll be going soon. Not a word of this to Vorce or Elder Janean. Just do as you are told and we'll be home tomorrow, telling stories of our bravery and the adventures we had."

Cashae sniffed then moved from Erato. She whispered, "Thank you," hugged Talia and kissed her cheek.

They finished packing, checked each other over, then walked to the front of the house and stared at the mangled remains of mass travel that had once been taken for granted, stood in their little patch of home surrounded by the madness.

How could somebody live here? What a strange people they were.


GET A GRIP


HOW WAS IT possible for your bottom to hurt so much? Arcene had thought the crashing through the trees and resulting bang on the bum had been about the limit, but that paled in comparison to a few hours on a bicycle. She rubbed it then slapped her head for being so forgetful.

With a quick adjustment of nociceptors, the pain eased until it was nothing but a gentle reminder to pad the saddle next time she went riding. The bike was abandoned two hours ago now, the tires giving out after centuries of slow decay, unable to be fixed.

Sometimes, a tiny part of her regretted halting her aging at fifteen. Not much, but when she found herself forgetting to do the simplest of things with her Awoken gifts, or caught herself being silly, even petulant and acting like a spoiled brat and wallowing in self-pity, she wondered what kind of proper, genuine grown-up woman she would be now her real age was twenty-two.

Would she be smart, sassy and wise? Or would she be exactly the same, just thinking things differently, hormone levels and brain development and all that went with it different enough to make her to all intents and purposes a different version of herself?

Would that be good? Or bad? She had no way of knowing and was unsure she would have ever wanted to find out, not that she had the option now anyway. Mostly, she just got annoyed with herself now and then. She could stop herself hurting with a simple thought, internal mastery was complete, but she forgot. That wasn't how true adults acted, was it? You remembered to do that kind of thing, not let your mind wander, get caught up in the now and in adventure and not let your mind think deeply and clearly about things.

That was how it should be, how it was for those with bodies that matched their minds. Right?

It wasn't the first time Arcene had such thoughts and it wouldn't be the last, but there was never an easy answer. How much of how she was now was a result of her static existence and how much was her personality shining through no matter what? She came to the same conclusion she always did — being an adult, be that twenty-five or three hundred and five, never made you a better person or due respect merely because of your age.

People were people. Some were good. Others were very bad.

Maybe she would deal with the bad ones differently if she had allowed her mind to mature, but she doubted it. She showed respect to those that acted in a way that deserved it, and expected the same. There were good and bad people in the world and age had nothing to do with it.

While they walked, bellies still full from lunch, although it was approaching supper time so they would have to stop soon, Arcene focused and let the struggle between the wild child of youth and the adult mind that could consider options with detachment and clarity slip away. Her mind opened to her own nature and searched for the right way to proceed. Her wild side said, turn around, slice them to bits. Her more sensible side said, keep on moving, get home, cuddle Lucien and leave them to their fruitless search.

Was it worth the risk, just for revenge over something she had already escaped from? Was it fair to the next unfortunate soul for her to allow them to continue? What were the chances of another one anyway? Would this be lesson enough for them and they would change their ways? Doubtful, but you never knew. What would her friends do? They would tell her to leave well alone, that's what. That she had responsibilities. She was a mother and she should value her safety so she could see her child grow and mature.

But maybe not. Maybe they would say it was her duty to get rid of the bad in the world if she encountered it, so that the good people could live, not be scared and have to hide. To make the country a better place now there were so few left. She had a duty to ensure the survival of the pure and the kind, no matter the risk to her own personal safety.

There had to be an answer, a right answer, but both were certainly an option. No, who was she kidding? There was one answer. Arcene had never backed down from a fight in her life, and she wasn't about to do it now. Not when leaving well alone meant that some other poor person would find themselves running for their lives, terrified, alone and confused by such barbarism.

For sport! She and Leel hunted because that was the natural way of things if you wanted to eat, they didn't do it for fun and entertainment. It was survival, and they never made their prey suffer. That was unthinkable. To let it happen to an innocent human being? She would play no part in it, would not let it continue. She could never forgive herself. Never.

Mind made up, her mood lifted. She felt lighter and happier about life now she had come to a firm decision. She noted for the first time that her surroundings had completely changed. She stopped and turned.

The city mangled the skyline, broken dreams of her ancestors. A reminder of what had been tried. It wasn't the end, far from it. This was just the beginning and there were those in the world trying to make things better. Like The Commorancy, a place where people could stay as long as they needed to, learn how to Awaken, become something more, return to the world and make a change for the better. Her home, where her family and friends lived, where she belonged as much as she belonged out under the open sky, playing her own small part to improve things, even if she went about it in rather an unconventional way.

Arcene smiled. How wonderful it all was. Who would deny an innocent person the chance to live in such a world for as long as they possibly could?

Woof?

"Good idea. Sorry for being so quiet this afternoon, Leel. I've had a lot to think about. Being serious and using the old brain cells takes a lot out of you, so let's stop and have a rest."

Woof, woof.

"Yes, and something to eat." Arcene smiled at Leel, stupid dog that she was.


HOW FROGS LIVE


THE CITY WAS lost to sight. Its absence made the day feel like a dream, like none of it was real. Like she was on her way home and had slept with a full belly as she sheltered from the strong afternoon sun while the humidity increased and the insects began to bite.

It was the dark, and the damp, and the drip, drip, dripping. That was what sent her thoughts into disarray, made her feel like a frog hiding in a muddy river bed, or maybe right next to her under a rock in a pool of mineral-enriched water.

She could smell it, the minerals and salts that seeped through the rock. Natural things crucial to life, tiny molecules that combined with carbon to make you function properly and have such bizarre thoughts.

The cave felt delicious. Cool and dark and with only a few insects whining near the entrance, not bothering to come in as deep as her and Leel. They both sat on a perfectly flat rock, on a blanket, nice and dry while everything else was wet with moisture that ever so slowly seeped through the rock above and splish-sploshed into the shallow pool at Arcene's feet.

Once they found themselves in proper countryside, Arcene looked for a suitable place to rest. The cave seemed perfect. They weren't in too deep, that would be silly. They had merely walked into the gaping mouth of the massive cave sunk into the hillside and found it so peaceful and cool after a strenuous and taxing day that their thoughts had dulled, senses calmed. Both sat, lost in nothingness for a while, enjoying the sounds of water that might have taken years to percolate from the top of the cliff far above.

This was what life was all about. Getting back to the simple things and being a part of the real world, if only for a while. Obviously, Arcene would go mad if she lived a life this quiet, but for a little rest it was perfect.

She would have to think about food soon, but this was not the place to cook. There was no dry wood inside for a start, and smoke would billow out the entrance even if she dragged some in.

"Let's sit here for a while longer, Leel, and relax. It's nice to not be walking or looking over our shoulder, right?" Arcene turned to Leel when she didn't answer. "Leel?"

Leel turned her head and their noses touched, the hazel eyes somewhat distant, like she wasn't really paying attention. "What you doing, girl? Something happening?" Leel just sat, her breath hot on Arcene's face. "You're a strange one at times, you know that, right?" Leel licked Arcene's chin. "Leel! Gross." Leel seemed to snap out of it and padded to the mouth of the cave.

Ah, she was listening. She wants to stay on guard. She's a good dog. Arcene watched as Leel scanned the curved bowl of land outside the cave, then, seemingly satisfied, she lay down and rested her head on her paws. Amazingly, she didn't instantly fall asleep. Her open eyes sparkled in the reflected sun. Leel really must be concerned about those that would do them harm.

The peace returned and Arcene let it permeate her mind and body, almost as though she could gain strength from the solitude. Maybe that was exactly what was happening? The enriched air in the cave permeating her bones and giving her vibrancy, a natural occurrence of forces in The Noise seeping through into the physical world. Whatever it was, Arcene let it in. She needed this quiet, this damp place where she felt safe, like she could sit for a million years and do nothing but listen to the water.

Woof. Woof, woof, woof. Grrr. Woof.

Before she even knew what she was doing, Arcene was splashing through the water, sword out and held two handed to her right, blade pointing back and low, ready to deal with what Leel had seen. Pupils expanded, allowing her to see through the gloom to the entrance, but there was just Leel, stood tall with hackles raised, ears like daggers warning the intruder to stay away. Whatever it was, Leel was not happy about it. This was no casual warning to a passing animal, this was serious.

Arcene crept toward the entrance, allowing her pupils to contract naturally as the light increased. Stupid. Shouldn't be in a cave. There's only one way out. She placed her feet carefully, aware that her footsteps could give away her position even though there was no way Leel would let anyone inside without a fight.

Grrr. Grrr. Woof.

"Can you call off the dog?" came the voice from outside, confident yet clearly afraid of the growling sentry.

Arcene moved to the entrance and stood beside Leel. No point trying to hide, she'd been found.

The brightness of the afternoon came as a shock after the cool and dark of the interior, and it took a moment to remember it was daytime and warm. Arcene stared at the woman that had caused all of this, at Talia.

She looked like a perfect female. Slender, curvy in all the right places, unlike her. Pretty and tanned, the only thing out of place the swirls of raised tattoos curving across her face, just like all the other people on The Island. It was a strange design, intricate yet simple at the same time, but Arcene had seen weirder tattoos. Weirder everything.

She scanned the curved land but as far as she could see Talia was alone. That wasn't enough though, and Arcene let her senses expand, found no people — they would be hiding themselves through The Noise — but did find a fire over the other side of the ridge, maybe a half mile away. Probably their camp. They would be there if they weren't sneaking up on her ready to attack from all directions.

Arcene squared her shoulders, lowered the sword and held it loosely in one hand, blade pointing to the rocky ground. "What do you want? Come to put down your 'Prey,' is that it?" Arcene moved into a stance that would allow her the most number of options depending on how Talia attacked. If she attacked. Arcene's mind was clear from the rest in the cave and she took in the scene of Talia alone with a glance. Her short sword was out but she wasn't acting threatening. This was no fight pose, she held it as if she would defend herself if need be, but wasn't looking for a confrontation. Her body language said the same thing, but Arcene had seen enough to know that this could just as easily be a ploy, a feint to make her let her guard down rather than a genuine act of submission.

"Can we talk? Please?" Talia moved slowly, and put her short sword back in the scabbard at her side then held out her arms to her sides.

Grrr.

"Quiet, Leel, good girl." Arcene lifted an arm and stroked Leel gently, the hackles feeling strange, almost hard, as they still stood erect along the ridge of her spine. "Why would I want to talk to you? I should kill you right here, or let Leel do it. No, Leel!" Arcene managed to grab Leel's collar before she lunged at Talia, who jumped back and moved to pull out her sword.

"If you pull that out then she'll rip your face off. Leel, stop, it's okay. You be good." Leel turned and glanced at Arcene. She nodded and Leel relaxed a little. It had been close — Arcene would not have been able to control her if she'd left it a second later to command her to stop.

"Okay, look, the sword stays put. Will she attack?"

Arcene shrugged. "Depends. What do you want?"

"Like I said, I want to talk. Please?"

Keeping hold of Leel, Arcene took another look around. "Suit yourself, but I'm not in the mood for games. Come on then." Arcene retreated into the calming atmosphere of the cave, releasing Leel.

"Um, the dog?"

"Her name's Leel," Arcene said over her shoulder. "She won't attack as long as you aren't here to kill us. She can tell." It wasn't strictly true, but Talia didn't need to know that.

Talia edged forward, and keeping a watchful eye on Leel, who followed her every move, she backed up to the rock face and sidled into the darkness.

Arcene was sure Leel smiled. She was enjoying herself!


WE NEED TO TALK


TALIA KNEW SHE was taking a massive risk seeking out Arcene and her dog, but the more she had talked with Cashae and Erato, the more she felt she had little choice. As the city was left behind, and they found themselves in open countryside, the true nature of the part of the world known as Great Britain, country of England, once known throughout the world even though it was a tiny island compared to most other first world countries of repute, almost overwhelmed them all.

Such beauty, such wonder, such space. None of them had any reference point. They had never known so much land, couldn't have ever imagined what it would be like. Yet here it was in all its glory. Stark then lush, harsh then welcoming, rugged and alien and utterly delightful. Vorce and Elder Janean were clearly unhappy about them experiencing the world at large. Another reason, Talia suspected, why The Hunt was conducted in such a specific place. If every Hunter got to see their rightful inheritance would they ever want to return home?

As they walked through open country, the friends found themselves able to talk. And the more they saw of the world, the more they spoke of what they had been missing. They said things they had never thought they would utter to another human being, opened themselves and told of their doubts, their fears and their astonishment of the world they found themselves in.

They had been duped, denied true life experience. The Hunt was a sham, fake, there to keep the population mollified. A reality show to keep them focused rather than give real Justice. They had been part of something that was wrong. Raised to believe it and knew no different.

The world was not how they had imagined, and they all told of their doubts about continuing to chase down Arcene and killing her. Who were they to Judge an outsider when she had grown up in such a place? Her ways were different. How could they compare her to them?

The conversations began stilted and uncomfortable, but they saw the truth in each other's eyes. They were having second thoughts about the whole thing, about everything they thought they knew. They needed to do something, but what?

As they followed the scent of Arcene and Leel, a skill Janean had never shared but was clearly very advanced at, the friends spoke when they could, but none of them knew what to do. It seemed impossible to defy Vorce. His power over them was so strong, but they knew this was wrong, that they had been fooled. Just like all the other islanders.

They felt, they hated to admit it, like little children who believed what their parents told them and that the fish King was real. Vorce had his reasons, they knew that, and the history of The Hunt was long and they knew the tale — what they had been taught, anyway — and that he had not so much instigated it as allowed it to flourish because it was what the people wanted. But was that really true? He was manipulating them all. They had to act.

When they made camp, as Elder Janean said she needed to rest — it was too tiring expanding her scent sense for too long — Talia decided she would try to do something about it. They had all agreed that if they had the chance they would try to get to Arcene and maybe save her, but they also agreed that if it came down to them or her it would have to be her.

Their survival was important. They had to get home and tell of the world at large, and, after all, she had been exceptionally rude. Although death was rather extreme, they owed it to their people to spread the word. They had to stay together if they were to have any chance of that succeeding.

While they rested, Janean looking exhausted from her immersion in The Noise, Vorce left to scout ahead. Talia knew he was going in the wrong direction. She'd picked up on Arcene a while back, never interfering, letting the Elder lead the way, but often she knew of faster routes, knew which direction to go, but said nothing, needing time to think.

Now was her chance, and with a quick word to her friends she left, telling them to stay in touch through The Noise and to give her warning if Vorce returned. She could dash back, make an excuse, if she didn't get into trouble. They weren't happy, but knew this might be their only chance. Reluctantly, they let Talia try to put an end to the madness before they had no other choice but to continue The Hunt.

Now here she was, stood in a cave with the girl, or woman really. It was hard to pin Arcene down, she was a mass of contradictions and unlike anyone Talia had ever met in her long, yet what was now clearly sheltered life. Talia studied Arcene as she sat.

Arcene was settled on a flat rock on the opposite side of a shallow pool, legs dangling. The black socks with pink rabbits stitched up the sides gave a childlike first impression, yet somehow a warning too — an "I don't care, I like it," attitude. She was slim but there was muscle, and she had an air of the boy about her. Although, at the same time she was extremely pretty, and her hair was stunning. It was her frame, not well-rounded or overtly that of a woman, and her walk and whole demeanor was that of a swaggering boy who knew he couldn't be beaten. Inner confidence not relying on the opinion of others. A true sense of self.

The girl-woman sat with her back erect, arm raised where it gripped the sword hilt. The blade's tip rested on the rock below her as if she had just now pulled it out.

She looks regal, that's what it is. Like the rock is a throne and she is holding court. A child, and I am the lowly subject she is about to… Judge!

Talia wondered if she was doing it on purpose, reversing the roles. Sat up high on her stone throne, aware of the impression she was creating and the meaning behind it as she looked down to Talia, waiting for her to prostrate herself and offer respect to her Queen. The effect was confusing. Emotions fought with each other. She was a child. Talia was almost a century older than this girl, so why did she feel like the one who was the baby?

Because I know nothing, that's why. And I'm here, to… to do what? Say sorry? Say I didn't mean it? No, to save her. I'm here to save her.

It was more than that. Talia had the feeling, no, the knowledge, that more than her own fate was held in Arcene's thin hands. The fate of her people's future was at stake too. She didn't know how, but it was, she was sure of it.

Arcene gave off this kind of aura, an invincibility, like she had created and destroyed entire civilizations, changed the way societies acted and altered the course of their history with one stroke of her very sharp sword. Could that be right? How had she missed this inner strength that went beyond confidence and being a good fighter, which she was sure Arcene was?

Because she's lived, that's why. Seen things, done things. Been places.

"I know what you're thinking," said Arcene, startling Talia from her reverie.

"Eh? Do you?"

"Yes, you're thinking I'm just a child but you feel younger than me. That I'm silly but I'm strong. That I know more than you and that I have done things. Good things and bad things. Right?"

Talia kept her composure, held her back straight and her body language neutral. "Maybe. Something like that."

"I can tell you if you want? Do you want me to tell you?"

"Tell me what?" asked Talia cautiously.

"Everything. All the things I've done. The things I've seen. My story. All of it. Do you want that?"

Do I? Do I want to know the life of this child? "Tell me."
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"Haha, really? And then what happened?"

"Then I picked up the chicken and ran away, but as I didn't care about clothes and was so dirty and scruffy, and, well, a bit naughty, I tripped on these stupid trousers that were too big for me and this man, he picked me up by my hair and I thought I was done for. But I bit him and he dropped me and my trousers fell off and I got away."

"Haha. Well, that will teach him not to refuse to pay young girls after they've helped him do the chores."

"Exactly! And it was the best chicken I ever ate."

They were silent for a moment, the laughter somehow breaking the spell of intimacy while Arcene told of her life. Stories of danger, her upbringing, or lack of, her travels, adventures, how she got where she was today, of hot air balloons and blue castles and naked Fasolt with his dreadlocks and so much more. Of her child, the man that took him and how he had almost obliterated what remained of humanity.

Things Talia had no idea about but explained the complete lack of people on the mainland. She'd known The Lethargy had devastated humanity, but expected to find sign of at least a few people. Arcene told how things were slowly getting better now. People were coming out of hiding, but it had been close. Near extinction.

"We could be friends," said Arcene.

"We could. It's too late for that though, isn't it?"

"Your choice." Arcene shrugged.

"I don't know that I have one."

"That's the only thing you always have. A choice."

Talia thought for a moment. "I suppose you're right."

"You think of me as a child. But I'm not, not really. I have sliced off men's heads with a wave of my sword. I have burned women alive and I have turned my back on those that have needed my help. I live in the greatest construction ever built and my friends are the most powerful people in the history of the entire world. I have witnessed space and time break apart and been there when others have walked through the gaps in the timelines, and followed paths that scare me so much I wouldn't dare do it myself. I have screamed on roller coasters and once I got caught in a robot machine designed to turn monkeys into soldiers and I will not be dismissed."

"You never will be," said Talia. Who was this girl? The tales she had told, her life so full of adventure, so rich. And all in just a blink of an eye.

"You'd be surprised."

Talia sat, enjoyed the silence for a moment. "Oh no! I've been away too long, I have to go."

"I wondered when you'd think about that. Won't they be waiting for you? Coming to look for you?"

"Yes, yes. Aren't you worried? About what will happen if they come to find me and find you too?"

"Of course, but Leel will warn me. And besides, what will you do? What would you do if Vorce and your friends arrived right now?"

Talia remained silent. What would she do? This was a nice girl, odd for sure, but how she had lived! So much, like she had lived so many lives already compared to her own quiet existence. "I don't know what I'd do. I Judged you, found you guilty. This is The Hunt."

"You came to me, I didn't ask you to. I'm hungry but I think we both need to go." Arcene stood and Talia understood that they were both in danger.

"Me too. I'll try to stop them, I promise."

"Hmm. Maybe."

Talia watched as Arcene jumped down and splashed through the water. She moved to the entrance, and whispered in the dog's ear.

They left.

They didn't look back, or say goodbye. Talia didn't expect them too. It wasn't their style.

They were gone.

Talia sat for a moment in the dark.

What a strange girl. She smiled. She kind of liked her socks though.


A TELLING OFF


TALIA TOOK A hard look at herself as she wandered back to camp, praying she hadn't been missed. What must she and the others look like to Arcene? Here she was, dressed in clothes that made her look sinister as hell, but Arcene hadn't batted an eyelid. Because she could see past the supposedly intimidating garb to the heart of the person behind it all.

It wasn't power via The Noise, it was just that Arcene seemed to somehow understand who you really were, know the kind of person you were. Was that why she had managed to sit and talk with her rather than fight? Probably.

Talia hated the black combat trousers, the boots, the shirt and the waistcoat with more pockets than seamed sensible, but Vorce had given them all identical clothes. The sheer wonder of clothing that was pristine, unworn, and even somehow smelled new was too much to even consider refusing. Now she thought about it she felt silly. She was no assassin, no killer of girls, so why was she dressed like this?

For the show, that's why. Had to make an impression, look the part. She was trying to be something she clearly wasn't.

"What am I going to do?" she said aloud.

"Sorry?"

Talia almost jumped clear out of her skin. "Oh, Vorce. I, uh, didn't see you there."

Vorce stared at her for a moment, like he knew what she had been doing. "Why are you here alone? You are not to leave the others, I thought I made that clear?"

"Oh, uh, sorry. Call of nature."

"That is no excuse. You should have brought the others with you. Come, back to camp, I have found no sign of her. We shall have to wake Elder Janean, although she is exhausted."

"Maybe we should wait until the morning, get a fresh start. She could be long gone by now anyway."

"Hmm, maybe. How are you finding all this, Talia?" Vorce looked deep into her eyes as he indicated the world at large. "Are you coping?"

"Yes, Vorce, it is very beautiful. Do you not miss it?"

"Haha, of course. Sometimes. But our life, how we live, is for the best, Talia. There is no peace here, nothing but danger and things best left buried. This is not the future. People act bad, they don't care for each other. They want what was lost, not what the future could bring them. Ours is a better way, a better life. Ah, here we are."

They were back at camp. Cashae and Erato stood as they saw Vorce — they looked as guilty as hell. Talia shook her head, indicating Vorce didn't know where she had gone.

"From now on nobody goes anywhere without my say-so, is that clear?"

There were nods and murmurs of agreement. Vorce frowned before going to check on Elder Janean.

"How did it go? Did you find her?" asked Cashae as they gathered round.

Talia cast a nervous glance at Vorce and whispered, "Yes, but she's not the type to back down. We talked and… Well, I think it's us that need to leave. She seems, er, like she isn't bothered. It's hard to put into words. She doesn't want to fight, at least I don't think so, but she won't let us treat her with disrespect either. And the life she has led, the stories she told, it's… I don't know how to explain. It's so different here. The freedom, the adventure. Later, let's talk later. What I will say is if I had to sum her up then intense would be the word. Kinda cool too."

They nodded, rather nonplussed, but didn't pursue it further.

Talia sat and tried to get her feelings into some kind of order. What were they to do? What would Arcene do? Nothing had been decided, but Talia was pretty sure Arcene wasn't about to just run away now she felt at home out in the raw world where she knew her way around and could fight if need be. Under her own rules, not those of Vorce.

It didn't bode well, for any of them. Arcene may have been confident but she didn't understand how powerful Vorce was. Talia doubted any of them really knew what he was capable of.

They sat in silence until Vorce joined them a few minutes later.

"We will stay here tonight. Janean is in no state to continue tracking and the night is drawing in. Tomorrow we shall rise early. This Hunt shall be finished. Talia, are you ready to deliver your final Judgment?"

"Yes, Vorce, I am ready."

"Good."

Talia didn't feel ready at all, but what was she supposed to say?


BACK TO THE BEGINNING 


ARCENE AND LEEL left the sanctuary of the cave without saying goodbye to Talia. Yes, she knew it was dramatic, and yes, she knew it made her seem badass, but she also couldn't bear to look at the woman any longer. Arcene had opened up in ways she would have never dreamed of in her younger days, always keeping her emotions hidden, her feelings secret, but there was something about Talia that she connected with.

She wasn't a bad woman, just confused and overwhelmed. When you got right down to it, she was indoctrinated.

Was that the right word? Wasn't everyone the product of their upbringing? Was she herself wild because of her lonely childhood? Probably. But could she be turned into a person who enjoyed watching others be stalked, killed for entertainment? Maybe. How would you ever know?

Isolation, and the pressure of others, can do funny things to a person. What would the result be after generations where occasional extreme violence was the norm, the focus, the only outlet for the claustrophobic and weird life lived on The Island?

She had seen so much in her brief spell as a human being, and understood people were capable of anything. She witnessed firsthand how humanity had drifted, warped, became something else in many cases, far removed from what she thought of as normal life now, let alone what it had been in the old world.

People were isolated, weird beliefs arose and took hold, inbreeding and lack of people led to mangled gene pools and traditions that would seem ridiculous to those looking in from the outside. But as long as they hurt nobody then Arcene never interfered. If they did, well, there was always the sword.

After a restless night's sleep under the stars, with thoughts of The Hunt and her pursuers running like a roller coaster through her tired mind, Arcene decided to go back to the city and deal with things.

Much as she felt at home in the natural world, something had been nagging at her and she knew it was an itch she had to scratch. She'd been in enough situations to know that when her heart told her to do something then it was the right thing to do.

So here they were, walking back toward the ruins of a people that felt at home with the ground covered over by concrete and the buildings built so high they never felt sunlight on their faces and there was never any space or silence. What must it be like to live in a world where there were always the sounds made by other people? Maybe you got used to it?

There was little doubt in Arcene's mind that she could pick off her pursuers out in the countryside, but she was being drawn back to the city. Too much remained undone. Too many loose ends. And anyway, they would follow her. Arcene had spent a lot of time in towns and cities over the years, scavenging or looking for adventure, so she was confident that now the tables were turned she would do just as well as she could out in the open.

She had to know where this city was in relation to The Island. How far was it inland and how had she got there? Something had to be done about this perverse Hunt and she wasn't about to walk away from the situation.

She almost had, especially after talking with Talia, who seemed like a nice woman even though it was mostly her fault, but there was something about her, that maybe she hadn't realized the truth of the situation and the reality of what it was to be a human being even though she was Awoken. That she had succumbed to pressure from her leader and from the existence she had led thus far. Not that she was excused, but she wasn't quite as guilty as Arcene had first thought.

Arcene had almost decided to leave them far behind and make her way home after their talk, to maybe let Talia and her friends slowly change how their people thought, but as she mulled it over she realized that was very unlikely — nothing would break them from their stupor, especially with a man like Vorce leading them. No, something had to be done to wake them up to the truth. Arcene returned to the city.

At least, that was the idea.

It went wrong almost immediately.

By late morning, with some distance put between them and her Hunter's camp, although they were probably on her trail again by now, Arcene got a funny feeling in her belly that wouldn't go away.

At first she ignored it, dismissing it as hunger even though they had eaten a hasty but large breakfast of thinly sliced deer she flash cooked by throwing slices onto the coals of her tiny fire and eating as fast as possible.

As they walked, Leel bounding off ahead to keep lookout and search for lunch, the feeling persisted. It was a knot, like her belly was all bunched up and close to cramping. What was going on?

As the city revealed itself and a pain in her side had her almost doubled over, Arcene's eyes widened in shock as realization hit. She was nervous! She didn't get nervous like this, not when it came to problems she was confident she could deal with by using her sword. So what was going on? This was something different, a feeling inside trying to tell her something.

Had she made the wrong decision? Should she turn back, leave her pursuers and those on The Island to it? Just get home, cuddle her son and feel the warm embrace of her friends?

No, she had to try to help those that wanted her help, or needed it. Was it her place though? They obviously thought what they did was right. Their "Justice." She had to try, that was her nature, and she wouldn't be able to live with herself if she failed to at least attempt to stop such madness.

So why the nerves?

They kept on walking. The city dominated the skyline and even Leel stopped her running about and kept close to her side, as if she could sense Arcene's inner turmoil.

Soon, the wilderness morphed into the beginnings of the city, grass turning to patches where it ate through the asphalt, and the occasional building was replaced with streets of first nice houses, then the endless terraces of homes for the masses. And the closer they got the more depressing it was, the more claustrophobic, the more wrong it felt.

The gnawing in her belly grew more intense, and Arcene's confusion grew as her pace slowed while her mind tried to process information she didn't know what to do with.

"Ugh." Arcene had stopped as realization hit, and Leel, distracted, had walked right into her.

Woof?

"Sorry, Leel, my fault. I just realized why I'm nervous, and you know me, I don't get like that often."

Woof?

"Oh, yeah, sorry. Um, I think I'm scared of failure. Can you believe it? I think that once I decided to come back and try to put this thing right somehow, well, I think I'm worried I won't be able to. I haven't got a plan, I'm not sure exactly what to do, and I'm a little scared that if I don't do the right thing, whatever that is, then in the future some poor person will be a victim of The Hunt and it will all be my fault. Does that make sense?"

Woof, woof, woof.

Arcene wrapped her arms tight around Leel's neck and took in the familiar scent of her friend. "Thanks, Leel, I needed that. That was just the kind of reassurance I needed. Of course I will find a way. We will do it together, as a team, and we will save future generations from thinking chasing people for entertainment is a good thing. We must stop this, somehow, and show them how wrong it all is. Maybe that way they'll stop. It's too late for Vorce though, and maybe even the others with him. It would be a shame to hurt Talia though, but, well…"

With the, albeit rather one-sided, conversation with Leel giving her confidence and reassurance she would find a way to deal with the problem she faced, Arcene felt her stomach relax and the tight grip on her insides lessen. She felt lighter, like the hill she had to climb was no longer insurmountable.

Ha, me, getting nervous. All I have to do is stop people wanting to kill me, eliminate those that won't stop, convince an entire community that The Hunt is wrong, and show them there is a better life. Hmm, well, different anyway. I wonder what they will make of it here if they come?

Arcene whistled as she trudged through the streets.

She headed right back into the heart of the city, where it all began.


STRANGE ALLIANCES


"YOU'RE A COWARD," screamed Cashae. "You too, Erato. What's wrong with you?" Cashae was always the quiet one, the one to hold back, never put herself under scrutiny, so her outburst came as a total shock judging by the look on her so-called friend's faces. But this was too much, they had gone too far. Or, more precisely, not far enough.

Why weren't they doing something? Helping? Were they going to allow this to happen when all along they'd said they didn't agree with it and wanted a better life? Away from The Island somewhere they could do anything and be anything.

"I love her," said Erato. He turned to Talia. "I love you."

"Oh! Um, I love you too. I didn't think… Well, you know."

"Oh, that's just great! Why don't you start making babies right now then, rather than do what needs to be done and stop this insanity from carrying on? Jeez." Cashae stormed off, unable to deal with them for one moment longer.

No. Why should I let them behave like this? They need to learn.

Cashae turned. "If you think I'm happy for you then I'm not. And it's not because I'm jealous, it's because you are cowards and you have gone back on your word. What, you just going to let her die? Is that it? You think you can do what you want all of a sudden? After a hundred years of doing as you were told you think everything will somehow be great if we allow Vorce to do this?"

"Calm down, Cashae. What's got into you?" Talia moved forward but Cashae was having none of it.

"Don't you touch me, don't you dare!" Cashae warned. "You lied, and you'll regret it. I'm going, to help, even if you think that somehow Vorce will forgive you for this and leave you alone. You made your decision and now you have to actually do something. Cowards." Cashae left. If that's how they wanted to play it then fine, there was no way she would back out of this now. No way in hell.

They were meant to be the smart ones. The brave ones. The ones that had convinced her to consider what they were doing and see how wrong it was, weren't they? Sure, they'd all discussed it, told of their misgivings, but it was Talia that had gone to see Arcene then tried to help her get away. But was that as far as it went? Was she still willing to hunt if it came to it? Just to keep Vorce happy?

How could she be so weak? Cashae trembled with fear, but she knew her own mind, and knew the reality of The Hunt made it clear how terrible a game it was. And that's exactly what it was: a game.

Were Erato and Talia more concerned with themselves than the entire future of their people? Seemed that way. Well, she would go, and help, and die trying to stop Vorce if need be. She had made a promise. She intended to keep it.
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They had picked up Arcene's trail easily that morning. Wisps of smoke from a fire in the distance a beacon impossible to ignore. It was as if Arcene had given up on hiding and was taunting Vorce, taunting them all. Challenging them to come get her.

Cashae had seen the anger on Vorce and Elder Janean's faces as they broke camp and changed direction, seemingly heading right back where they had come from. Cashae could see something else too, a concern, maybe even fear on Elder Janean's usually blank countenance.

Were they afraid? Good, they deserved it. This wasn't right and she hoped they got what they deserved. How many people had they killed over the years? If not directly, then the blood was still on their hands. Vorce and the Elder were the ones directing The Hunt, making it bigger and bigger, more a part of their lives with each passing year.

After Talia's tale of her conversation with Arcene, the three friends had huddled close through the night and spoken in whispers once they knew Vorce was asleep. Elder Janean was dead to the world, exhausted from the day's tracking.

They had agreed they would have nothing to do with it, and when given the opportunity they would leave Vorce and Janean, find Arcene and somehow convince her to go home, leave the madness behind. Then, they would return to The Island and do all they could to convince others it was wrong. Then, and only then would they come back to the beautiful land they never even knew they longed for.

They'd agreed!

None of them felt capable of stopping Vorce. He was, after all, very scary. But they figured that if they helped Arcene, if they could persuade her to just run away and evade capture, then Vorce would have no choice but to allow them all to return home. He wouldn't chase about the country forever.

It was a good plan, a solid plan, and within just a few hours they had their opportunity.

Tracking Arcene was easy. She was no longer hiding. Vorce was getting angrier by the minute, but Elder Janean seemed to need more rest. Hunts never usually went on this long, and it was obvious she wasn't as strong and fit as she once had been. When Vorce ordered rest, the three friends suggested they go off together to look for food. Vorce took little convincing. After all, they were all hungry, and he certainly wouldn't expect them to leave and go after the girl alone. Let alone try to help her.

They ran, putting distance between themselves and Vorce. As they approached the city, knowing there was now no turning back, her friends shocked her.

They had stopped to catch their breath, and both said they thought they should just run away, or at least consider it. Run, like they were Prey! Cashae couldn't believe it. She was supposed to be the scared, timid one. They were always both better at sports and much better with weapons, but now they were saying they should leave.

Talia had explained again about Arcene, how she thought she would cope on her own, be able to defeat Vorce, and they should escape while they had the chance. Cashae couldn't do that, not after they had decided.

She ran, ran away from her friends, knowing they wouldn't be able to keep up. She may not have been so great at much of the training and regimes all children and adults maintained back home, but one thing she excelled at was running. She could run all day, just keep on going and going, sucking in energy from The Noise that allowed her to keep moving effortlessly.

When she was younger she really scared herself. She had gone deep into The Flow, and done circuit after circuit of The Island, feeling amazing, unstoppable — like the wind or a fish swimming through the water, never tiring. A natural force.

Talia put an end to it. Grabbed and shook her, stared into her eyes with love and concern, telling her she had to stop.

Cashae had been confused. Why would she want to stop? Why was Talia making her?

Turns out, she'd run all day, then through the night — although how she did that she never knew — and had just kept on running the entire next day too.

It took a week to recover. She couldn't eat enough to refuel, and from then on had kept her running to a much more normal level — just a few hours at a time no more than twice a week.

Anyway, that was the past. All that mattered now was getting away from friends that had turned into liars and would allow Arcene to die, and their people to remain as they were, all so they could… What, run off together, stay on the mainland and live happily ever after? Have babies and raise a family? Who did they think they were kidding? As if that could ever happen.

Vorce would never allow it.

Cashae ran through alien streets that scared her, but she didn't stop. She would get to Arcene, convince her to go home, and then Cashae would try to deal with the consequences. She was terrified, but if it meant her life then so be it.

They had agreed!

She may be meek, but Cashae had never gone back on her word in her life.

She wasn't about to start now.


BROKEN FRIENDSHIPS


"WE CAN'T JUST leave her," argued Talia. "We have to go get her."

"I know," said Erato with a sigh. "You don't have to say it like I'm arguing with you."

"Yeah, well…"

"Well, what?"

"Oh, I don't know. It's all gone so wrong." Talia wouldn't cry, not a chance. How had it gone so bad so quickly though? They had agreed to go see Arcene again, as Talia was sure she could convince her to leave. If all three of them were there she was hopeful they could convince her that Vorce would have to return to The Island soon — he wouldn't leave everyone alone for more than a few days.

But something had changed, she felt it as they ran away from Vorce. Their plan was flawed. Even if they convinced Arcene to return to her son and friends, Vorce would never believe they weren't to blame. He would kill them all, even if he couldn't kill Arcene. Now they had run away there was no going back.

They could never go back.

When she'd aired her concerns to Cashae and Erato, she wasn't surprised Erato agreed. He was an intelligent man, less emotional than her or Cashae, and she wondered if he'd known from the start that their plan had a serious hole in it. What were they thinking? Once they left that was it — no going back. What had surprised her was him saying he loved her, and not in a friendship way. Her heart fluttered and she wanted to grab him and kiss him right there and then, but it was hardly the time.

And now damn Cashae had run off alone and was determined to ruin it all. Okay, maybe it was their fault, they shouldn't have gone back on their word, but it was just a conversation, not set in stone. They could have talked about it. Maybe they would have decided to try to convince Arcene after all. No, that was a lie. She ached to leave, be done with the whole thing. What did that say about her?

"Talia! Hey, what the hell?"

"Sorry, I was thinking about what to do. We shouldn't have said that, Erato. We should have stuck to the plan and gone to help Arcene."

"And risk Vorce catching us all. Look, I thought it was a good idea, getting her away, us going back home and changing things, but it was stupid. We made our choice by leaving. We could never cheat Vorce, he would see right through us."

"But we can still help, can't we? We have to."

"I know. Look, we'll go get Cashae, see if we can get Arcene away. Then we will have to run, you know that, right? We can go away, be together, and…"

"You meant it, then? That you love me? Want to be with me?"

"Of course! I always have."

Talia clutched at Erato as though she would fall without his embrace. How she wanted to bury her head in his hair and never come up for air. But now wasn't the time, and she wondered if there ever would be one. It had all gone so horribly wrong. They should have stuck together, never mentioned running away. What were they thinking?

They couldn't leave their people. What would Vorce tell them when he returned? That they were killed by the Prey? Then on it would go, year after year, the same damn thing.

"I love you too, Erato. Let's just hope we have the chance to…" Talia blushed. Her life was in the balance, and that of her friends, and she was blushing thinking of the chance to get intimate. She was a grown woman, what was wrong with her?

"Come on, let's go. We'll find Cashae, convince Arcene, and—"

"And what? What about Vorce? Elder Janean?"

"We'll figure something out."

"I hope so."


TO STALK...


ARCENE WAS HOT. Too hot. Her face felt flushed, her clothes uncomfortable, and her damn pigtails, which she'd finally got under control, were banging about first in front and then behind as she ran. It was driving her crazy.

She slowed to a walk and focused on cooling herself down. She pictured her whole body in an icy pool like the one in the cave, and let The Noise envelop her, or she enveloped The Noise — it was all the same. Her body sizzled and sweat turned to ice crystals.

Oops, a little too much. She concentrated, eyesight dimming, surroundings dissipating like early morning mist, and did things properly. She set her temperature, then raised it until her clothes were dry, then cool again. Perfect.

The world solidified and Arcene became herself once more. She felt like a new woman, like she'd just had a dip in a hot spring followed by a cool shower and somehow there was even a hint of roses. She sniffed. No, not roses, the smell of rotten vegetation.

Back to reality then.

Arcene stood in the middle of the road, in the same spot where it all began. Was it only yesterday? She stared at the pile of items left for her the day before — still as useless.

"Okay, Leel, now we have to sort this mess out. They'll be after us, at least some of them will, and we have to be sure we do the right thing. Hmm, what do you think that is?" She turned to Leel, stared into those beautiful hazel eyes, and smiled. Stupid dog. Haha. How she loved Leel, silly thing that she was.

Woof!

"Well, that's one idea. Or, um, we could, er…" Arcene chewed on her lip, then realized what she was doing. Moment's later she was poking her tongue out like she needed to taste the air, but it got her brain working.

"Turn the tables, that's what we have to do, Leel. Gosh, I've been so silly. I have the perfect plan."

Arcene let everything fade once more. Deep, deeper still, at one with The Noise, going far into the truth behind all things, where everything was the same and everything was different.

She was atoms, dust, nothing. Everything. Arcene turned with eyes ablaze with colors so intense it hurt to see, but she looked, and she knew the nature of all things.

Focus. Vision narrowing, searching out the memories of what once was.

Data.

0s and 1s half-bitten, information crunched and chewed, corrupted. Arcene saw the colors, the fractal shards of partial knowledge. Computer knowledge, virtual information that meant nothing, still hanging on.

Memories.

Ghosts in the machine.

Her mind swept down the street, wind blowing leaves, trash, plastic, tickling the grass into patterns more complex than the largest processors. Her knowledge, her truth, swept up the front of the building and into the room where the last camera to be turned off still sat, watching with a dead eye.

It pointed directly at her.

Pieces were reconfigured, joined together, the data collecting capabilities restored.

Through The Noise, Arcene followed the flow of light waves, sped down power cables, witnessed the memories of electricity, the whispers of information traveling as On-Off signals flowing down hair-thin glass tubes that came back from the dead and rejoiced in their virtual existence once more.

Resurrected. Back from digital hell. Whole.

Further, deeper, from junction to junction, camera to camera, restoring the mangled processors, manipulating the complex world, gathering loose strands and weaving them together to become whole, digital eyesight restored.

She branched off. Up, down, side to side, faster and faster, speed increasing as pathways returned to wholeness, flowing with the information. Almost as fast as the speed of light, her mind danced along fiber optic cables, conversing with the data, becoming the data.

She split at junctions, parts of her meeting, becoming something else, becoming the computers, bundling and regrouping, breaking off, fixing missed packets, returning to join the others so she remained intact and wasn't lost forever in the invisible world.

She was fat.

A bundle of blobs of diverse information, all vying for space as she sped along the tunnel under the sea, a submarine cable that ran out farther and farther, then up.

Stop. Split.

Feed into the towers that remained, the backup devices and the uncorrupted processors, drawing power from The Noise, sending it where it needed to go.

All together now, fed into one machine.

A once-dead black plastic iris opens then sends the information it receives out into three dimensions.

Arcene retreats.

"How did I get down here?" Arcene is prone on her back, staring up at the cloudless sky. Then the world is obscured and a smiling face looms over her. A tongue sticks out, impossibly large, and Arcene watches in horror as a glistening tear of spittle extends then drips from the lolling tongue.

She watches in slow motion as it descends.

"Ugh, Leel, that is so—"

It's no use, Leel goes in for her favorite move — the full face lick. After all, why else would Arcene be lying down in the middle of a deserted street for so long?

Leel always did have a sense of timing.


TSCCCCCCCCCCCCCH


TSCCCCCCCCCCCCCH.

Two thousand, three hundred and seventeen pairs of eyes stared at the screen, captivated.

"Hello, it's me again. I think you might want to watch this."

The image zoomed. A close up of her face. She smiled.

Static.

Tsccccccccccccch.

Closer still. A luminous blue eye.

Arcene winked.

The screen turned to black.

The crowd erupted into loud chatter. They'd been sat there, waiting, not knowing what to do for a a day and a night now.

There was a gasp as the screen blinked back to life. From left to right, scrolling across then down, a series of images sprang to life.

The Hunt was back.

The crowd sighed in relief. Then cheered.

Gone again.

Tsccccccccccccch.

A close up of full lips, murder red. "Remember, I said watch."

The feeds return.

Every corner of the arena is now live.


FEELING SCARED


CASHAE WAS OUT of her depth. Far removed from her comfort zone. Why had she ever agreed to come in the first place? This wasn't her, she was no Hunter.

She felt foolish and she felt scared. More, she was downright terrified. She sat in the shell of a building and looked at herself, legs stretched out in front of her. She wiped a tear and sniveled like a baby. How pathetic. If they could see her on The Island what would they think of her?

That this is scary as hell, that's what. Cashae looked around the room, noted the silent camera in the corner above the door frame. Well, nobody was watching, Arcene had seen to that. But still, she couldn't shake the feeling she wasn't alone.

Did it just move? No, don't be silly.

It was precisely because she was alone though — her mind was playing tricks on her, making her jump at the slightest noise, raise her short sword and dagger, feeling useless, like she hadn't been trained for this and didn't know what to do. This was the reality though, wasn't it? You could have all the experience in the world via training, but when it came to real life and death it meant nothing. It was scary. Absolutely terrifying.

The outfit made her feel like a fraud. She stared at her legs in the thick new material, black boots up to her calves. She wasn't a fighter, she was an impostor in an assassin’s outfit playing a real game of life and death. She brushed ineffectively at the dusty material, but what was the point?

The camera swiveled as she moved, black eye zooming for a closeup on her tear-stained face as she stood.

Cashae wiped away the pity, the dust making it worse. She sneezed and rubbed her nose. "This is wrong. I don't want to kill people. I want to go home." She moved from her hiding place and stepped out the doorway into the street. She had to find Arcene, tell her to get away.

To never come back.
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Where should she start? Where would she be? Cashae was certain Arcene was back in the city — disturbances in The Noise hinted at it but revealed nothing. Should she shout, get her attention? Or was that silly?

She didn't know, had nothing and nobody to guide her.

She was alone.

Creeping around the side of a hulk of a truck, brushing past the trees growing out of the rusted trailer, Cashae nearly dropped down dead as she felt a hand on her shoulder when she emerged from the half-light into the strong afternoon sunshine.

"Ssh, stay quiet," warned Erato. Talia was next to him. They both looked sorry, but it was too little, too late. Wasn't it?

"We're sorry," whispered Talia. "You were right, we were wrong. We have to help. But we can never go back now, Cashae. If we help we can never go back."

"I know, but we have to anyway. I knew once we agreed to try to stop this that we could never return home. It was one crappy plan." She smiled through the tears and her friends laughed.

"Yeah, I suppose it was. We didn't exactly think it through, did we?"

"No. But I never thought you would change your minds about helping Arcene, and decide to elope together," accused Cashae.

"We're sorry, all right? It's just all a bit much. What shall we do?" Talia hugged her friend, then pulled her back into the shelter of the truck and the greenery. "I missed you."

"Missed you too."

"Hey, don't forget about me. I want in on this." Erato hugged them both. They were back. A team. Just not Hunters any longer. Friends, with a plan.

Sort of.

After whispered conversations, all of them not quite sure why they spoke so quietly but feeling it was the right thing to do until they had a proper goal, they decided they would stick together no matter what. Find Arcene, persuade her to leave, and then take their chances with Vorce and Elder Janean. They would try to convince them they had come back alone to finish the job but had failed, and that they should return to The Island.

It was a desperate act, and they knew the chances of being believed were slim, but they had to try. They had to attempt to warn everyone else, and tell the truth about The Hunt. Why had nobody ever said anything before?

Did this explain the occasions when Judges never returned? Had something gone wrong and Vorce knew how they really felt? Eliminated them before they could spread dissent?

Horror shook Cashae's world as their speculation revealed itself for what it was — the truth. It must be. There was no way that no other person had ever had second doubts once they found out the truth and were confronted with the reality of life and death.

It was true. Vorce had eliminated anyone he felt would try to stop The Hunt. She knew it, Talia and Erato knew it.

What now? Try to bluff their way through?

What should they do? He would know, and he would kill them.

"We have to warn everyone. Vorce is a disease. He's made us into something we were never meant to be," said Talia.

"But how?"

"I don't know. Come on, let's find Arcene."

Once more, Cashae emerged from the shelter of the truck. This time she had her friends with her.


FOLLOW THAT WIRE 


AFTER CLEANING HER face from the congealing slobber of an over-enthusiastic Leel, Arcene stayed put, right there in the middle of the street. It wasn't so much that she didn't have things to do, she certainly did, it was merely that she was exhausted — shutting down the feeds had been one thing, reactivating them another entirely. Arcene was close to the edge, and too much time immersed so deeply in The Noise had serious consequences.

Her body clock told her she had been doing it for hours, something she hadn't counted on and was a very amateur move. Anything could have happened. Ah, no, she wasn't that silly — she had Leel, and nobody would have got close with her standing her salivating guard.

She was exhausted though, and sat for a while, resting and recuperating. Hunters would come soon, she was well aware of this, and she had to be prepared. There was no way to know what would happen, or whose side they would all be on. All she could hope for was that Talia and her friends were rather less inclined to kill her than they had been.

After their conversation, Arcene was sure Talia would try to put an end to the madness. But Vorce, his companion, and Talia's friends, they were all unknowns.

Woof, woof.

Leel's hackles were as sharp as knives. She stared down the street as three black-clad figures emerged from an alley.

"It's okay, Leel. I think." Arcene ignored the odd sensation of being watched remotely and then put it out of her mind. This was her reality, not some show, and she had to remain focused on the here and now.

She snapped to attention, squared her shoulders, pulled her sword from its scabbard and angled her left leg forward, bending imperceptibly at the knee — a pose she had mastered that gave away nothing.

"What do you want?" Arcene shouted, as Leel growled and her muscles bunched. "Stay here, Leel. For now. But be alert." Leel glanced quickly at Arcene, moving her head as if nodding, before directing her attention back to the three cautiously approaching figures.

"We just want to talk. To help," shouted Talia.

"We already talked," replied Arcene. "There's not a lot else left to say. You should leave, or you should help stop this. The choice is yours."

They kept walking. The woman, Cashae, looked nervous yet determined at the same time. Arcene liked that. She was overcoming her fears, which showed integrity.

"We want to help," Cashae stammered. "We were wrong, this is wrong, all of it. You should leave, go home. Let us convince Vorce this needs to stop."

Leel's head snapped to the right, Arcene turned too. "Here's your chance."

Vorce emerged from the alley they had come from moments ago. He looked livid, but there was something else. Disappointment.

Arcene watched them turn at the sound of Vorce's footsteps, but not before she noted the shock and the fear bubble to the surface. What was it about this man? How could he have such a hold over them all? He was just one man. Yes, but a man they had all looked to as their absolute ruler since they took their first breath, that's who. He controlled every aspect of their lives and now they had turned against him, if what they said was to be believed.

What Arcene hadn't expected was for Cashae to speak first.

"Please, Vorce, we are sorry, but this is wrong. This is not how it seems from the safety of The Island. You cheat. You use cameras not for us to see back home, but so you can easily track Prey and kill them at your leisure. Or pleasure. We don't want to do it. We want to go home."

"Is that right? You left. You think I do this for fun?" Vorce walked toward them as he spoke. "You think it is for you to decide what is best, what your people need? I DECIDE!"

"That's enough," warned Erato, taking a single step across the street so he was beside Cashae and Talia.

Arcene watched them all in profile, certain it would not go well. She ran, knowing it would be too late, trying anyway. How could they not see?

"You dare warn me!? ME!"

Cashae must have had faster reflexes than Arcene gave her credit for. She lunged forward as Vorce stabbed out with his short sword and pulled back just as quick.

Arcene stopped, everything stopped. Everything apart from Leel. The world went into slow motion as Leel darted forward, instinct telling her these were now allies and they were under attack. Arcene opened her mouth to call to her, but knew it was useless and would be a distraction, maybe risk her coming to harm.

Cashae crumpled, hands clutched at her chest, as Talia and Erato bent to catch her. There was blood everywhere. Her jacket was soaked through.

Vorce's sword caught the light and sent its bloody warning to all. Talia and Erato stared at their friend, then at Vorce, unbelieving, not understating until now the depth of the darkness in the hearts of evil men, and the things they could do, would do, when their authority and way of life became threatened.

Vorce stepped back, stared at his hand and shook his head as if in regret. Not for the death administered, but for being made to commit the crime because of the disobedience.

Leel was almost on him, snapping for his throat, but he came to his senses just in time, and as Leel flew through the air to rip the life from him he slammed down the hilt of his sword onto the top of her head.

She thudded to the ground beside Cashae.

Arcene arrived and watched pink bubbles form then pop as Cashae tried to breathe. She bore witness as life left Cashae and she returned to The Void. She turned to Leel, knowing Vorce wasn't there.

He was gone, already running back down the alley.

"He's a coward."

"She's dead. He killed her!" shrieked Talia, cradling the limp body of her friend as Erato just stood motionless, in shock, face pale and hands covered in blood.

"What did you expect?" Arcene bent to Leel, her best friend in the whole wide world. If he had damaged her permanently Arcene would slice bits off him until all that was left was his mouth, screaming for her to stop as she stared with cold eyes at the remains of the man who would harm an innocent animal.

"Expect? I expected nothing. But this? This is inhuman."

"You all hunt people for entertainment. Just because you've changed your mind doesn't mean he has."

"I'll kill him," said Erato. "I'll kill him and we'll go home and tell everyone what kind of man he really is."

"I think they already know," said Arcene, unable to help herself and smiling, just a little, as hard-headed Leel came back to consciousness and stood, then shook the daze and confusion away.

"What?"

"The cameras. They're all back on."


ALMIGHTY VORCE


VORCE FELT LIKE a goddamn coward. Running away. Him! How had it come to this? As soon as the three friends failed to return in a timely manner he knew something was very wrong. He should have seen the signs sooner, should have realized the minute they began to question him about the cameras and the way The Hunt was conducted. Why hadn't he learned his lesson by now?

He slowed, knowing they wouldn't be chasing after him any time soon. But what about the dog? No, he'd hammered it good. There was no way it would recover easily from such a blow, if at all.

Vorce continued down the alley and clambered over rubble into a shell of a building. Half of the front was in the street and little remained of the roof. Lost in thought, he made his way to the back rooms, realizing he knew the way, the building more familiar than many others even though he had memorized the whole arena long ago.

He stared at a partially collapsed interior wall and it came back to him. This was where he had dealt with another insubordinate many years ago. Not the first and certainly not the last. Sometimes they simply didn't understand, lost their nerve or their passion for The Hunt, the reality of the situation overwhelming them and either turning them into cowards or turning them against him and their own people. Their own way of life.

It was always down to him to deal with it, deal with them somewhere the cameras couldn't see. It wasn't fair. He hadn't invented The Hunt. It was the people, they wanted it. The distraction, a sense of justice and a way to air grievances. But he'd embellished it, turned it into something grander, and as was always the case with such things, not everybody could live with the reality of the life they had chosen.

Under the pile of rubble would be the remains of a man who had gone against him and the Elders. He'd confided in Vorce that he couldn't go on, that it was wrong and he wanted no part of it. His words were cut off mid-sentence as Vorce delivered the death blow — he would not have the man go back and spread rumors, that wouldn't do at all. It always saddened him, but their way of life had to be protected. The Hunt was all that kept The Island together now, much as he wished it wasn't so.

In the back room, surrounded by defunct technology he had picked clean for the best components long ago, Vorce settled himself and calmed his mind.

He should have waited for Elder Janean, but once he understood what the others were up to he had rushed on ahead, agreeing to meet up in a few hours. He was glad he had. It would give him time to deal with the rest of them, and that damn girl and her dog too, if it still lived. Janean was getting too old for this now and could no longer keep up. She would have to retire; another would readily take her place.

How strange for it all to have come full circle like this. To be back where he had wanted to be, but led by those under his rule, and by Arcene.

What was her game? What did she have to gain by returning rather than leaving and making a run for it? She probably could have got away too, he hated to admit, if she'd just kept on going. She was the first to make it through the fence, and she could have escaped with her life.

So what was her plan? And why had the others returned? Did they want to warn her? Ally with her? Or simply try to return home?

"Oh, no! She wouldn't, would she?" Vorce's heart fluttered as panic washed over him before subsiding. No, it was silly, the last place Arcene would go was back to The Island. And besides, there was no way any of them would ever get back without him. He knew the codes for the locks and…

Ugh, if she can disable cameras, digital equipment and more, then maybe she can get through the key locks. Why would she though? There was nothing for her there and she would be ripped to pieces before she knew it. Maybe, maybe not. If Talia and Erato were with her maybe things would be different.

He couldn't take that risk. He had to get them, now, just to be sure.

It would be better if Janean was with him. She was a good fighter, excellent in fact, and although not so great at covering ground, she was a sight to behold with a sword. Like a blur — all blade and no mercy. He'd witnessed her death blows many times, seen how she fought like a thing possessed when the Judge was out of action and it was her that put down The Prey, signaling the end of another successful Hunt.

Maybe she was there now, at the remains of the tower, waiting for him? Maybe, or maybe she was still huffing and puffing her way back into the city.

There was no time, he had to eliminate them all, and now. Just in case. If she was there, great. If not he would carry on alone.
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Vorce moved silently, no need to declare his presence. He made his way through narrow alleys and avoided the worst of the debris as he approached the old clock tower. A once magnificent structure that could be seen from any point in the city until the skyscrapers grew taller and the sunlight never reached the streets. Now it was little but a hollow, red brick obelisk, the clock face and upper stories long since fallen.

He turned the corner and walked across the wide plaza that once gave a little breathing space in the overcrowded city, but was now covered in the half-destroyed building and all manner of junk, some of it placed by him over the years for dramatic effect. The things he'd done for his people, to give them the spectacle they craved, and what thanks did he get?

Elder Janean was nowhere to be seen, and he had no time to wait like a nervous boy on a first date. He had to go. She would have to find him, or he would return once his work was done. Either way, he had to finish this, and fast.

With sudden urgency, Vorce turned and, once clear of the chaos, eased into a steady jog and headed back to the main street to pick up the trail of Arcene and the traitors he once thought of as family.

If they wanted a fight he would give them one. They'd seen nothing yet.
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They were gone.

Vorce stood over the body of Cashae, feeling no regret. She had disappointed him, insulted The Island and their traditions, and had dared to interfere with what kept them together. There was no dog, no Arcene, Talia, or Erato. So the animal lived then? No matter, he would deal with them all.

Vorce turned and looked back at the room it all started in, where they sat aghast as Arcene killed the feeds. Just as well, he supposed, as he smiled thinking about what he would do to them.

He turned and headed in the only direction he could think of, although how they would know where to go he had no idea.

There was no doubt it would be Arcene. She had way too much going on that he couldn't fathom, and he didn't like it one bit. If anyone could find the way from the mainland back to The Island it would be her.

"Damn her."

Vorce kicked the corpse in a rare act of frustration, then left.

Seven stories up in a cramped room there was a slight whirr as a camera zoomed.


TOO OLD FOR THIS 


"HE KILLED HER, he killed her," Talia repeated over and over.

Arcene's eyes widened as she turned to Erato, questioning if Talia was about to lose it entirely. She kept the lead, marching them through the streets and to a destination she had not really taken enough notice of, or thought deeply enough about before.

She was following the cable, and now she understood the way The Hunt worked she suspected that when it met the fence there would be some kind of access and exit point. It made more sense than trying to go to the gap she had created and then skirting back around the perimeter, wasting a lot of valuable time.

That was the idea anyway. All she could do was hope her gut instinct was right.

Erato nodded, saying Talia would be all right, that she was just shocked, not "in shock." He put his arm around her and whispered in her ear, trying to calm her, forcing her to keep going, to walk fast through the crippled city, ignore the devastation and the stink. To trust him, trust Arcene. To hold it together and do it for their friend, for their community. For themselves.

Arcene faced front, not wishing to interfere, and checked on Leel again. She seemed absolutely fine, if rather embarrassed by the whole affair. Leel was unused to losing fights — Arcene couldn't think of many encounters where she hadn't come out victorious. But Leel was ever the optimist and accepted her new situation and their new companions — she trusted Arcene, and if she now believed they were friends then she would allow them to tag along.

It was easy to read Leel's thoughts sometimes, as their connection went way beyond mere friendship. It was something much deeper, more than love even, like they were the embodiment of the other. Optimistic about life even in the face of such malice. Mischievous, adventurous, at peace with themselves for the most part, and just happy to be alive and given the chance to be a part of such a wonderful world.

Not that they never got a little depressed at times, like now, but their spirits wanted to soar and nothing could keep them down, not permanently.

Progress wasn't as fast as Arcene would like. She wanted out of the city, at least get on the other side of the fence. Much as it was unexpected, she knew that what Vorce had done, in full view of the cameras, and thus his people, would have the desired effect.

Change would be inevitable now. There would be no turning back. It wasn't over, far from it — she still had plenty to deal with — but the cameras were no longer necessary. They had served their purpose, and now her attention moved to ensuring The Hunt never happened again.

Vorce, and maybe Janean to go, then The Island, although she was in two minds about returning to that place. But with Talia and Erato, and hopefully what the inhabitants had seen, she thought maybe it was worth the risk.

Ugh, is it though? It's a lot to ask. But I can at least show these two where it is, how to get there, and then me and Leel can leave, deal with Vorce if we haven't by then.

That was a much better plan. Yes, she would get Talia and Erato back there, but not go herself. What if the people weren't convinced and they turned on her? That was a huge risk to take.

Arcene put it out of her mind and returned to the now. She immersed herself in the present.

They kept on walking, ducking down alleys, almost losing their way, and then they were out in the open, stood next to the fence.

It looked the same as the other sections, but as Arcene stared at the ground she knew it was different. She looked past the grass, the worms, the beetles and the grubs, and watched as binary information was relayed close to the speed of light through a cable buried only a few feet underground. She followed the trail, expanded her awareness as it reached the fence, stepped up to it and kicked an innocuous looking piece of metal wedged close to the base.

It creaked to the right and a half section of fence slowly opened with a squeal.

This was Vorce's access point, how he came and went from the city.

They peered cautiously through, Talia seemingly having come back to her senses, even if she looked terrible. All Arcene saw was more city, but it wasn't like the arena. This was cleaner, less full of junk. In fact, mostly empty of anything on the main thoroughfare that continued after being cut off.

How far could it be to the coast? Not far, surely? Vorce had to get them here, so that would mean either above ground transport or the tunnel must be close.

"Come on, let's go take a look. We need to get you home before Vorce, and you have to tell your people what happened. They will have seen some of it on the cameras, but I don't know exactly what. You have to tell them." Arcene nodded through the open fence, indicating Talia and Erato should go first.

"What about you?" asked Talia, unmoving.

"Oh, we'll be fine. We'll go home, won't we, Leel?"

Woof. Woof, woof.

"See. We will deal with Vorce and then we will go home. But you owe us, you owe yourselves, so you have to put an end to this. Will you? Because if you won't I will. I will come and I will—"

"You'll what?"

Arcene turned, sword moving in front of her two-handed, left leg sliding forward automatically, bending at the knee, ready for any number of moves.

Elder Janean was not looking her best. She looked pale even though it was warm, and her breathing was ragged. Arcene wasn't fooled by the obvious signs of exhaustion though.

She took in the woman with a single glance. Noted the way she held her sword, the steadiness of her hands, the way her limbs were positioned. She saw the stance she had taken that seemed so casual, but was in fact an advanced fighting position that gave you plenty of room to maneuver and either attack or defend as was needed.

This was no middle-aged woman in sore need of exercise, well, it was, but there was a whole lot more going on too.

"What do you think you are doing? Talia? Erato? Why are you helping this… this girl? You Judged her, she is Guilty. You must deliver the death blow."

"It's over, Elder Janean," said Talia, her voice infinitely sad. "It's wrong, all of this. And you knew!"

"Knew? Knew what?"

"That it's all a lie. That it's fixed. It's not a Hunt, it's entertainment. And this whole place, it's fake. We never knew about fences, that you could track Prey with cameras, and that Vorce was such an evil man."

"I can explain. It's for the health of The Island. People want this, need it. We did what we had to do to ensure The Hunt continued. Without it we would be lost, unable to continue as we do." Janean paused for a moment, thinking. She never once relaxed her position though. Arcene had to admire her for that if not a lot else. "Where's Cashae?" She knew, Arcene could tell. She just hoped for a different answer.

"Dead. She's dead. Vorce killed her. He stabbed her and ran away like a coward. We're going. We're going home and we will change things, tell everyone what you both did, what this is all really about."

"Don't try to stop us," said Erato, giving himself some space, ready to fight if need be.

"You can't! It will have all been for nothing if you ruin this. Do you know how long we have fought to keep the community together? No, of course not. Look, I am centuries old, and I remember what the world was like before. Trust me, you do not want to go back to such a life. People need hope, they need Justice, they need something to look forward to and they crave entertainment. You think this is bad? You have no idea. The things people did long ago, what they did for sport, for fun, you could never imagine."

"Enough!" Arcene was in no mood for such nonsense. "So you think it's fine Vorce killed their friend? A woman you are supposed to protect?"

"No, of course not! I will speak with him. Where is he?"

"I would imagine he's coming to try to stop us, so we have to go. Now." Arcene watched for a reaction, but Janean remained as she was — body primed, face neutral, her next move unknown.

Janean sighed. "I'm getting too old for this."

Grrr. Woof!

"Leel, you stay. Good girl." Leel looked to Arcene, rather astonished, but Arcene knew Janean was ready, and after Leel's recent defeat she didn't want to risk her ego getting dented further.

"Let go!" screamed Talia.

A moment's distraction while she spoke to Leel and Janean had acted. She was fast, very fast, and now Talia was clutched close to Janean, the older woman's sword pressed tight into Talia's throat, her other arm pulling hard at her hair, exposing the neck.

"Release her. Now!" warned Erato in a deep, menacing growl that came as a real surprise to Arcene.

"Or what, Erato? You are a child, a mere babe compared to me, compared to Vorce. Do you really think you can get the upper hand? Do you know who we are?"

Arcene spoke softly, calmly, as if talking to a young child. "Elder Janean, do you know who you are?"

"Wh… What!" She spluttered, pulling Talia tighter, the blade pushing against flushed skin, nicking the surface. A bead of blood slowly trickled down Talia's throat. "Of course I do."

"I don't think so," said Arcene. "I see you, I see Vorce. I know."

Janean was confused, and that was good. Arcene wanted her confused. She also wanted her to know the truth. It was so obvious, how had she not seen it before?

"You're manipulated. Vorce is in your head, probably always has been. That's his power, his secret. He can warp your minds. Not a lot, and it's not like he is doing it constantly in The Noise, but I see it. I see it in all of you. This is why hardly anyone involved in The Hunt ever stops to think about it being wrong. It's because he's changed you, changed you all."

"Don't be ridiculous," spat Janean, pulling Talia tighter still, the blood flowing as the cut deepened.

"If you hurt her any more I will—"

Arcene cut Erato off. "Let me finish," she warned. "You need to hear this, but Janean definitely needs to." Would what she was about to say make things better or worse? It didn't matter. Arcene wasn't one for keeping her mouth shut if she felt the truth had to be heard, and it might just sway Janean, or give Arcene the opportunity she needed.

"Just… Kill… Her," croaked Talia, her words interrupting Arcene once more.

"I said let me finish! Jeez. Your thoughts are not your own, Janean, I see it. You have been duped, made to trust Vorce more than you should. He has insinuated himself into your mind over the years, subdued any part of you that would dare to think about what your "Island" has become. Do you think this is right? Look at yourself, look what you are doing. Is this you?"

There was a moment's confusion on Janean's face, as if the words rang true, but it was fleeting. Arcene saw her resolve harden just as the sword pushed deeper into flesh. Arcene sighed. "Fine, I'm leaving then."

"What! You can't leave," protested Erato. "What about Talia?"

"What about her? She's your friend, you save her." Arcene was playing a dangerous game and she knew it. But she couldn't think of another way out. She'd tried the truth, now she was trying a lie. All she needed was a moment. Talia was no fool, and she hoped she understood what was going on, what Arcene planned.

Erato was a mess of confusion. He glared at Arcene as if in accusation — was this what they got for putting their lives on the line trying to save her? Then he stepped to Janean. The sword cut deeper.

"You, you and her, all of you, you put me in this position, Erato. Why should I risk my life for you when this is all your fault?"

"Because you just said we have been fooled, manipulated, and we… we thought it was right. That it was what people deserved."

"And now you don't, right?" Erato nodded. "So, save her." Arcene nodded at Talia, who didn't look good. The blade was ready to cut her throat, but Arcene knew Janean had her doubts. She knew as well as Arcene that the moment she sliced, Arcene would lash out and Janean would be unable to defend herself in time.

Stalemate.

Talia nodded almost imperceptibly to Arcene. She clearly had no idea what the plan was, but there was a trust, a link between them. Surprising what a chat in a damp cave can do to bond two women together.

Casually, like she was offering a bone, Arcene said, "Leel. Chew."

Leel glanced at Arcene and she nodded, giving the go-ahead. This better work.

Leel bunched her shoulders as if ready for a fight, then walked slowly, calmly, over to Janean. The three people watched, transfixed, as Leel sniffed at Janean's leg. Her jaws opened wide and her head lowered to Janean's thigh.

Janean stared at Leel, confused and bewildered by the change in tempo and the realization of the order given. "If she bites, I kill."

"Whatever." Arcene waved it away casually.

"I mean it."

"And so does she." Arcene nodded at Leel. "You kill, she eats you alive. Slowly."

Janean panicked. This wasn't how such confrontations happened. There were sword fights, grunts and fists, running and screams as blades sank in deep.

"Now, Leel. Now!" shouted Arcene.

Janean's eyes widened in fright, unable to decide what to do. Leel lunged, Janean stepped back, and as Arcene had hoped, Talia used the distraction to push out on Janean's sword arm. It moved away a fraction and Erato sliced out with his sword expertly. Janean's hand, still clutching the sword tightly, dropped to the ground.

Arcene, satisfied that she had made the right move, shuffled forward with her left leg still bent, and sure to hit her mark she thrust out fast and hard with her sword directly at Janean's midsection.

Clang.

Arcene felt the reverberation right up into her shoulder and the sword slid off and to the side.

Janean smiled and grabbed for Talia, seemingly unconcerned by the stump that was already cauterized by her Awoken power. Arcene had to give her credit for that — she was one brave woman.

Leel bit deep and shook hard, sending Janean off balance. Arcene caught a glint of protective metal exposed through Janean's jacket. Clever. And sneaky.

Talia picked up her fallen sword and sprang at Janean as Leel ravaged the leg, ripping and flinging gobbets of flesh and material away as she nosed back in for another bite. Janean kicked and screamed but Leel was unstoppable.

Talia swung fast and hard, face full of hate and anger. Not just anger, shame too, shame that this was what she was reduced to, that after all she had tried to do death was still being dealt by her hand.

The blade hit its mark. The screaming stopped.

Janean's head hit the ground with an almost inaudible thud. Her body toppled over.

"Let's go," ordered Arcene. "Leel, good girl. C'mon."

Arcene headed toward the gap in the fence and walked through. Leel, snout bloodied, eyes gleaming with menace and bloodlust, followed obediently.

Neither of them looked back.

"That's it?" shouted Erato.

"Well, yeah. Come on, this isn't over yet."

Talia and Erato exchanged glances then hurried after Arcene.

"She's one dangerous woman," whispered Erato, as he wiped the blood off Talia's neck, checking she was all right.

"I heard that," said Arcene from the other side of the fence.

"Come on, time to go." Talia kissed Erato. They held hands and stepped over the corpse and caught up with Arcene. And Leel.


A MORALTY QUESTION


"WOULD YOU HAVE let us die?" Talia wiped at her neck as she spoke to Arcene.

"Um, maybe. Not sure."

"What do you mean you aren't sure?" asked Erato in surprise.

"I mean that I had hoped it would happen as it did, that you would both take the lead and deal with Janean as you felt best. And you did."

"But what if we hadn't? She could have killed Talia." Erato was getting angry, but it wasn't surprising — both of them looked terrible. Losing their friend was hard to accept, and now everything they believed was true was gone, washed away in blood and tears.

Arcene stopped and addressed them both. "Look, this is your fault. Yes, yes, I know you have been misled, and probably even manipulated to some degree, but it's your responsibility, not mine."

"We saved you," said Talia.

"Yeah, and how's that going so far? I would do much better on my own. You may have 'saved' me, but let's face it, you have saved yourselves. I would have killed you all, well, maybe not you, Talia, even though this is more your fault than Erato's, but be in no doubt that I would have done better on my own. I can deal with things, just as I will deal with Vorce."

"Okay, maybe it is as much about us saving ourselves, but we came back, for you."

"No! You came back because you were scared. Maybe you wanted to help me, and that's great, but you came back because you knew what you were doing was wrong, and there are consequences for actions. You decided to face up to them. You want to do the right thing, but you want to clear your consciences. You are doing this for yourselves, not for me. You decided to help me because you knew The Hunt was wrong, terrible. So, as I said, this is for you, not me."

"Maybe you're right. But we do want to help. He killed Cashae, I can't believe it." Talia wiped at her face, trying to stop the tears before they fell too freely.

"Believe it. He will do anything to stop you getting home. If you tell what he has done then your little community is over. It will be anyway."

"What do you mean? We'll tell them what happened, what Vorce did. About The Hunt and how it's all a lie."

"They have seen what he did, I told you that. The cameras are live again. Don't you get it? It's over. You think everyone will be happy to remain on The Island now? Of course not. You don't want to and neither will they."

"Which is why we have to find the way Vorce brings us back and forth, so we can use it," said Talia.

"Exactly."

"But then what?"

Arcene shrugged. "That's up to you. I'm not in charge, but maybe you will be, Talia. Maybe you can convince everyone, tell them what it's like out of the city, in the countryside where there is fresh air and you could live anywhere you choose. Maybe they will want to stay. I don't know. I just want to go home. I have a life, a son. I have friends and I want to be left alone. I want peace."

Arcene was losing it. She felt it all bubbling up inside. The tiredness, the hunger, the sorrow, the loneliness she never knew she had. Most of all, what threatened to overwhelm her, was love. How she loved her little boy, how she wanted him by her side. There was too much death, there was always death. She'd had enough and wanted done with it all.

To go home.

"Okay. Come on," said Erato, "we have to find how we got here so we can get back. But it could be anywhere."

"It's a tunnel and it will be close."

"How do you know?" asked Talia.

"Because when I followed the data cable it went underwater, so my guess is it flows through a tunnel. It makes sense. How else would he get back? The currents won't let you leave so it must go under the water. I can see the cable, the information flowing to your Island. Trust me."

Arcene turned and walked, Leel by her side, manically trying to lick the blood off her muzzle. Leel did like to be clean, sometimes.

They spread out, Leel on the left, Arcene beside her, and Talia and Erato next to her. Arcene followed the trail down the empty street where grass was longer and the asphalt chewed through completely, now nothing but dust.

Ruined buildings creaked and groaned, slowly settling back into the earth, to their constituent parts. It would take many hundreds more years before all signs of the city were gone, but there was no hurry, the planet had plenty of time to heal itself now there were insufficient people to cover it over again.

The line ran straight and true underneath their feet and Arcene remained focused. It wasn't far, and less than a minute later they came to a series of steps leading down.

Metal railings stopped long dead pedestrians accidentally falling, but there was no signpost — Vorce had probably had it constructed as the streets emptied and nobody questioned why someone was building a new Underground Station when people couldn't even be bothered to lift a spoon to their mouths to stop themselves from starving to death.

They descended into darkness.


FEEL MY WRATH


VORCE STEPPED OVER the body of Elder Janean, disgusted and sick at the way she had been treated. What was wrong with them? Did they have no respect? She was an Elder, and they allowed this to happen? It was that damn Arcene and her dog, but his people, Talia and Erato, had allowed this. They had gone to far.

There would be no forgiveness now. They would feel the full weight of his wrath, his anger, his utter disappointment in them.

How had they strayed so far? Others had fought against his will in the past, but none as strongly as the three friends.

Poor Janean. She was a good woman. Strong and an immensely good fighter, if a little slow at times, but that suited him.

He had chosen his people carefully. Over the years, Vorce found himself increasing the subtle manipulation he placed on those on The Island. It began with those chosen as "Elders," people who had Awoken but left a way into their psyche, and he had manipulated them ever so slightly, ensuring their new home was a success.

And once The Hunt was pressed upon him, he decided over time that it was a good thing, and embraced it wholeheartedly. Elders had their misgivings, but he soon brought them around through subtle manipulations.

And now here he was, having to deal with the mess, all because he tried to do right by his people. How ungrateful.

He would not let his life's work unravel. He would simply not allow it.

Vorce stopped and stared into the dead eyes of Janean. "I'm sorry this happened, my friend. You were a good person, you didn't deserve this." Vorce stood, pulled himself together, and calmed his mind and body. Things may have gone awry but that by no means meant The Hunt was over. He smiled. "It's only just begun." Was he enjoying himself? Maybe he was. After all, things had gone rather stale over the last century, especially with no strangers to get involved in their ritual.

Maybe this was what he had been missing for so long? Why he hadn't felt so close to his people as he did now? He was wild and dangerous, back to basics where life and death was all that mattered. He would be triumphant, return to The Island a hero, having saved the day. Saved them from the evil that was Arcene.

Vorce walked through the fence and knew exactly where he was heading. "Stupid child, she doesn't know what on earth she is doing."
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At the steps down to the tunnel, Vorce took a moment to compose himself. Was he ready? Did he have a plan? Yes, and no. He could defeat them all, he was sure of it, but the only worry was that Arcene would get through the security doors and onto the train that would take them to The Island.

He realized it didn't matter. Maybe it would be better if they did escape, for now. After all, where could she go once they got there?

Talia and Erato were a concern, and their treachery would have to be punished. But wait, wasn't that perfect?

"Ha, of course, I've been so blind, so foolish. Let them go, let them return home. See what kind of welcome they get when I tell everyone what they have done. How they sided with Prey and tried to save her even though she killed Elder Janean and Elder Boehn. There will be a double Hunt for the first time in history. I can get new cameras while they rot in a cell for a while, and I will make The Hunt bigger and better than ever before. I will pick new teams, reorganize the Elders, maybe appoint new ones, and we shall return here and make it the most spectacular Hunt my people have ever seen."

Vorce suddenly felt dizzy. He reached out and grabbed the ancient railing, almost falling as it gave way and clattered down into the darkness.

He had to get a hold of himself. He was talking out loud, and was he drooling? Was he grimacing like a madman and waving his arms about? This was no good, he had to remain calm, in control. He was a man that was always composed, let nothing fluster him or make him doubt his own actions.

"I am Vorce, and I will save my people."

He took a step down, then another and another until the darkness engulfed him.

Far, far behind him, the last live camera whirred and clicked off. The final image broadcast back to The Island, before the screen went blank and the islanders howled and wailed, shouted and screamed, muttered and moaned. Most of all, they waited.

They waited for arrivals.

For there was to be a Judgment. And so much more.


INTO THE TUNNELS


ARCENE KEPT HER mind empty and her actions brisk as they walked through a large, ill-lit space. The area was huge. It must have taken an incredible amount of work to excavate such an area, but she supposed it was nothing compared to the feat of engineering that was The Island. And besides, things like this were created all the time in the past. There was even a tunnel that went right under the sea from England to France, so she supposed this wasn't actually that impressive.

The first lock had been simplicity itself, a digital combination on a touch pad at the bottom of the steps. She hardly even had to look into The Noise at all, just enough to switch to vision that allowed her to pick up on heat signatures. The numbers were highlighted orange for her and all she had to do was try different combinations of the four numbers until she got the right ones. She got it first go.

It was human nature to be lazy, and she knew Vorce would never really have expected anyone to get this far, so she just punched in the first highlighted digits on each line and the door clicked open.

They didn't have far to go. The space led directly to a single door, outside of which were several trolleys. Before making another move, Arcene wanted to check out the area.

Taking a minute to wander the oversized room — like a place you would buy a ticket at a regular station, not that she ever had — she noted that there were other trolleys just to the right of the stairs and what looked like an elevator. Of course! Vorce wasn't about to go dragging people up stairs, now was he?

It didn't matter now.

Arcene turned her attention back to the door.

"Wait." Talia put a hand to Arcene's shoulder. Arcene flinched at the touch and Talia withdrew her hand sharply. "Sorry, I forgot."

"That's okay, I shouldn't be so jumpy anyway. I wasn't going to stick my sword in you or anything, I save that for the men that touch me." Silence. "It was a joke, haha. Um, maybe not a very good one."

"Arcene, do you think we should?" Talia looked worried, Erato too.

"I think you should, but I don't think I should. It's your home and they are your people. I can't be sure how much they saw on that screen of yours, and to be honest I'm not sure I want to risk finding out. And besides, they may not believe I'm the gorgeous, fantastic, innocent girl that I am." Again, silence. "Really, nothing? Fine." Arcene sighed. "What are you thinking?"

"I know what I'm thinking," said Erato. "I'm thinking we should deal with all of this here. I don't want to, but I think we should finish this once and for all before we go home."

"You mean kill Vorce?" asked Talia. Erato nodded.

"How will you do that?" asked Arcene. Leel cocked her head to the side, clearly as interested as Arcene in the answer.

"Well, we fight him, don't we?" Erato answered like a nervous child, not a man with a century plus behind him and ready to fight to the death.

"We couldn't even stop him killing Cashae, and Elder Janean nearly killed me," said Talia.

"Will you stop it! We have to. What other choice do we have?" Erato was losing it, that was clear, and Talia wasn't far behind. The death of her friend, the loss of her way of life, it was all bearing down on her. She would be useless unless she pulled herself together, and quick.

"Fine, go on then." Arcene waited for their response.

"And what about you?" Talia was getting a hold of herself at last. She was strong, and even after all she had been through she was determined not to be beaten.

Arcene could see it inside of her, the strength welling up, taking her out of herself, forcing her to become the person she had always been deep down inside.

"I told you before, this is not my fault. I have to get home. You think I can risk my life and leave my son without a mother? Should I do that, for you?"

"No."

"No. But… We would be grateful if you did. We are sorry, Arcene, so sorry. It's like I've been asleep my whole life, like something has been masking the truth, making me believe things I knew weren't quite right deep down. But now we have a chance to do something, to put it right. At last." Talia was reborn, strong and centered. Arcene liked what she saw.

"Okay, let's see how this goes then."

Arcene turned her attention back to the door. She peered through the glass partition and could see a platform and a train waiting. So close.

Should I do this? Am I mad for going back there? This isn't my fight, I should just turn around right now and leave. She shook her head at the complex iris scanner lock, face a mask of indecision. Leel's hot breath tickled her nose she was so close. Leel whined and Arcene turned to her friend. "What, you think we should go back there?"

Woof!

"Okay, fine, but don't say I didn't warn you."

Woof, woof!

Arcene turned back to the door and stuck her tongue out the side of her mouth as silence enveloped her and she sank, once more, deep into the no place that was The Noise.

It felt different, not as welcoming as usual. Something wasn't right, a disturbance. Interference from outside forces trying to block the full power of what was available to Awoken when deep inside the Noise. Vorce.

Arcene struggled deeper, immersing herself in the very heart of the truth behind all reality. Energy, but more, swirled around her consciousness as she struggled down, like when she dove into the water and battled not to return to the surface. This was much harder, and the more she tried to enter the right mindscape, the harder it got.

All she wanted was the connection with the digital world, and finally she got it. Once more, binary code danced around her and flowed under her feet, a single current leading to the door, linking it to a remote server she didn't even bother to investigate. This was orders of magnitude harder than the previous lock, harder than corrupting regular data as what it was asking for was so complex.

She bent her head forward, eye closer to the reader, knowledge pouring into her. She looked behind the lock to discover what it wanted, at the impossibly complex configurations it required, waiting as if in a deep slumber, yet alert enough to take the information given in a moment and process it, deliver its verdict.

Arcene had been judged enough already and was in no mood for answering to a computer. She looked deeper still, into echoes of the past, code that floated in The Void like virtual ghosts of lives never lived, information fragments and binary deaths that never truly died, echoes always remaining somewhere, just more intangible as the memory of information faded.

Deeper, then at the bottom. Arcene was floating just above the bottom of a digital ocean, impossible pressure pushing down on her.

There was no easy escape from this virtual tomb, and all around her lay the broken fragments of 0s and 1s that could have been anything, were everything and nothing, waiting to be reborn as something new.

Corrupted eyeballs bobbed past her, broken eyes that saw nothing, milky white or putrid green, nightmare black or flayed flesh pink.

Shattered shards of past readings, a hundred ghosts of Vorce's unlocking of the door, forever fading but containing fragments of what the iris scanner wanted, hidden deep behind the unseeing virtual eye memories that could never be free from their unknowing existence.

Click.

Whoosh. Warm air and a strong breeze greeted them as the door swung open.

Arcene collapsed against Leel, sending them both to the rough floor in a heap. Leel crawled out from under Arcene and stood over her, licked her face, eyes excited, waiting for the playful telling off. Nothing.

Leel whined.

Arcene breathed shallowly, face so pale her hair was dark in comparison. Blue veins throbbed gently under translucent skin.

Woof!

"What do we do?" Erato asked Talia nervously.

"I don't know, but we better do it fast. Look."

They turned. Black boots thumped on the steps, echoing across the open space.

"Vorce."


WHAT NOW? 


"HE'S COMING, HE'S coming. Hurry up. Quick, quick!" Talia was losing her newfound sense of strength and pride. Her head felt like it had cleared of fluff, like her life was a dream of a dream. None of it was real.

For a moment she had total clarity, and now it was all falling apart again, crashing down around her and they were seconds away from it all meaning nothing. She pulled harder on Arcene's arm, the hands childlike against her rough callouses from the work she seemed to be constantly involved in.

"I am hurrying. Pull harder. Leel, help us, girl. Can you do that?"

Woof.

Leel carefully grabbed a mouthful of leather strap that secured Arcene's sword to her back, and the three of them dragged her through the open doorway. Erato slammed it closed behind them and it clicked shut. It would buy them a second if they were lucky.

"What now?" asked Erato, eyes as wide as Talia's.

"On that, I guess. But I don't know how it works, do you?" Erato just looked at her like she was mad. "Right, of course you don't. But let's try anyway."

They dragged Arcene over to the single car train. Lights switched on as they moved, highlighting their way. As they got close, the train sprang to electronic life, the buzz of interior lights heard from the other side of the dark metal, an engine rumbling like an animal just waiting to get up and go.

Talia released her hold on Arcene and moved to what looked like a door. "There's a button or something, it's red."

"Well push it then, push it now!"

Talia slammed the heel of her hand into the button.

Whoosh.

The doors slid open. "Okay, get her inside. Leel, help us again, please."

Woof, woof.

Leel sat next to Arcene, guarding her.

"Um, I don't know what you are saying, but if you are asking if she will be okay, then yes, she will. As long as we get her out of here, and quick."

Woof!

Leel grabbed the strap and looked at Talia and Erato as if to ask what they were waiting for.

"Um, okay, let's do this." Erato grabbed an arm.

"And fast." Talia grabbed the other, and they spun Arcene around then bumped her over the divide between platform and train.

The moment Arcene's legs were inside, Talia punched the button on the other side of the open door, hoping it did what she expected.

With a squeal and a strange sucking noise the doors closed. Talia watched as the door into the station opened and a rather odd looking Vorce stepped through.

He wasn't running, didn't look unduly panicked, but was seemingly talking to himself as he rather strangely closed the door behind him as if he had all the time in the world.

What does he know? What is he doing? He seems so calm, but something is up. Why isn't he screaming and going mad at us? Doesn't he know what's about to happen? He doesn't care, he wants this.

Realization hit. He didn't know about the cameras. He was thinking they would all be exactly where he wanted them. Back on The Island, nowhere left to go.

"Vorce is in for a shock. He thinks he's won."

"Well he will if we don't get this thing going. Do you think it will just take off on its own or— Whoa!"

"It's going, it's going!" shouted Talia. "Hold on." Talia grabbed an overhead rail and clutched tightly, swaying side to side as the train picked up speed and an electric hum vibrated through the floor, making her feet feel strange.

Erato grabbed a rail too, and put a hand down to Leel to steady her.

Grrr.

"Um, okay, just trying to help."

"I think she's maybe a bit sensitive about being touched, just like Arcene."

Woof.

"Don't worry, Leel, I'm sure she will be fine." Talia glanced at Arcene, but she didn't look fine, far from it. Her face was still very pale and she was still out cold. Leel whined and bent her head as if listening for signs of life.

"I hope she comes round soon," said Erato. "I don't think Leel will be too happy being on The Island without Arcene awake. How long do you think this will take? I can't believe it, he's got transport. He can come and go as he pleases and he never said a thing."

"What's more incredible is that nobody ever thought about it. How is it possible for everyone to never question how he got to the mainland with people and weapons for The Hunt? We've all been so blind, so foolish." Now Talia thought about it the more absurd it seemed.

Every year he would go to the mainland and yet the discussions concerning how it was achieved always centered around mysterious currents that let him pass, or even magic. It was a huge talking point but nobody had ever, as far as she could recall, brought up the possibility that he had another means of going back and forth.

"I think Arcene was right. Vorce does something to us, to everyone, makes us kind of believe what he says, not question things logically. I feel like I've woken from a dream or something, like only now are things really coming clear. You?"

Talia nodded. "The same. It's been happening for a while and just keeps, um… It's hard to explain. It's like the tide comes in, goes out, and each time it leaves a little more behind. More clarity. Like I'm able to think properly for the first time."

"He manipulates us. Everyone. But how? We are Awoken, it shouldn't be possible."

"I've been thinking about that. It must be to do with when we are young. I bet he inserts something into our minds when we are children so it's always there, a part of us."

"And the Elders?"

Talia shrugged. "Don't know. Maye they are a part of it, or maybe they are just people he knew he could manipulate if the need arose. Erato, this is horrible. Cashae is dead, she was our friend for over a hundred years and now she's gone. How can life be taken away so easily?"

Erato put an arm on Talia's shoulder and tried not to wobble too much as the train jerked a little from side to side. "Me either. She was our best friend in the world, and he killed her. She was trying to save me, and he stabbed her like it meant nothing. And the Elders too, they are dead."

"They deserved it." Talia frowned. "Maybe."

"That's it though, isn't it? Did they? Or were they doing things they had no choice in? If Vorce manipulated us all then maybe they weren't like that really?"

"It's too late now, but we have to warn everyone, make it right. We can't let him carry on like this, we just can't."

"We won't. We'll finish this today no matter what. When we—"

Woof, woof, woof.

They turned at Leel's bark; she was staring at Arcene. Her eyes were open and she was struggling to sit up.

Woof!

"Hey, Leel, how you doing, girl?"

Woof.

"Haha, I'm pleased to see you too. Um, are we there yet?"

"Not quite," said Talia. "I don't know how long it will take. We have no idea where The Island is, so it could take hours."

"Ugh, my head feels funny." Arcene shook, grabbed Leel's collar and pulled herself to her feet. "I think I've had enough of the digital world for a while. Immersed in it makes you lose yourself. And I doubt it will take long. He wouldn't have built it too far out to sea, and besides, it would only take a few hours to get to France, so it can't be that long a ride."

"France?" asked Erato.

Arcene looked at him strangely. "Yeah, you know, the country that's just across the Channel from us. Seriously, nothing?" Arcene looked from one to the other.

Talia finally understood the extent of the gaps in their schooling.

"Wow, what have you been learning for the last hundred plus years?"

"I think I'd like to find that out too. I get the feeling there's rather a lot about this world we know nothing of." Talia felt like a child in front of Arcene. Such a long life yet she knew less of the world then this girl who was barely a woman. No, that was unfair. Arcene was strong and smart. Cheeky, yes, but she was saving them, saving them from not only Vorce but themselves. She was their hope, their salvation, and she would not let Vorce harm her.

"Thanks," said Arcene with a smile, the color returning as much as it ever did.

"For what?"

"For saving me back there. I think I entered The Noise one time too many without resting and it didn't go well. Probably need some food. Um, maybe later," said Arcene hurriedly, as if thinking about what happened the last time she ate on The Island.

"Haha, don't worry, once this is over we will have a feast and you really can eat as much as you wish."

"Um, I think I'll pass."

Talia noted the shock on Arcene's face at her own words. She got the feeling it wasn't often Arcene turned down food. What did that say about her and her people, when someone trying to save them was still wary of their hospitality? That they had a lot to make up for, and it would begin today.

Well, happy birthday, Talia. It's a year you will never forget, that's for sure. If you survive.


STRANGELY COMFORTABLE


IN A MATTER of minutes, the train shuddered to a halt. The lights dimmed, the engine hissed and ticked and then there was silence. The three people looked at each other, knowing there was a little time. They had the train, and if Vorce walked it would take him hours.

"How does this work?" asked Arcene.

"What do you mean?" asked Talia.

"I mean the train. How did you get it to leave the station and come here? How does Vorce call it back? Can we stop it?"

Talia looked blank and turned to Erato for help. "Don't ask me, I've got no idea. Talia just pressed the button and the doors opened, we pulled you in, she pressed this button here and—"

"No!"

"No!"

The door hissed open and warm air flooded in. "Um, I guess I shouldn't have pressed it, right?" Two pairs of eyes burned holes in Erato's already fiery cheeks. "Sorry."

"Okay, so the doors are open, but I'm guessing they have to be closed before the train can be called back, unless he can't and you have to be where the train is to use it. Just don't press any buttons. If we can keep it here then we have some time." Arcene stared accusingly at Erato.

"I said I was sorry."

They stepped onto the platform, only to be confronted with yet another door, but this one was different — metal split down the middle. An elevator.

Arcene assumed it led directly up into The Island so there was no need for steps here, and it wouldn't have been possible anyway. She tried not to think about the fact they were under the sea, as the thought of all that water above your head was enough to make you consider really freaking out.

"Well, it doesn't look like there's any kind of complex lock like before. Phew. I don't think I could go through that again."

"How do you do this? I don't understand any of it, but, you know, shut the cameras down, read the codes and all?"

Arcene thought for a moment, but she had no answer. "I'm not sure. I've never tried anything like this before. I just kind of, um, let myself go into the code, sort of. Er, dunno, it's just like if I let myself free then I can become a part of this weird virtual world. It's scary though, it's not like being inside an animal’s mind. It's a lot more alien and you could lose yourself. I don't like it, that's for sure."

"Haha, a woman of hidden talents," quipped Erato. Both women just stared at him. "I'm having a bad day, all right?"

Woof.

Leel barked her warning. The door to the train hissed then closed. Nobody had pressed the button.

"Oh no!" The train lights flickered into life and the engine rumbled. Moments later it was gone, picking up speed as it disappeared into darkness. "We need to move, fast," warned Arcene. "If we don't have time to see how your people have reacted and find out what they know, then this could be very bad, for all of us."

"Let's go then," said Talia.

"Um, the door." Arcene indicated the key lock for the elevator. If nothing else, Vorce was security conscious. "I think if I tried it again I would be out cold for hours. Any ideas?" Arcene knew the risk would be great. There was only so long you could lose yourself in alien worlds without the toll being extreme. She could be unconscious for hours, even days. Or worse.

"Yeah, I've got one." Erato stepped to the side and picked up a thick bar resting against the wall. It looked like a handle for the pneumatic piece of equipment next to it, a way to jack up the trolleys or something. It didn't matter, Erato stepped back quickly, raised it above his head and—"

"No!"

"No!"

He stopped mid-swing, about to bring it down on the keypad. "What?"

"It might disable the elevator, then we'll be stuck. Here, let me try." Talia stepped up close to the keypad, peered at it, tried to will it to give up its secrets but she got nothing.

"You have to go deep into The Noise, unless you have any other strong abilities you could use?" said Arcene.

"My best ability is that I can hear just about anything, even really quiet sounds, or things very far away." Talia was deflated, like she clearly didn't think it would be of any use.

"That's perfect. Okay," said Arcene, "just listen closely to the numbers. There will be echoes, faint echoes of the last time they were pressed. They will be here, dancing round in the air, bouncing off walls, but up close to the numbers will be best. Just listen and then punch them in."

"Um, well, okay."

Arcene watched as Talia put an ear to the keypad, moving her head slightly back and forth then up and down, repeating it for what felt like a lifetime. She tapped her foot impatiently, but stopped when she got a warning glance from Talia. "Sorry, not helping."

Talia listened again. A minute passed, then two. This was getting too much. Arcene began to consider Erato's idea of just smashing it and seeing what happened.

Talia stood and smiled. She punched in three numbers with her index finger and the doors slid open silently. "One. One. One," whispered Talia, as if she'd come full circle. She smiled.

"Cool. What did you say?" asked Arcene, noting the strange smile.

"Nothing. Just feel like certain things have meaning all of a sudden."

"Well done, Talia!" Erato gave her a quick kiss, then stood back like he'd been presumptuous.

"Yum, nice." Talia put a hand to her lips.

"Can we do this later, please?" Arcene rolled her eyes and stepped into the elevator.

Leel whined and tried to get out once she realized she'd walked into a box, but Arcene soothed her and told her that soon it would be over and they could go home. Leel sat, looking at Arcene with pure love and trust. Arcene hoped she wouldn't let her down.

The doors began to close, Talia and Erato were still on the platform, recovering from their kiss.

"Get in, quick."

Whoosh.

It was too late, the door shut. Arcene and Leel rose as the elevator clattered and clanged into life.

"Leel, I don't think this is going to be very good if we end up surrounded by islanders without our friends. And if Vorce catches them before they manage to join us then it won't be very good for them either."

Woof.

"I can't, we have to wait for it to stop. Hopefully they can call it back down once we arrive."

Woof, woof?

"I guess we'll just have to keep our fingers crossed if that happens. And there's always the sword." Arcene reached over her shoulder and gripped the sword hilt. The cold steel reassured her.

She was Arcene, nobody would mess with her. Not if they valued their lives.

[image: ]

The elevator slowed and stopped with only the barest of shudders. The doors opened and as they did so another outer door slid to the side. Arcene wasn't sure what to do to send it back down so studied the panel inside for a moment. There were two buttons, one with an arrow pointing up, the other pointing down. She shrugged, pushed the down button and stepped out with Leel before the doors closed.

They watched as the elevator disappeared and the outer door slid shut. "Wow! You'd never know it was there."

Woof!

"Ssh, quiet, Leel. We don't want anyone to find us, not now. Let's just wait and see if they come up." Arcene stared at the wall that hid the fact the elevator even existed, and wondered if they were still all right down on the platform. Was Vorce there? Was he right now slicing their throats or doing something to them so they wouldn't resist him? What then?

To take her mind off such dark thoughts, she looked around the room, wondering why it was so cold. Because they were deep down in The Island, she supposed. Didn't she hear that Vorce had the lowest level in the bowels of The Island? Yes, that made sense — easy access for the elevator, but boy was it freezing.

She stared at the basic, yet still rather well-appointed room, a red felt high back chair calling to her, asking her to sit, rest for a moment.

Before she knew it she was sighing as she adjusted her sword and leaned back into old but comfortable cushions and put her feet up on the stool.

Gosh, look at my socks, they're filthy! It was hardly surprising. So much had happened, and so quickly, that she would be a terrible sight. She definitely needed a shower, and food, to relax and sleep…

"Ugh, eh! What?" Arcene jumped to her feet. She'd dozed off! Arcene smiled at her own nature. It must look odd if anyone was watching.

Here she was, in an alien environment, back where people had stripped her naked and smiled as they anticipated her death, and she had returned, alone, being chased by Vorce, who knew how many miles from home, and she'd had a nap. Well, there was no point worrying until it was time to worry, so why not have a rest and a little recuperation while she waited?

Thud.

That was what woke her, the elevator stopping. She pulled her sword out and waited in front of the closed panel, Leel beside her, hackles raised, both prepared to fight.

The panel slid into the wall. The elevator doors slid open.


RELIEF


"OH, WOW, IT'S you. Any sign of Vorce?" asked Arcene, relaxing and sheathing her sword, as judging by the terrified faces of Talia and Erato she was in what she liked to refer to as the "I will definitely be killing you" zone.

"Um, not yet, but the train was coming back, at least we think it was. We could hear it. It won't be long," said Talia.

"Okay, then let's be sure not to press any buttons." Arcene glared at Erato.

"Come on, I only did it once. Look, let's wedge these doors open and—"

Too late, the door hissed shut the moment he followed Talia out. "Damn, he must be here. He must have called for the elevator from the station."

Arcene wondered if they had any sense at all. She wasn't exactly one for planning ahead, but when it was things as obvious as ensuring people that were trying to kill you couldn't actually follow you too easily, well, it was just common sense. "What is wrong with you? Why did you step out and not wedge the doors open?"

"Sorry, sorry. I was worried it would close with me in it and I would go back down. I didn't think it would close that quickly."

"Fine. Whatever. Look, keep your swords ready and let's get the hell out of here. Do you know the way?"

Erato shook his head but Talia nodded. "I do. I've been down here a few times over the years. This way."

Talia led the way and they followed her across the concrete floor and the threadbare rugs, just about making their way in the gloom. Vorce had some form of very low level lighting but it was hardly enough. Arcene assumed that whatever he used to power it was running down without him to see to it.

"Ugh." Arcene caught her leg on the corner of a metal cabinet against a wall, but at least there was a door too.

"Quiet," hissed Talia. "This is his main quarters. He has wives and children and there may be Elders too. We might not want them to be the first people we see." Talia glanced at a door to their left, presumably to the rooms for his wives, however many he had.

Then she turned a handle in the door closest to them and whispered, "Follow me."

They followed her out. Arcene, then Leel. Erato brought up the rear and closed the door behind him. Arcene turned at the thud — what was with him?

It was almost pitch black, save for intermittent lights on landings as they crept up the freezing staircases and grabbed hold of ornate iron railings that felt so cold Arcene was amazed her hands didn't stick and the skin rip off.

Why on earth would you design something like this on purpose? Why would you want to live in such a dreary and depressing place? She guessed it was all to do with impressions — keeping everyone used to the basics, never wanting too much more. Downtrodden and in their place.

They ascended, moving as fast as they could, but the higher they went the slower Talia moved, as if she never wanted to get to the top.

"Hurry up, we haven't got much time."

Talia turned. "Sorry, but I'm worried how people will react. What will they do when they see us, when they see you?"

"Let me worry about that. Just get us up there as fast as possible. Wait, I have an idea. Do you know the way to the room where they project The Hunt from. I trashed it before I left, but Vorce said there were backups and plenty more equipment. Get us there, fast. I know how we can deal with this, deal with all of it. Maybe."

Talia didn't ask questions. The look of relief on her face told Arcene that any kind of plan was better than what she currently had — nothing.

"Okay, this way."

They carried on up, moving fast again, and Talia took them up to what must be ground level judging by the noise and the light seeping in through several windows and the large open doorway that led to The Island's surface.

She avoided exposure by taking them along a narrow passage, down a short flight of stairs, practically running past an internal open door where murmurs could be heard, and then they were back up on ground level, the other side of the door, and heading up a narrow flight of stairs.

Woof. Woof, woof.

"Quiet, Leel, and no, it's nothing like the church. There will be plenty of room for you to get up." Arcene had no idea if that was true, but now wasn't the time.

They ran up narrow steps, cold concrete walls on either side, but it was wide enough for Leel. Talia burst into the room with the others right behind her, only to be confronted with a boy, pure terror on his face. He dropped whatever it was he was working on and backed up against the outer wall.

"Pieter, it's me, it's us. No need to be scared."

"I don't think it's you he's scared of. You're the one from the other night, aren't you?" said Arcene. The boy nodded, eyes widening further as Leel shoved her way inside the now very full room. "I'm sorry about that. I didn't mean to scare you but I was fighting for my life. You know how it is." Arcene waved it away like it was a regular problem for everyone, even small boys. "Um, forgive me?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"What! You little… Oops, sorry. Arcene is fine, no need to get all formal. Now, look, is there a camera here, like the ones they use when they film The Judgment? Like the one the man had the other day? The one that filmed me?"

"Yes, ma'am, um, Arcene," said the boy hurriedly as Arcene scowled.

"Well?"

"Um, what?"

"Get it then!"

The boy practically tripped as he took a few steps to the bench along the wall, undid a metal case and pulled out the camera. It was smaller than she remembered, but it was probably because she took little notice of it at the time, more concerned by her predicament and the fact she was naked, tied up, and her bum looked big on the large screen.

Arcene glanced out the window and was pleased to see that the large screen was still in place. Not so pleased to see the chaos that reigned outside. "This might be a problem. Are they often like this?" Arcene moved aside so Talia and Erato could squeeze past Leel and take a look.

"No, this isn't normal at all. Look at it, it's bedlam," said Erato.

"Nobody is working, nobody's doing anything. They're all hanging around, eating and drinking and shouting. What are they all doing?"

"They're waiting for the screen to come alive again. Waiting for this camera." Arcene tapped the one that pointed out the window, the one she had sent her very essence into to make function, clearly one of Vorce's replacements for the one she damaged beyond any kind of repair.

Turning to the boy, trying to look friendly, Arcene smiled and said, "Did you see the images? Did you see what Vorce did? How he killed Cashae, how Elder Janean acted? All of it?"

"We did," stuttered the boy.

"What was your name? Pieter was it?" He nodded. "So you know what he's like? What he has done to you all?" Again, he nodded. "And how did people react, Pieter?"

Pieter was silent, head bowed. "It's all right, Pieter, you can tell her. Or tell me, you know me, you know Erato."

He lifted his head. "Okay. Well, we saw you wink before you turned all the cameras off, or we guessed it was you. People were angry, and just waited. And then they came on again, and it was you again, Arcene."

He turned to look at her, the story overcoming his fear. "You were smiling and you said to watch. So we did. We saw Cashae, all sad, and crying, and we saw you in the main street and what Vorce did, and more. We saw him act so mean. He kicked her. He killed her, and after he kicked her! We saw him shouting to himself, saying horrible things about you all, and about how he would do terrible things and that he was going to make all of you Prey in the next Hunt. It was awful, but we watched, we watched it all. Then it was over, you were all gone, you ran away and he went after you. Now you're here."

"That's right, now we are here. So the people know? They saw what Vorce did?"

"Yes, and they aren't happy about it. Some of them defended him, and there was some trouble, still is. It was only an hour or so ago, I think. I came up here to get out the way. Everyone's gone crazy."

"Come on, we have to go, get down there. You too, Pieter. Bring the camera. Can you work it?" asked Arcene.

"Sure," he said brightening. "Although I'll get in trouble. I'm not supposed to, not really."

"Don't worry about that, Pieter," said Erato. "Nobody will mind, not today. Not ever. You got what you need?"

"Almost." Pieter went to the circuit board and flipped a few switches. Things hummed into life behind the blackness. "It's just to power the cable, and to send it to the camera for the screen. The cable is already run down there, where it stays. I just have to connect it."

"Okay, let's go," ordered Arcene.

"Do you know what you're doing?" asked Talia as they left the room and filed down the stairs.

"Haven't got a clue, but what have we got to lose? Vorce will be here soon, and if I can get a message to everyone before then we might avoid a lot of trouble. Maybe."

Sunshine greeted them as Pieter ran though the large entrance to The Island and over to the bundle of cables Arcene had run up as a mouse what felt like forever ago. He fiddled with switches and other things hidden from view, then turned and smiled, camera in one hand, thumb up on the other.

It was too late, they had already been seen. A communal gasp almost deafened Arcene as the chant was taken up.

Arcene. Arcene, Arcene. Arcene.

Someone else chanted Talia's name, then Erato's. Then Leel's.

Leel barked loudly. The screen flickered into life.


THE BIG SHOW


THE NOISE WAS deafening as they stepped out into late afternoon sunshine. It wasn't all cheers though, there was anger there too. Not directed at them, but at Vorce.

Where was he? Had they killed him? How could they do that? Was it true? Was it a trick? And on and on it went.

They stood there, Arcene, Talia, Erato, and Leel, in a line on the top steps, images huge as they stared at themselves on the screen.

The most bizarre thing about it all was that probably three quarters of the people weren't facing them, they were watching the screen. Why look at the real thing when you can see it televised?

It was one of the most bizarre things she thought she had ever seen. But thinking back it had been the same at her Judgment, everyone looked at her first, but then at the screen to see it larger. The spectacle, the shame they should all play a part in.

What was wrong with them? Were they not ashamed for what they had done? For the things they did in the name of entertainment? And now here she was with a new drama for them to witness. She knew it was how it had to be, how she could make the most of the situation, but it was sad — they hadn't really snapped out of it and many were still crying for blood, for a Judgment. They wanted to Hunt, they all wanted to Hunt.

They wanted to Hunt Vorce.

"Enough," shouted Arcene, sword pulled out fast, swept in front of her like she would slice them all to bits if they didn't shut up — it was tempting, whether they did or not. Arcene was tired, hungry, thoroughly fed up and she'd had more than enough of the lot of them. She wanted to go home. She would go home, nobody would stop her, not now. Not ever.

"You saw what happened?"

"Yes," shouted the crowd.

"You know what Vorce did? That he killed one of you, one of his own?"

"We do," they agreed.

Arcene tried not to roll her eyes. What was with them?

"And did you see the truth of this Hunt? How wrong it is? How people cry and are terrified, and Hunters break down and know to kill is wrong?"

"We do," some shouted, but there wasn't the same response there had been.

I'm losing them, already. "Did you see Vorce kill Cashae because she wanted to go home? That she discovered Vorce was manipulating her, that he fooled her, fooled you all?"

"Yes," came the subdued answer.

"He cheated. He used cameras not to show you what happened, but so he could track Prey without them having a chance." A gasp. Good, they were with her again. "Talia and Erato are witness to this, and so much more. He lied and he cheated and there is a tunnel under the sea and you can go to the mainland. You can go now." Silence, nothing. Nothing at all.

What was wrong? They were scared, they had never even considered such a thing. What now?

Talia stepped forward. "It's beautiful. There are fields and rivers and meat, and there are houses and you could live anywhere, do anything. We can have our freedom. We can do whatever we want. Vorce lied. The Hunt is a lie. He killed us if we disagreed with him. He made us do things we didn't want to do. We can leave. We must leave."

"Why should we?" came one angry man's sullen question.

Arcene stepped forward, unable to contain herself. "I'll tell you why. Because if you are not off this Island in exactly three hours then you will never leave. We know the way. We are the ones that can open the doors and show you how to get there, where to go and how to survive, and if you do not leave now then I will make damn sure you never can. I'm sick of you people. You enjoyed watching me get chased like an animal. You wanted to see me die. All I did was accept your friendship and your food and you turned on me. Well, I've had enough. You can leave, or not."

Arcene shrugged — it made no difference to her. "But if any of you try anything I will cut you into bits and feed you to the fish. Understand?" Arcene roared.

She was sick to her stomach with the lot of them. She wasn't even sure they deserved such an offer. Maybe she should close off the tunnels and leave them to their insanity? No, give them a choice, a final offer. Nothing more, no second chances.

They had their options. She would not let the tunnel remain open. She simply would not. No way was she going to allow another unfortunate to wash up at The Island and give any of them the opportunity to continue the Hunt and have their games. It was now, or it was never. She was in no mood for discussion or lengthy departures.

"It's beautiful, it really is. But we have to go. I know this is our home, but only because we don't know any better. Out there is a world full of space and we can do anything. But no more Hunt." Talia was almost pleading with them, but her words seemed to have the desired effect.

"No more Hunt. No more Hunt," came the chorus.

Arcene stared at herself on the screen and tried not to scowl and roll her eyes. She looked pretty good though, considering.

Dirty, rather a mess, but still kick-ass with her sword and her kilt. And her socks looked as cool as ever. Leel looked amazing, standing there by her side, almost up to her shoulder, proud and strong, but still dopey, although she never seemed to make that impression on others.

"Ooh." The crowd gasped.

Arcene knew they looked good, and the ultimatum was rather extreme, but she didn't expect quite such awe.

"Traitors!"

Arcene stared at the screen again, understanding why there was a collective gasp.

Vorce stood at the entrance to the bowels of The Island. He looked insane, hair blowing wildly, face a mask of hatred, eyes blazing. The eyes of a madman.

He was gone. Lost and over the edge.

Dangerous.


REVOLT


ARCENE TURNED AS Vorce's voice sent shock waves through the community. She could feel the indecision build in an instant.

This was Vorce, their leader. The man that had kept them safe, kept them together, the only ruler any of them had ever known and the man they owed everything to.

It was understandable, and Arcene knew that all that had been said and seen so far could be forgotten in an instant as Vorce's presence and power swept over The Island like a strong breeze.

Vorce stepped forward, but remained at a distance from Arcene and the others. The boy with the camera changed position, and the image on the screen blurred for a moment then switched to a closeup of Vorce.

His face filled the screen, and the crowd murmured loudly, his insanity clear for all that would accept what they saw without their vision clouded by the man he had once been.

This was the truth of their leader, the reality behind the lies, the manipulations, and the enforced following he dictated by his dominant influence. Would it be enough? Would they stand against him or bend to his will?

"They are traitors." Vorce pointed at Talia and Erato in turn. "And she, this girl and her dog," Vorce's words came out in a hiss, spittle at the corners of his mouth, "they have disrupted our peaceful existence. All of them must die. There is to be a Hunt, the greatest Hunt of all. They shall be Judged, the two ex-members of our community, and they shall be found Guilty. They will be taken to the mainland, taken as only I have been given the power to do by the strength of my righteousness, and I shall pick new Hunters and this will be the most glorious of Hunts you have ever witnessed."

There was silence. No cheers, no clamoring for blood, and no chants of encouragement.

The islanders knew his words to be a lie. They knew of the tunnel, knew what he had done, had seen it on their screen.

"They saw you, Vorce," said Arcene. "I turned the camera feeds back on and they saw you kill Cashae. She was one of your own people, and you killed her. You cheated and you lied and you never gave Prey a chance. You are a fraud and you deserve to be punished. It's over, Vorce. Enough of this."

Arcene felt thousands of pairs of eyes follow her every move. Some watched her, others the screen as the image panned from Vorce, to her, to Talia and Erato, even covering the crowd for a few moments, showing Arcene in detail the complex emotions of the islander's.

This was a lot to take in for sure, but she was resolute. This was it, the final show. The last one ever.

"You… you turned the cameras back on?" asked Vorce in shock, coming back to himself, the madness retreating.

"Yes. Everyone saw what you did. They saw you kill Cashae and they saw you run and they saw you as you truly are. A manipulator and a liar." Arcene moved closer to Vorce as she spoke — he didn't seem to notice.

The crowd jeered and hissed.

"I did it for you," said Vorce, hands open, pleading. "I had to save us all. She turned her back on us, just like Talia and Erato. They killed Elder Boehn, and Elder Janean. They are the ones in the wrong, not me."

"We saw you kick Cashae, after she was dead," came a voice from the crowd, followed by more jeers and shouts from the increasingly incensed crowd.

"What? No, I didn't. Did I? Anyway, that is my punishment. They are traitors and you will do as I say. I keep you safe, I control you. You will obey!"

"You kicked her?" whispered Talia, walking toward Vorce. "You kicked her as she lay dead in the street after you killed her?" Arcene watched as Talia got ready to fight, to kill.

"Talia, wait," said Arcene. Talia turned at her voice, and Arcene watched in dread as Vorce lunged for Talia, sword jabbing out hard and fast as he propelled his body forward, the act of a desperate man who could stand the insubordination no longer.

But Talia was quicker than Arcene had expected and easily sidestepped the thrust, slamming the hilt of her sword into Vorce's wrist as he floundered forward, almost losing his balance.

The crowd was in turmoil, shouting and clamoring for Vorce's Judgment. What was wrong with them? After all this and they clung to their old ways like a baby to its favorite teddy bear.

Vorce moved to continue the fight but Leel ran to Talia's defense before Arcene could stop her. Arcene could see the aggression, the bloodlust from earlier and the atmosphere combining to send Leel over the edge, to go berserk and ravage Vorce until he was nothing but lumps of flesh. This would not be good. It would cause havoc, and it wasn't what Arcene wanted. She had other plans for him.

"Leel, no!" Leel turned but kept on moving, teeth bared, eyes manic. "You won't get any supper. Ever. Stop!" Leel skidded to a halt, the punishment filtering into her mind, the threat of loss of food combined with the order enough to stop her from losing control completely.

Arcene rushed up to her and whispered in her ear, while everything else was still.

The crowd was silent.

Vorce seemed lost to the madness and just stood there as if accepting he was beaten.

"You stay and guard him. Don't let him move," Arcene ordered Leel, loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Are you all mad?" Arcene shouted, finally at the end of her patience. "We tell you what he has done and all you can think of is to carry on as you were. I'm sick of the lot of you. You deserve to be locked up here forever and to never see what the world is really like."

The crowd shifted about uncomfortably, unable to come to terms with the changes thrust upon them so quickly. Was this all a mistake? Should she have left Talia and Erato to deal with this how they saw fit? No, they were too close to it all, and Arcene was certain Talia would never have defeated Vorce if left alone to end it all. She had to… Ugh, something's not right.

Arcene turned to find Leel laying down at Vorce's feet, half asleep and far from the vicious animal she was a moment ago. She turned to Talia and Erato, but they were half asleep too.

The crowd was quiet, watching. Watching her. As she turned her attention from the crowd to the huge screen, she was confronted with the smiling face of Vorce.

"Did you think you could subdue me, Arcene? Did you think you could defeat me? ME! I am The Island. The Island is me. It is MINE! You are a child and it is time you were taught a lesson by the grown-ups." Vorce's eyes bored into hers from the screen. Arcene couldn't turn away, was transfixed by his manic gaze, by the light that caught the spittle at the corners of his mouth. By something else.

He was going to win.


BATTLES WITH WORMS


A WORM.

There was a worm wriggling into her skull, boring into her mind and her thoughts, eating away at her sense of right, her sense of duty, her compassion and her personal morality.

It was being gnawed away and replaced by something else. By a craving for Justice, for a call to vengeance and an acceptance of what her betters knew to be just. She was being warped, changed so she believed in the power and the righteousness of Vorce. Her leader, the man that would do what was best and who's say was final.

Arcene watched transfixed as Vorce moved forward, smiling like it was a pleasant day and all was well in the world. Her mind was reaching for his, his mind reaching out to hers, reaching out to everyone's. Invisible tendrils, powerful beyond compare after hundreds of years of practice in The Noise, able to insinuate himself into the minds of others, even Awoken, taking advantage of the slightest weakness and forcing his will on her, on them all.

This was the truth behind the man, behind the madness of The Hunt. He projected his personal sense of Justice onto them all, enveloping them in his presence like a warm blanket, tucking them in tight, making them a community that had to sacrifice to stay together, to survive and remain as they were.

Arcene's mind floated above, watching herself lose control and her posture slump, her sword lower and her eyes dull. Vorce had a similar effect on every single person on The Island.

She watched as Elders emerged from inside the building to see what the commotion was about, seemingly coming out of hiding after the revelations of earlier. A few of his wives came out too, with children. They must have feared for their lives and hidden once his true nature was revealed. He was calling to them all, calling everyone to him.

As he strutted across the wide platform of the entrance, Arcene watched his confidence grow.

Was she truly floating above herself, watching this unfold? Or was this merely her imagination, a means to escape the brutal attack on her senses? It made no difference, she knew what she had to do.

Arcene switched off The Noise inside of herself. Shut it down and sealed its all-encompassing power away. Pushed it out. She turned inward, examined herself as she was now and how she once was — a wild thing, a primitive creature.

She looked at the things she'd done to herself, the transformation of her body chemistry to lock herself away forever as a fifteen-year-old girl, the half woman, half girl she was for eternity. She followed all the changes she had made to herself in a fit of anger and shame and she traced the subtle lines of invisible energy that made it all possible. She flowed inside of herself and met Vorce, his will, his presence inside her body, and she joined him.

Then, with everything she had, just her, no Noise, no crutch of any kind, she shut him out, pushed him away just as she had her own aging.

She was herself once more, and Vorce's power was no more forceful on her mind than the gentle breeze that tickled her cheek.

Vorce stared at her, wide-eyed and unbelieving. "You don't have the same hold over me, Vorce. You forget, I have not been subject to your manipulations like the others. I will not allow you to enter my head and do as you please. Are you ready?"

Vorce shook, his hold gone on the islanders as he focused on Arcene. The crowd slumped, shaking and moaning as they regained their true selves. Shouts rose and anger erupted as his spell broke.

Vorce had messed up, revealed his true nature. The memories of his manipulations flooded into everyone, and they understood what he had done, what he had been doing for so long but they had never realized.

"I'm ready. You will pay for this, Arcene. You've ruined it, ruined everything. Do you think it's better to live there, with all the madness, the reminders of how bad things used to be?"

"It's better than this. At least that's real. And at least I have a choice. You forced these people, Vorce. You never gave them a choice and you are selfish."

"Selfish! Me? I gave everything I had to keep us safe. They wanted The Hunt, not me."

"So you decided to cheat, to lie, and to steal their free will? What kind of choice is that? People must be allowed to make up their own minds, not do what you believe is best. Now you have forced my hand, and now they can decide for themselves. You know what they will choose. They want their freedom, they want to think for themselves."

"This is what's right. This is their home, our home."

"Not any more. Now I decide, and those that want to can leave." Arcene turned to the crowd once more, although she really didn't want to. Pieter was still somehow working the camera, although the picture shook and the image kept blurring.

"My offer stands. Three hours, no more. You can leave, or not, it's your choice, but after that you may never leave." The crowd erupted into noise, chattering, arguing and shouting, some saying they would go, others saying they were scared, more still baying for Vorce's blood.

"Enough. Take him, disarm him, but if you kill him not a single one of you will ever leave this Island. I can get you out, only me. You kill Vorce, you all stay. Understood?" Arcene knew she was playing a dangerous game.

There was no reason for them to fully trust or even believe her, and they could easily take her just like Vorce, but she knew they wouldn't. Somehow she knew.

Arcene knew the kind of dominant personality she displayed when she let herself get rather dramatic and carried away. She was Arcene, the girl that saved or destroyed worlds. Somehow, she had the power others craved, only difference being she didn't want it. She just wanted to have some fun, a full belly, and enjoy the flowers and watch the clouds dream in the sky.

The islanders surged up the steps and Vorce was lost amid deranged screams of power and that he would see them all Judged and they would be lost without him and he would slice them to bits.

Soon, his words were drowned out, and in minutes Vorce was bound to the pillars just as Arcene had been days earlier.

Arcene watched in dismay as they taunted him and jeered at the broken man, head bowed, bloodied and bruised but still alive as his people called him names and his wives cried at his treachery and his children clung to their mothers, asking what father had done.

But what choice was there? She couldn't leave things as they were, could she? No. She had become involved, owed the people a second chance.

And Vorce? Well, he had nobody to blame but himself. Maybe. Arcene saw him as he truly was, understood he had the best of intentions but it had all gone wrong somehow. It was the isolation, the need to strive for something different.

When you got right down to it he was one man trying to make a better world, not repeat the mistakes of the world he knew before The Lethargy.

He'd lost his way, but for a time he was a good man, with noble intentions. Life jut somehow got in the way and he never had the courage to stand up to it and continue on the path he had first chosen.

Peace. She would give him peace.

He deserved that, if nothing else.


PEACE


THERE WERE THOUSANDS of people, and in the end it took the whole night and into the early morning before everyone was taken off The Island.

Talia and Erato took turns taking people down in the elevator and onto the train, then passed on the job to others once they understood what to do.

The Elders were a surprise — once they understood what had happened to themselves over the years, and went deep into The Noise and the corruption was revealed, they helped immensely in organizing the mass exodus. They soothed the islander's fears and concerns about the alien transport and the strange new world they found themselves in on the mainland.

Once everyone had left, and hardly able to keep her eyes open, Arcene took the elevator down to the station for the final time. She mangled the lock for the elevator with the bar Erato had found, and then used it to smash the buttons inside.

She then wedged the doors open permanently. There would be no elevator descent. Arcene knew this wasn't enough, as Vorce could find a way down the shaft, but she didn't think he would even attempt it.

Her and Leel boarded the train alone, the silence almost deafening after the clamor of thousands of people and their endless talk of a new life, their fears and their shame over what they had allowed themselves to become.

Finally, they reached the mainland. As the doors opened, she stopped for a moment, took a deep breath and stepped onto the narrow platform. She thought about disabling the train, but then had a better idea.

Arcene walked through the open door and up the steps into the warmth of a summer's day, where a community stood in the broken city on real land for the first time, or in centuries for the few Elders who had such a past.

"Fill it in. That's all you have to do, then go about your lives. Fill in the entrance, like it was never here. Fill it with rubble, and make sure you fill it deep. Then add soil and plant something. A tree, that will be nice. Maybe an oak. That's it."

Arcene nodded to Talia, then Erato. She patted Leel on the head and they turned and walked up the street.

They passed the gap in the fence and carried on going.

At the spot where it all began she stopped, sent her mind flowing along cables and up into a room on the seventh floor.

She activated the camera for the last time.
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Vorce sat on the top step of The Island and watched as an image on the screen sprang to life.

The camera zoomed in, blurred for a moment before Arcene's face filled his vision.

She nodded slightly, lip turned up in a half smile that could almost be a sneer as she brushed a loose strand of silver hair from her face.

The picture blurred again.

A moment of static, then just an ice-blue eye. Clear. Unapologetic. Knowing that this was the true gift. Even a forgiveness of sorts.

Arcene winked.

The feed cut.

Tsccccccccccccch.

Vorce sat alone on the steps of The Island.

There would be no more Hunt, no more people. No way off The Island.

He smiled.

Vorce lay back and stared at the clouds dreaming in the sky.

Peace at last.

The End


INK INTRODUCTION


WANT MORE FROM the same world right now? Well, why not jump straight into the INK Trilogy? It's a total change of pace: fast and furious, but some of it will seem familiar. It's based right after The Lethargy, focusing on The Ink and one man's battle for survival.


INK:Red

(INK — Book 1)


RUN


EDSEL CRUNCHED INTO neutral, slammed on the brakes and was out of the car before it stopped moving. The smell of burning rubber was lost behind him in seconds as his legs pumped for all they were worth, arms moving like pistons as he vaulted over the ripped refuse sacks spilling into the road just as a fox ran for the safety of an alley, disturbed from its scavenging.

Already the lactic acid was building in his thighs and his calves were beginning to cramp. Edsel ignored it, just carried on running. He had worse things to worry about than just a little bit of soreness from all the sprinting he’d been doing — The Eventuals that were pursuing him for one, and the scabs he could feel ripping all over his body where The Ink, that damned disgusting blood red Ink, had began to heal, leaving the curse permanently staining his once pale skin, singling him out whether he liked it or not as a member of the fastest growing religion society, or the pathetic tatters of what was left of it, had ever seen.

Thank god I got away before they did my face.

Edsel winced as he felt taut, dry skin rip across his back, the crook of his elbows and under his arms. The back of his knees began to ooze a wet goop of pus, blood and who knew what else, as the scabs cracked and popped while he tried to run for all he was worth, not just fall over screaming and let the group of acolytes finish the job and inject The Ink all over his head. They’d nearly got there too — the back of his neck at the nape was permanently red now. As was the rest of him from his toes to his groin, up his legs, across his torso, arms and most of the way up his pectorals — he looked like a damn lobster and felt sick at the thought of having to one day look at himself in the mirror. If he survived the next few minutes.

It was seven years since The Lethargy first got a name, and Edsel was alone in the world now; apart from Kathy.

Kathy, Kathy, Kathy. The one thing that had kept him going since he thought he would never talk to another living soul again. He had to get to her, had to make sure she was all right; that she was at home.

Edsel was lucky enough to have remained what the media had named Whole, before it shut down as nobody could be bothered to run it, or do much of anything any longer. By the time mankind had actually realized something was destroying the minds of people all over the world, and they slowly fell into a coma-like existence, it was too late. Not that anybody knew what to do about it anyway.

But Whole, he was Whole. He had escaped The Lethargy so far and so had Kathy. So far.

Turning as he heard tins, bottles and the accumulated trash of years scatter, Edsel saw three red-faced men ranging from early twenties to late forties kicking it all out of their way as they panted after him.

Where to now? Where’s safe? I’ve got to get home.

Looking around frantically, Edsel couldn’t see an easy way out. The damn car had been a stupid idea — he’d got less than a quarter mile through the city before the road was impassible, blocked by all manner of vehicles from motorbikes to public buses, some still containing drivers slumped in their seats, passengers that became lost to The Lethargy and never came back to themselves, dying where they sat, uncaring, unknowing.

“Argh,” grunted Edsel, as the pain flared like a dart to a frayed nerve.

Must not scratch my arms. Must not touch my skin.

With dry and gritty eyes, Edsel scanned in all directions as he ran, trying to find something, anything, that would help him get free of his pursuers. He wasn’t a big guy, not strong particularly, didn’t have a gun with him, or one stored anywhere as they were next to impossible to find. The few gun clubs he’d finally decided to hunt down out of misplaced hope had been ransacked years ago, the strict British control over firearms making guns the most expensive bartering tool less than a few months after The Lethargy really got going. Everything fell apart slowly at first, nobody even really noticing, but the minute the media gave it a name and people actually understood the reason why nothing worked properly any more and the streets were always half empty, well, all hell broke loose.

No fear of reprisal for actions meant that society unraveled in a heartbeat. But it was more than that, it was the knowledge that sooner or later, maybe that very day, The Lethargy would wrap you in its warm blanket of forgetfulness and you would fade in and out of self-awareness until you were nothing but an empty vessel. Then you died.

He had seen it happen to his very own family. His mum and sister were both gone within a few years and he had to watch it happen, help feed and clean them, until he couldn’t cope and thought he would go mad as sadness enveloped him and refused to let him surface to breathe the air of if not the happy, then at least the not morbidly depressed.

And that’s when it happened: he almost got turned, but not quite. A chance encounter with one of the crazy Inked Eventuals had led to him pouring his heart out to a stranger, telling of the loss of his family, the way he had finally had to kill them just to end the misery — they were never coming back anyway. He told of the despair, the sorrow and the utter pointlessness of it all, and the shame he felt for the way society had reacted to such a catastrophic event.

Rather than coming together and helping each other, it was every man and woman for themselves — looting, murders, rapes, slavery and worse were all the norm as the prisons overflowed, until there was nobody left to arrest, try, or imprison the diseased remnants of a once modern society.

The man had sympathized, had told him of the religion he followed, talked of The Ink and why it was taken, and that their belief was that what had happened was a punishment from Him for ruining the planet — they wanted it finished, wiped clean of the disease that was humanity.

He nearly joined. Then he met Kathy.

There was peace for a while, happiness, then they began to hunt him, to chase him and never leave him be. Crazed religious extremists following a faith that felt that once you showed an interest in their fatalistic dogma then you would be turned to becoming a believer whether you wanted to or not.

But they didn’t know about Kathy.

They pursued him, unaware of her presence, Edsel keeping her hidden. Safe. There hadn’t been a day of peace since.

This time was different though, this time they had caught him, and he’d been gone for a few days at least. It could have been longer, he didn’t know, he just knew he had to get back to Kathy and nothing, nothing, was going to get in his way.

Not even the pain that constantly ripped through his body.


RAIN


PERFECT. RAIN, JUST what I needed.

Edsel wiped the water from his eyes, cursing his tattooists as pain screamed up his arm from his palm that was blistering and peeling. At least the water was soothing his skin a little, but it would help if he could see more, even if it meant hurting more.

Thick cloud descended, hiding the city, which was something. It was so damn depressing looking at it now, half the buildings burned out or collapsed, the rest smashed, scavenged for anything of use, and the streets covered in the garbage that a first-world society took for granted would always be cleared away.

The rain beat down harder as Edsel splashed though the stinking puddles.

Great. Soaked feet now too.

Although it did cool them a little, easing the fire that he felt with every step. It had been excruciating the second they had begun — he had no idea that being Inked on the soles and on the whole foot would hurt quite as much.

All part of the ritual, his captors had said, smiling through red lips, the insides of their mouths as red as the rest of their bodies. They ignored his pleas, ignored the fact he didn’t want to be a part of them, answered with grunts and more Ink, promises that he would come around eventually, and the alternative was death. Was that what he wanted?

No, it wasn’t. So he kept quiet and took The Ink against his will, listening to his own screams as they slowly stained more and more of his naked torso, all the while half aware of the inane chatter of the two tattooists.

They had shaved his head, right down to the bone, beard too, pubic hair, arms, legs, all of it — part of The Cleansing as much as The Ink. Naked and helpless before Him, all because of a weird warping of their religion, basing the ritual of The Ink on their leader’s red burns and disfigurement.

The Converse on his left foot began to flap. The sole was coming loose and it was slowing him down.

No matter, just keep going. Don’t stop, don’t pause for a second. Keep on running; keep on going. Shake your head to get rid of the rain in your eyes, don’t use your hands, it will just hurt too much.

Driving just the short distance he managed had been hell. The steering wheel felt like it was on fire, changing gears was a lesson in the spiteful design of human anatomy and just how many nerves a hand contained, and when it came to using the clutch whilst changing gear, well, the force needed to press the pedal had sent Edsel screaming out the open window like a woman giving birth.

But he thought he would make it, get away, get back to Kathy, his savior, his love, his hope and his only friend in the whole world.

Then the road was blocked and now here he was, damn sneaker flapping like a tired dog’s tongue, as he tried to avoid falling and tripping over… ugh, it was a person, still alive too by the looks of it — just.

He jumped over the skeletal figure, landing awkwardly, the sole causing his ankle to twist as his foot hit a plastic bag and he slid. His leg bent and he put his hands down for balance, even though every instinct in his body told him not to.

He screamed out in pain.

Damn, now they know where I am again. If I’d managed to lose them in the rain anyway.

At least the ankle wasn’t twisted, or worse — broken. Edsel was exhausted, and stopping was the worst thing he could possibly have done as a wave of tiredness swamped him.

Go, go, go.

He ran on, down the wide street, the signs of expensive department stores hanging like bodies from the hangman’s noose, swaying in the wind like the countless missed harvests all over the country, the world.

The rain beat down faster, flooding the street in seconds; turning it into a river that rushed down the slight decline, bringing yet more trash with it, threatening to make it impossible to run.

At least these red idiots have the same problem.

He splashed through the water, the polystyrene food containers and coffee cups, ignoring the cramps, the blisters, the pain and the cold as the rain soaked through what little clothing he wore.

Got to get away, got to get home, got to get Kathy. It’s only a few miles, nothing to worry about, this should be easy.

Edsel kidded himself, he knew it, but where there was life there was hope, and he was still alive — barely.

They were gaining on him. He could hear their feet hitting the sodden street, splashing like fish in shallow water flapping to get deep again. He picked up speed, pumping faster and faster, sure his heart would explode at any second.

Must practice running if I get away; I thought I was fitter than this. Twenty five and I’m like an old man already.

It wasn’t surprising though. Food wasn’t easy to come by so only a fool would put themselves through the misery of doing regular exercise on top of the long hunts for food — energy expenditure was already high enough. His slim body wasn’t built for such mad sprints — if anything he would have been a middle distance runner. He needed a steady pace, not sprinting for his life while well-fed Eventuals chased him through the dead streets of Manchester.

Gripping a lamppost before he remembered it was a really, really bad idea as the scabs on his palm ripped off and blood oozed out, he took the corner well with the extra leverage and ran through the narrower street looking back to see that his pursuers must have slowed — they were only now making it around the corner.

But there were only two of them, where was the third? Too tired? Given up? Or—

Oompf.

He nearly, but not quite, went down.

It was the third man. He’d obviously taken a shortcut through an alley and the smack into Edsel’s side meant it was nearly over. Nearly. Trying his best to combat the flare of pain, he stomped down sharply with his right leg, smiling as he heard a satisfying howl — even though it probably hurt him as much as it did the man.

No time to fight, gotta run.

With the wind knocked out of him from the punch to the belly, and his skin actually spasming, he carried on regardless, maybe at least cutting down on his pursuers to two for a few minutes while the other recovered. Hopefully a bone in the man’s foot would be broken and he would have improved his odds dramatically.

He kept running.

It kept raining.

The rain hurt like it was made of fire. Each nerve ending was opening up to greet the temporary cleansing of the fetid streets with a pain he never knew existed.

No good, the sole was hanging on by nothing but dogged determination now, so he reluctantly stopped for a second and ripped it off. He had to find safety soon — there was no way he could run with half a sneaker on his foot.

Go in.

He had to go inside a building, any building, just to try to lose them for a few minutes so he could take stock and sort out his feet. Barefoot would be better than this, anything would be better than this.

At least it can’t get any worse.

Edsel sprinted across the street, jumping puddles, body so hot he was amazed the rain didn’t fizzle before it made contact with his skin. The sign above the sports store was still in place, so he knew he was in with a chance, albeit a remote one. He didn’t really expect there to be any footwear left, but at least he could get out of the rain, try to lose the others, and somehow find a few seconds to deal with his feet.

I can always hope. Gotta stay positive or they’ve already won.

Edsel crashed to the ground; he hadn’t been watching where he was going. The smell of the putrid flesh of a half eaten dog greeted him as his face hit the creature’s midsection with a sickening thump. Hands slipped in rotten flesh and came away with clumps of fur stuck to skin that was almost liquid. He had the foul stench all over his scavenged jeans and t-shirt as he got carefully to his feet, the fear of slipping again a reality.

They were almost upon him, so Edsel took his chance and ran into the store through the large shattered full height window, praying he wouldn’t get glass stuck in his foot. If he did then it would all be over, he knew that now. They didn’t want to capture him and finish the job, desertion only had one punishment.

Death.


SOCKS


HE HAD TO walk; there was little choice inside the store. There was no room to run, but at least those behind him would be facing the same issues and hopefully would have an encounter with the dog too — Edsel wrinkled his nose at the smell that threatened to make him puke.

Like I haven’t had enough crap on me in the last few days. Ugh.

Edsel shook his head at things he really didn’t want to remember, but knew he would for the rest of his life — however long that might be — then moved as fast as he could between the rails, most on their sides, little in the way of clothing left. The racked walls dedicated to footwear were empty, nothing there. He guessed the stock rooms would be the same, if not worse, as that way people could find their sizes. Walking quickly through the store to the back he grabbed a sweatshirt from the floor and pulled off his stinking t-shirt, wiping his hands as best he could, the smell still almost overpowering, his empty stomach threatening to purge foul acid.

What I wouldn’t give for something to eat though, I can’t go on like this.

The sweatshirt was a simple green thing, but the hood would be good against the rain and cold once he was back outside. Miraculously it fit — a little snug but it was better than nothing. His dark denim jeans would just have to stay on; it would take too long to even try to get them off.

A few mis-matched sneakers and more sturdy footwear littered the floor, and there were still quite a few kids shoes littered about the place. He scanned it quickly as he moved through the store, finding a left Adidas in his size.

He quickly unlaced his ruined Converse and put the new sneaker on. No time to search for the other one, it could be here or not, but at least he had something on his feet. The looser fit of the skater-style trainer was a welcome relief after the Converse he had luckily found only hours after he made his escape. They were the worst choice in footwear possible for someone that had just had their feet tattooed, but they didn’t hurt as much when he first put them on as they did now — two days later.

Scabs had started to form, then got ripped off repeatedly — it was a never-ending nightmare of pain, running, thirst, hunger, downright dread, and worst of all not knowing if Kathy was safe. Alive.

His foot stank. The soaking sock was thick with lumps of dead skin. Uncovered, the sight of his foot and The Ink going up his leg almost made him cry. Almost. He didn’t think he had any tears left now — he’d cried them all on the gurney as they ruined his body, branding him as belonging to everything he hated in the world.

What was wrong with these people?

With no better solution, he turned the sock inside out and was about to put it back on when he spotted a few pairs weirdly still on an upright rack. A bizarre slice of normality where all was chaos. He grabbed a pair, stuffing one in his pocket and putting the other on then quickly tying up the sneaker.

Aah. Bliss.

Rails clattered behind him and he heard the voices of The Eventuals talking to each other; they were spreading out to cover the room as best they could. All three of them.

Damn. Time to go.

Edsel got to his feet and crouched low, moving fast to the back. These places always had a rear exit, they had to by law. He just prayed it was unlocked. He got behind the counter without being seen and crawled back into the rear of the building, hands and knees screaming at the pressure. There were people in the canteen, obviously still able to show up for work at one point — The Lethargy gripping them and letting them gradually die from starvation where they sat around a dirty off-white Formica table.

There was a microwave, fridge and coffee machine in the corner, mocking Edsel with their familiarity — a reminder of a once normal life. Well, it wasn’t normal anymore; or it was, but it wasn’t good. He supposed whatever happened made it the norm, it was simply a reality that was more like a nightmare was all. It said a lot about the people: they obviously had nowhere else to go.

Slowly he got up off all fours, the industrial grade carpet feeling like someone was rubbing sandpaper into his palms. His knees were already bleeding again. He went through a door and found himself in a stockroom, boxes strewn everywhere, the place a total wreck. Nothing much was left in terms of clothing, but there were all manner of other things: loads of exercise equipment, balls for various sports, gym equipment and any number of weights plates, kettlebells, rackets and…

Is that a baseball bat?

The weight felt good, the old fashioned wooden bat surprisingly warm and comfortable in his hand, the pain not as bad as he thought it would be. He took a practice swing. His torso burst into flame at the movement, skin chafing badly in the tight sweatshirt. Best to save the batting for when he had heads to aim at.

A door banged behind him and he knew they would be through into the stockroom after him soon. He had to go. Even with the bat he knew it was a risk to take on three of them — they had knives and maybe even a gun. Plus they weren’t screaming inside with pain like he was.

He hunted around for the exit, not seeing a sign. There were doors at the far end on the right so he opened one and jumped back in shock at the sight of a demented looking shaved-headed man with eyes black-rimmed, two day stubble making his face look even more gaunt than it was.

Jeez, it’s me! I look like death.

He pointedly ignored the mirror and headed down the short corridor until he finally came to the fire exit. The safety bar was across, but it would give him his freedom if he pushed down and it wasn’t locked.

Beep beep beep. The damn door had an alarm! What the hell? Power was out and had been for years, so it must have had some kind of weird backup. At least it was open, but his pursuers knew exactly where he was now.

The door led outside to a concrete ramp with a handrail on the left, then into a small car-park for staff for a few of the stores. There were two cars in spots outside the store he’d just left, no others.

The people inside. Poor buggers.

Shaking his legs into life, Edsel began running once more. It was all he did — run and run and run. The moving without running had actually energized him a little though. His heart rate returned to almost normal, well, as normal as you can expect when you are being chased by crazed religious freaks that want to make sure you die slowly at their hands for blasphemy.

Back in the street once more. A different one, a narrow one-way system with a tiny sidewalk almost too narrow to walk on and not spill into the road. Once the little businesses here made a roaring trade selling all manner of bespoke items from expensive jewelery to antiques — now the doors hung from fractured hinges and the jewels were taken before people realized they were less valuable than a hot meal; the antiques mostly stayed put. What use were they when survival was what mattered most of all?

Water bubbled up from the drains, unable to cope without regular maintenance for so long, and once again his feet, now in mismatched sneakers, were soaked. He heard his pursuers behind him and took a quick look. One was well ahead of the others, a stocky guy that seemed built for the chase.

Around the corner, another street, a chance maybe?

Turning quickly, and before the thick-set man had a chance to react, Edsel swung the bat with all the strength he had left, hearing a satisfying crack as it connected with the red bald head of the man. He staggered, clutched his head, then went down into a pile of tattered garbage sacks as his ear oozed thick blood.

Yes! Go.

Edsel ran on, winding his way slowly but surely back to all that kept him going in the world. Home to Kathy.


HOME


THE DOOR SLAMMED behind him and he bolted it, in no mood to chastise Kathy for the mess in the hallway — she never was very tidy. Not that it made any difference — The Eventuals knew where he had been living and would have been here soon enough anyway, just to check if he’d risked coming home or not.

“Kathy, Kathy honey? We have to go. Now.”

He ran into the living room and went cold. They’d already been, closing the door politely behind them on their way out, after they caved in her head with a poker from the unused fireplace. As if to mock him they’d then had the good grace to put the poker back in the coal scuttle where it was kept.

They’re here.

Edsel didn’t have any fight left in him — what was the point now anyway? Everything was gone.

Everything.

Kathy.


DESPAIR


EDSEL’S WORLD CRASHED down around him in wave after wave of sick clarity. The bat fell to the floor with a soft thud, thick carpet soaking up the sound just as it had the blood of the most beautiful creature he had ever known.

The image of Kathy would forever be burned into his brain like a brand.

How could they? How could they do this to her? To me?

If only he’d got home sooner, made it across the ruined city a few hours or minutes quicker. But he’d done his best, hadn’t slept in days, and assumed that they would make catching him the priority, not searching his home and finding Kathy.

How wrong he’d been.

She was all he lived for; his salvation; his hope and his joy. Without her there was nothing, nothing left at all. No family, no friends, no people he could turn to, nobody to trust or offer a shoulder to cry on.

All was emptiness.

He felt the weight of the crushing loneliness return and envelop him in its cold reality as it had once before; before he met Kathy. Now that twinkle in her eye when she listened to him, made fun of him when his thoughts got dark — all gone.

This was it, he may as well give up, there was nothing left now, nothing to do but to accept The Void and at least have oblivion to take away the pain.

Everything became too surreal. The rest of the room was neat and tidy, still smelling of furniture polish, the cushions still piled up on the sofa where they curled up together for warmth and company. The place where they had tried to make life normal, carry on as if it all mattered, would make things better.

He was cradling her, sat on the floor sobbing like a child, rocking her naked battered body, trying to soothe the corpse as if it would bring her back.

Kathy, sweet Kathy, always full of life and hope, never giving up, always looking on the bright side. They were going to have a new start, go somewhere quiet, into the country, away from the madness, away from the ruins and the scavengers and the constant reminder of all that was lost since The Lethargy took away everything. He’d wanted to, anything for her. Anything.

Now the dreams were crushed, just like her head. Blond hair thick with still warm blood.

Her beautiful head, caved in and ruined. Just like their future, like everybody’s future.

“Kathy, what have they done to you? My beautiful Kathy.”

There’s nothing left now. Nothing.

Edsel stroked her beautiful blond hair. He’d always loved it, and he knew she found it soothing, taking her away from bad memories of the past.

She wouldn’t want this Edsel, Kathy wouldn’t let you give up, even now. She’d want you to carry on, to make her death mean something. Get up, get up before it’s too late and—

“Hello Ed, or should I say jty.”

Edsel jumped, forgetting the fact that they were probably still in the house, forgetting for a moment the searing pain that ravaged his entire body.

It’s now or never Edsel, make up your mind.

Thoughts whirled a mile a minute, then the decision was made.

“Don’t call me Ed, and don’t you dare call me jty, you freak.”

The man just smiled at him, calm and confident. Bishop, the one he had trusted and told of his despair so long ago. A different life. Now his original name was stripped from him, replaced with the title Bishop, nothing more. There were countless Bishops, just as there were Cardinals, initiates and acolytes — all had their names taken, replaced with a random three letter moniker, taking away their identity, all part of the religion’s way of ensuring those in the church accepted that they were meaningless, not worthy of even a name — there just to help bring about The End, to finish off what The Lethargy had started.

There was loud banging at the door.

It was the others, those that had pursued him, they were here now too. Bishop turned at the noise and Edsel made his move. He grabbed the poker as he let go of Kathy for the last time, bouncing to his feet as his body screamed at him. Scabs tore and nerves lit up like fireworks but he swung anyway, the poker making contact with a satisfying crunch; Bishop reeled back against the door jamb. Edsel shouldered into him as the front door crashed open — wood splintered, and glass sprinkled onto the carpet.

No time to retrieve the bat, the poker would have to do.

His two remaining pursuers were inside, crunching over the fractal shards as they took in the scene before them. Edsel ran down the hall toward the kitchen at the back of the small house.

Damn, damn, damn. Where’s the key?

The back door in the kitchen was sure to still be locked — they never left it so somebody could just walk in — but he’d told her time and time again to always leave the key in the lock just in case they needed to get out in a hurry. She had a habit of moving it for some reason he never did get an answer to. At least the net curtain over the glass was still in place — it made the room gloomy but ensured privacy during the day. It didn’t matter now, nothing did.

There, on the counter-top, next to the microwave they should have thrown out ages ago — no point having it when there wasn’t any power. He grabbed the key and pushed for the keyhole.

Ugh, missed. C’mon! Try again. Quick.

This time it slotted in perfectly; he turned it and the lock clicked.

He grabbed the handle, turning it as a hand reached out from behind him, slamming the door shut again.

“Don’t think so. You aren’t going anywhere you traitor.”

One of his attackers, one of the two that gave him The Ink, branding him forever as one of their foul believers in their sick and twisted religion.

Edsel shot an elbow back, the nerves raw as the red skin covered bone made contact and a satisfying oof swept warm bad breath over his neck. Edsel grabbed the door handle again and was out the door as he felt a hand clutch his sweatshirt.

The poker, you idiot, use the poker.

He swung backward blindly, but there was no aim and not much strength. He felt contact but it was soft and didn’t help. He turned and aimed better, but he just didn’t have the energy — he wanted to give up but he couldn’t.

Kathy would kill me if I gave up. Haha. Get it together Edsel, move. Now.

Summoning up energy from he didn’t know where, Edsel swung again, the poker smacking into the shoulder of the tattooist. What was he called? gbt, or something equally ridiculous. The strike reverberated up his arm and he could feel more skin weep across his chest where the swing had caused his arm to chafe. His armpit felt like a million biting ants were slowly eating his flesh; he could feel the sticky excretions begin to stain through his sweatshirt.

But he was free for a second.

He ran again.

All he did was run. He needed to stop, he needed to cry.

Edsel was crying. He ran down the garden, letting the salty tears fall freely until he had to wipe them away and let the salt bring pain flashing once more to his swollen, tattered hand.

He crashed through the overgrowth — the garden a mess of weeds and plants gone wild without any maintenance. The city was too dangerous to spend time outdoors at your home — the last thing you wanted was for anyone to know a property was occupied, especially by women. Edsel had been careful to hide Kathy as much as he possibly could — it was incredible how quickly men had turned back into cavemen and would drag off any female they thought was still Whole. Survival of the line became an obsession even as most of humanity curled up into a ball and slowly died.

Shit. Wall. This is going to hurt.

“Get him! Don’t you dare let him get away again. What’s wrong with you?”

Bishop was shouting at the two men. He could hear them crashing through the waist-high grass — they would be just as soaked as he was, but at least the rain had stopped. He didn’t think he could have got any wetter but now his jeans were sodden and sticky seed heads were jabbing through the thick denim. It felt like he was getting The Ink all over again.

No time to think, just do it.

His heart hammered in his chest like it was going to explode; his legs were chafing horribly from the soaked denim, and now he had to get over a seven foot red-brick wall.

Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to brick up the door Edsel.

The new sneaker gave a little extra bounce as he leapt up, arms above his head.

The poker! Damn.

He was up though. He dropped the poker over the wall as a new pain joined with the old.

The glass!

Already brutalized forearms ripped, blood soaking through the sweatshirt, staining it dark. He’d bedded glass into the top just as an extra deterrent, but he’d forgotten. Feet scrabbled for purchase, and he scrambled higher onto the wall, but one of The Eventuals had his leg. He kicked out.

There goes the new sneaker.

He was up, belly scratching over the dislodged glass, sweatshirt riding high, deep gouges covering his stomach like the doodles of a child.

Over.

Yes!

The cold poker gave a welcome numbness to his hand as he picked it up and ran down the lane that divided the gardens of the rows of houses that backed onto each other.

Where to now? Why even bother?


REST


THERE WAS TIME, a little at least. But what was the point? What was he going to do now anyway? Edsel wasn’t wallowing in pity, he genuinely had no idea. Without Kathy he just didn’t know what he was supposed to do. If he was going to survive then he knew he had to get away from the city, but where to, and what for? What would Kathy want him to do? She would want him to keep his promise, that’s what. Get away, to open fields and live a life they should have been living already.

It was increasingly difficult to think straight: he was too tired, too upset, and he hurt so much. It was impossible to think clearly; his head felt like it was wrapped in cotton wool, like nothing was making any sense.

Haha. Well, it hasn’t for years now has it? Nothing makes sense, not one damn thing.

Edsel looked at himself in the mirror. He was going to have to do something about his skin — he wouldn’t be able to keep moving like he had been. Already it had been what, almost two days since he’d escaped? It was only going to get worse as The Ink soaked deeper into the epidermis and The Fire — what they had called whatever it was they added to make the pain build and build for days — began to hurt more and more. More scabs would form from the tattoos and they needed time to heal, but he wasn’t going to have the luxury of rest — they would find him again, soon. They always did.

Maybe I’ve got a few hours if I’m lucky.

Those that took The Ink voluntarily were kept from moving for days after the ordeal was over. He’d heard all about it, most people had, and they had gone in their droves to get the permanent marks, just so they could ‘belong’ before everything came to an end. Everyone was so lost that The Eventuals were all that were left for a lot of people; a sense of belonging to see out the final days of the human race as those that thought they had escaped The Lethargy began to succumb. It never relented, nobody was safe — populations were decimated, survivors worldwide became fewer by the day.

There was no way to know how many people were left, but while media, radio and the Web still worked, it seemed like it was only a few million across the globe. That had been years ago, now it would be much lower. The United Kingdom was like a ghost town. Streets were empty of everything apart from bodies, trash and rubble. Looting in the early days had emptied the stores and no services worked any longer.

Ugh. Look at me.

He’d run as fast and as far as he could, but he had to stop. He just had to. His body was screaming, his energy levels were exhausted, he was starving hungry, thirsty like he’d never been in his life. He felt like he was going to erupt — made of molten lava. He looked like it too. Worst of all, and what threatened to break him entirely, was that he was finding it hard to care.

He ran on, pushing himself past any boundaries, his heart empty, gone; broken. Alone again, just like before. Forever now — nobody would replace Kathy, nothing could.

Edsel ran, a hypnotic pace that numbed him to everything apart from just breathing. One foot in front of the other, just to get away, to escape from the nightmare his life had become. From his kidnappers, from the pain, from the emptiness. From himself.

When Edsel came back to reality he found himself in a warehouse district, a few miles from his home — a home he would never return to. He was free of them for a while, but they’d be back, they would find him. He wasn’t in any doubt about it.

The bathroom was cramped, but at least it had a mirror and a few things that might be useful. And clothes, there were clothes! Dry ones.

Bodies too, just a few. He stepped over the decaying corpses and down a short corridor away from the foyer where a secretary had obviously shown up for work as she didn’t know what else to do — she had succumbed right by the photocopier and eventually died sat leaning against the machine. Further on there was a man dressed smartly in shirt and tie who had probably just faded away where he stood, then finally crumpled unknowingly to the floor. Maybe they had both carried on showing up simply to act normal?

He’d seen it a lot, would have done the same thing himself if he’d ever had a job to go to. By the time he was old enough to work there was no such thing as a job any longer. He’d still been going to school until the teachers stopped showing up, the students too. Finally it was just him — sat alone at a desk, not knowing what else to do.

Back through the foyer there was a small canteen and a few other rooms for offices and a boardroom, then the warehouse itself. Nothing much of use was stacked on the rows of racking, just a load of electrical components that were now worthless. But in the lockers and in offices he’d managed to scrounge together some better clothes and footwear. Work clothes and a warm sweater.

All he’d had to do then was get his soaked and bloodied clothes off and try to think what to do, and how to cope with the life of being Inked and a wanted man by this Ward of The Eventuals.

What’s wrong with them?

Shaking his head, he’d carefully tried to remove his clothes without causing too much more damage to his burning body.

It made him feel sick just thinking about what he was going to see — again.

When they’d secured him to the ceremonial table — in reality a gurney, probably from some kind of mental institute judging by all the leather straps — for The Ink to begin, then wheeled over the tables full of equipment, he’d squirmed and screamed and sworn vengeance on them for what they were about to do. They’d just grimly begun, telling him that they knew deep down it was what he wanted, that he’d thank them for giving him such an honor.

He didn’t.

It hurt like he couldn’t believe, and then it just kept on getting worse. They’d told him it would continue for days, each hour The Ink seeping deeper, slow-releasing the poison in the special additive, part of the ritual, part of the sacrifice, part of the proof that to still be alive was a blasphemy — a just punishment for those still remaining. It was holy, they’d said, blessed by Varik himself, to be mixed with the red Ink so that it opened up nerves to accept the pain that must be endured — an offering for their pointless lives. After a few days it would subside, then it would be just a matter of healing from the assaulted skin.

Scabs had begun to form even before they’d finished with his lower body, and he’d endured it, hour after seemingly infinite hour.

It went on for lifetimes.

The worst thing was that he’d watched it all, he had no choice.

Large mirrors above him showed his pale scrawny body in all its nakedness. But gradually it was stained crimson, injected with a permanent dark red on every single millimeter of his skin, rising from his toes up his legs, his groin — which was painful beyond belief — and ever upward until eventually he would be red from his toes to the top of his head.

But he’d got away, hadn’t he? Only to be confronted with a pain more unbearable than anything he’d encountered so far — Kathy had been abused and taken from the world, sent to The Void.

In the bathroom, after gathering up the clothes, he pulled the sweatshirt off as carefully as he could, the rips to his stomach from the glass thankfully clean of shards. His forearms were a mess of criss-crossing cuts but the pain faded into the background. He pulled the ripped sock off his foot, undid the Converse on the other, then that sock came off as well.

Next was the jeans — he wasn’t looking forward to that at all.

Don’t think about it, don’t think about it. Just do it. That’s it, button first, then the zip.

There was a thick scab-line all the way around his body where the top of the jeans had rubbed his abused flesh raw. Just looking as he unzipped the jeans made him sick. His groin was disgusting: penis like a mangled hot dog, scabbed, swollen, so abraded it was like having cat litter in your pants. He peeled the jeans down slowly, revealing more of his hairless body, more damaged skin, but finally at least they were off.

What do I do now? What’s going to help this all heal?

Searching through the small bathroom he came up with nothing, so went out to the lockers, padding about naked, the cold welcome — better than the fabric chafing his ruined body. There was nothing, no magic lotion that would soothe his skin, not that he really expected to find much of any use.

Back in the bathroom he patted carefully at his skin to dry it, rubbed a towel over his face and head — the only part of him that didn’t hurt — then stared in the mirror.

What greeted him was hard to accept as real. The creature that stared back at him was ruined. His blue eyes were sunken, dark bags underneath like he’d cried tears of coal, and he could tell he was so exhausted he would collapse soon. He hadn’t slept in days — they’d kept him awake while they marked him, and he hadn’t rested since his escape. They were always just behind him, like a pack of hungry dogs.

His body was stripped of excess flesh as there was never enough food these days, but he was fairly athletic looking, if scrawny. His red body mocked him, a permanent reminder that life had become so far removed from what it once was.

It was all too strange. The world he lived in didn’t seem real, didn’t feel like it could be possible. Reality was such an insult to normality that he wondered if his life growing up had actually been anything but a dream. Did he really just go to school and play with his mates? Go to stores, watch TV in his room and surf the Web or play on his Xbox? Gone, all gone. No point thinking about it now, it wouldn’t bring back the happy times. Now there was nothing, just death, Eventuals, and the struggle to survive.

Shit, stop it. Stop thinking about it. Focus.

The man in the mirror frightened him, so Edsel turned away and carefully patted under his arms. He looked.

Shouldn’t have done that.

There were crusty bits, oozing bits, and things he didn’t want to even think about. It would take ages to heal, and then what? Just red, like the Devil himself, mocking the things he took for granted, the simple comfort of having your own skin color. Now everything was stripped from him.

Edsel got dressed.

All that was missing was underwear, so he tore strips off clean cloths from the canteen and made some makeshift protection for his groin. Then he dragged on thankfully loose black cargo pants and thick socks, two pairs, before putting on some sturdy work boots, then a simple dark blue sweater. The less clothes the better, but he didn’t want to freeze either. It was summer but the days were often still cold, and the rain was coming down sporadically.

~~~

The carpet smelled funny, synthetic, full of chemicals.

Carpet? Uh-oh.

Edsel got up carefully. How long had he been asleep? He looked around nervously but there was nobody else in the room; the clock on the wall was no help — batteries had probably given up the ghost years ago. Through dusty blinds he could see the sun was still fairly high.

Probably about six then.

He’d only been out for a couple of hours, but that was a couple of hours too long. They could be coming to get him any second now.

What’s the plan? Where’s the poker? Ah, there, where I was sleeping.

With the cold metal in his hand he at least felt ready — well, as ready as he’d ever be anyway. He went to the window again, looking out into the parking area. It was clear, so maybe he had time to come up with something.

Think. Come on, they will be here for you soon.

Nothing. He was empty. It was all too much. Kathy was gone, what should he do? Vengeance? Yes. No. How? Run? Yes, run. Get away, before there were more of them — a lot more. He needed to think, he needed time to gather himself, to come up with a plan. He couldn’t go back, not for the punishment they would dole out, not for anything. He had to come up with something, anything.

The tears fell.

Kathy had been his everything, bringing him back to life even after he thought he had been dead to the world, ready to just give it all up and take away the emptiness he felt by just finishing it all. Not that he ever would really, he always knew that; he just felt like it would be a release. But life was too precious, any life was better than none. He had a duty, he had to stay alive.

He’d met Kathy on one of his darker days, when such thoughts came and went in a loop of misery and depression. Then he saw her, and he was never the same again.

She’d brought him back to reality, back to life, giving of herself, offering him hope and a chance to look to the future for the first time in years. He thought she was probably one of The Awoken, those that had been effected by The Lethargy but in the opposite way: slowly opening up, becoming something more than Whole, a form of enlightenment but different. There were rumors, more than that, there were reports on the news for a short while, stories of people suddenly having the ability to see things, see data streams running around the world, understand the way things worked, look into your mind, talk to the trees and enter the minds of animals, even human beings.

And The Commorancy, just about the only bit of hope there was left.

Marcus. Marcus Wolfe — the name had become legend in an instant, then the hype faded along with the reports. All that remained was static.

Edsel had tried for a while to gain entry to The Commorancy, to get an invitation, but had given up when his life suddenly took on real meaning at last. But it was as legendary as The Eventuals, just harder to become a part of. Now it was too late. Or was it?

Maybe he could gain entry, get an invitation, finish what Kathy had begun when he’d been brought back to life by her and started to understand the beauty of the world they found themselves so alone in. He could get one of the seven Rooms, where it was said people would become Awoken, have the ability to see things ordinary people couldn’t. Awaken, be useful. Do something with his life, for her. So she would be proud of him, smile if she saw him, her eyes twinkling like they always did when she was happy, or even just staring off into the distance, lost in dreams and entering The Noise, slowly learning about what was awakening inside of her.

Yes, he’d do that. He had a plan.


FOOD


HE HAD TO eat, he had to drink, and he really, really, needed a pee.

Oh boy, this is not going to be pretty.

At the mere thought of it his testicles shriveled up so much he wondered if they’d ever drop back down again or would forever be lost, just like his heart.

Man up, how bad can it be?

It was bad.

Edsel was on the floor, curled up, almost, but not quite cupping his groin, knowing it would only make things worse. Sweat covered his body. He was hot. Cold. Hot again. Shivering and sick. And the sweat? The musty sick smell of sweat that hurt so much. What kind of body design was this? As each bead popped to the surface through his ravaged pores a tiny geyser of agony erupted, like pins were being forced out from inside, rather than the other way around.

And he was thirsty too!

But if he drank then he’d need a pee again at some point, and there was no way he was ever doing that again. Never.

Ugh.

He waited it out, unable to move, his penis screaming in agony, his whole middle on fire, making everything else pale into insignificance in comparison.

Some things are just too damn private and personal.

He lay there for what felt like hours but knew was only minutes.

Time to go. Where?

It was impossible to think straight — there was too much hurt, too much exhaustion. Too much loss.

Try to find a way into The Commorancy, right? Get safe, secure, away from the nightmare?

That was a plan, that was something to aim for.

To hell with that. I’m going to kill the bastards.

He felt better already.

Time to turn the tables and make them pay.

Sorry Kathy, I know you won’t approve. I know you’d say I should look after myself, try to become a better man. Awaken, stay safe. But I can’t, not after what they did to you, what they did to me. They have to pay for what they have done.

A terrible noise startled him; it was his stomach. He needed food, and he needed water. The canteen didn’t have anything, the water cooler was empty — nobody had bothered to get it refilled.

But maybe in the other warehouses he would have more luck. Surely some of them would have a vending machine or a simple cup of water for him?

Time to find out.

~~~

The Pepsi was sheer bliss. It was warm, probably out of date, although he didn’t bother to check, and it roiled in his guts as the fizzy liquid met nothing but stomach acid — it was glorious. His first drink in more than a day and the caffeine and sugar buzz felt like nothing on this earth.

“Aah.”

Leaning against the broken glass of the vending machine, Edsel tried to formulate some kind of a plan. His head began to buzz a little and it gave him some kind of clarity, for a few seconds anyway.

Oh no, here it comes, here it comes.

His head began to spin, his eyes lost focus, and there was something rising from within — his body moving away from him, like it no longer belonged to him at all. Edsel hit the floor but was already unconscious. The sugar load after so long without food had crashed his system. The final adrenaline come-down had caught up with him — he’d been running on a high for days now, the adrenaline from getting The Ink, his escape, and Kathy's death all kept him going at a ramped up speed, the rest and the drink had been the final straw.

As he lay there the strange milky fluid called lymph, that was a result of the tattoos, slowly turned his skin a milky pink. Scabs continued to form, his skin bubbled in places where excess moisture was trapped and searched for release, and his body just kept on burning and burning.

For just a few minutes he was free of it all.

He came back to himself soon enough and finished off the rest of the drink, not caring what would happen, only that he had to get hydrated. Wandering around the huge warehouse he now found himself in, his joy could hardly be contained when he found a water cooler.

Half full.

He drank until he felt like he would pop, then searched around until he found what he was looking for — there was a half full milk carton in the canteen, the only vessel he could find. He emptied it best he could, then poured a can of Fanta — he hated Fanta — into it and put the cap back on. It fizzed satisfactorily, then he emptied it back out and rinsed it with water from the water cooler. A few sniffs and a few rinses later he at least had some portable water.

He took a backpack from a peg at the entrance and after emptying it of a container of very moldy sandwiches and a yogurt he definitely knew no longer contained any good bacteria, Edsel filled it with cans of drink and his water bottle.

With no better solution coming to mind he tied a towel around the backpack so it wouldn’t chafe so much on his back. It hurt like hell to get it on, but at least it was a pain with a purpose this time.

Right, time for food.

As he headed for the door Edsel stopped; he was sure he heard something. He listened, trying to hear over the hammering of his heart.

They’re here. Damn.

Then he felt it, and knew it was definitely time to go. It was that Bishop, he somehow just knew it, and here he was trying to get into his head. He would too, if Edsel didn’t get away from him, and fast. He felt, rather than heard, Bishop talk to the acolytes, and knew they would be right beside him in seconds now. His only hope was to run once more.

Out through the broken entrance and into the evening. It was still light, which was something: running through the littered streets in the dark wouldn’t be fun at all.

Yeah, like this is fun.

Edsel winced as the backpack began to bounce around on his back. He needed to tighten the straps but it was too late now. He felt the intrusion into his mind weaken as he got some distance, but they knew where he was now and once they picked him up they wouldn’t lose him so easily. His chase through the city had taught him that if he didn’t get maybe half a mile, even a mile, away from them then they could pick up his presence. It was The Noise. Those that were Awoken, or Whole and on the cusp of becoming something more, had a serious set of skills. They included entering the minds of creatures and even people if they were close enough. Mostly it had seemed, during the early days when reports still came on TV and the Web, that it was easiest done on those with The Lethargy — less resistance, basically an empty space to occupy.

But if you were powerful enough in The Noise then you could occupy human minds, even Whole ones, and for some Awoken it was a very strong skill. The acolytes that had tattooed and chased him were obviously not all capable of such things, but one of them was, and Bishop certainly was. They could search for him in The Noise now they knew what he would look like, although he had no clue how it actually worked, and if they were close enough they would find him. If they were very close then they could enter his mind, maybe even take it over and he would be helpless.

So he ran.

~~~

Edsel was lost. He didn’t know this part of the city so well — away from the commercial center and heading out into the suburbs. Row after row of houses, mostly now unoccupied or home to those slowly fading to nothing or hiding from the madness, waiting for everything to be all right again, trying not to admit to themselves what they knew to be true: it never would be.

He was free of his pursuers though, yet again. Spurred on by the water and the loaded drink he’d found himself running hard, setting a good pace. Maybe it was the new clothes — the looser fit meant he wasn’t getting such bad chafing, although it still felt like every nerve was stripped bare. Or the boots, they were a good fit, sturdy yet comfortable. He wondered about the person that had worn the old Converse he’d taken not long after his escape.

Stupid. To be thinking about such things when his world just came crashing down around him, but what was the alternative?

To think of Kathy?

I will have my revenge, and I’m sorry Kathy, sorry I couldn’t be there for you, sorry that I can’t, won’t, do what you would have wanted me to.

Landmarks began to become familiar; he must have skirted around a different way, but he had been heading in a certain direction there was no doubt about it. It may not have been a conscious decision but he was heading right back to where it had all started, back to where he had been held captive and given The Ink.

He was running right back into the arms of The Church Of The Eventuals.

This time it would be different though, this time it would be him that was the hunter.

A crunch underfoot caused Edsel to look down and stop. A large apple tree, left unpruned for years, had spilled over the top of a fence and its unripe fruit was hanging low. A few apples had dropped to the ground. He jumped up and grabbed one, pain searing up his legs as he landed.

Biting into the sour flesh was like being in the dentist’s chair, the assistant using one of those suction tubes to remove the moisture from your mouth.

He spat out the tough, bitter fruit.

Useless. Move.

Where was he going though? He couldn’t just run full steam right back into their lair; they’d be on him and it would be over in a second. He needed to formulate a real plan, come up with something that had some kind of a chance of success, not just run blindly at them and hope he would come out a winner — he wouldn’t.

Night was drawing in, the late summer evening finally admitting defeat and moving over to make way for the nocturnal creatures that now made the city their home in ever-increasing numbers.

The dogs.

It wasn’t safe to be out at night, not any more. The day held risk enough, and the dogs were a real danger during daylight hours, but at night? That was when they really came out to hunt.

With little in the way of food readily available, the now wild animals came out mostly after dark to hunt and feast on other creatures of the night. The howls and screams of cats, dogs, foxes, even the occasional boar and deer, all rose to a crescendo during the dark hours, never giving you a minutes peace, a chance to enjoy the silence of an almost human-free city.

There were no more sirens blaring, no cars speeding through the streets, no fumes, no fire engines, police cars or ambulances any longer, all that was left were the animals, and him.

Time to rest. Sleep, recover. But where?

His feet pounded the street, a never ending nightmare of pain with each footfall. On and on and on, a punishment for crimes not even committed, yet paying a horrendous price. Again, again and again and again, body aching, mind dulled, nerves on fire, chest tight and lungs ready to explode — Edsel knew he was going to simply collapse in the street at any second.

There was nothing for it — Edsel picked a house at random and hoped he would strike gold.


COMPANY


EDSEL JOGGED QUICKLY but quietly to the side of the semi-detached house, a Victorian two-story, all red brick and bay windows. There was a gate at the side, which was good, but it was just on a latch, no lock — not so good. He reached over and lifted the latch before creeping around the back, keeping low just in case. He moved as silently and as cautiously as he possibly could, even though it was using up time he knew was very precious.

Still, it had to be done.

He’d had a few close encounters with people over the years — mostly not friendly ones. The worse things got, the more it brought out the worst in a lot of people. In the end he’d given up trying to seek out like-minded people — those that would group together and help you out, watch your back if you watched theirs. For a while he’d stayed with a group of strangers, but it was already falling apart before he joined them.

There were two women and seven men, and the minute he stepped into the room after getting an invitation by one of the men he knew it was a bad idea. He could literally feel the tension in the air, and although they all had the best of intentions it simply wasn’t a good mix of people — there would be major problems, he had no doubt about it. Within a few weeks he left. Fights broke out on a regular basis as one of the women constantly flirted to get her own way; the other obviously resented it. Some of the men were all for it, others less than happy with the situation, and the inevitable quarrel broke out that led to a full scale fight. Once the noses started breaking Edsel knew it was time to leave.

Other encounters over the years had been downright hostile, and it wasn’t until he met Kathy that he finally felt like there was still good in the world. Ever since the first day that they met they were inseparable. Something just clicked, and he knew she was as happy as he was. Company, the warmth of each other through the long dark nights, and a reminder that not everything in the world was bad.

All gone now.

Edsel’s body was screaming again as he crept around to the back of the house. He wondered when the scabbing over of the tattoos would reach its peak. Although pain was still blinding in its intensity, it was beginning to itch more and more now as the skin tightened and scabs really began to form in earnest.

As they had been giving him The Ink the two tattooists, each beginning on one foot each, had gone through in morbid detail exactly what he could expect from his new markings.

It had sounded worse than the actual pain of having every part of your body covered in Ink — until it started. There was simply no describing the pain involved with having the areas between your toes injected with Ink by a needle. Then they did the soles of his feet and he blacked out. When he came-to they were still working on his feet. He was made to watch, his head strapped to the table, eyes held open with some kind of clamps. Every so often they would put drops in just so they didn’t dry out — most considerate.

Then they started on the ankles; he blacked out again. The skin covered bone was by far the worst, until they got up to his groin and peeled back his foreskin and even tattooed the inside. It was explained that every single piece of flesh that could be seen in any way would be red — this was how they gave themselves to the religion completely. He would thank them for it, they had told him, they were doing him a favor.

Some bloody favor.

His ordeal tormented him, and he knew it would for as long as he lived. Some things were best forgotten but they were always the things that stayed with you forever. Not that he could ever get rid of the memory of what had been done to him however hard he tried — it was there, every time he looked at his body. The only question was how long he’d actually have left to live.

At some point, after countless hours so filled with pain he didn’t know if it had been half a day or half a lifetime, they flipped him over and he had to watch them start at his lower legs again before moving on up to his backside. A thousand needles penetrating the skin around your anus is not something you ever want to contemplate happening, but it did, and they just kept on going — like two sadistic butchers teasing their meat before they finally put it out of its misery.

Through it all was a constant monologue of what would happen to him. Either the tattooists would regale him with morbid tales, or on occasion Bishop would come in to check on progress and give even more detail about what he could expect over the next few days and weeks.

They would keep him tied down — for his own safety, he was assured. The last thing you wanted to do was to disturb the scabs that would form. First there would be a milky substance extruded by his body, a sort of coating called lymph that was the body’s first defense. They would apply a special ointment to keep his skin hydrated as this would lessen the scabbing. It was important that The Ink was respected, never allowed to dry out, and under no circumstance was he to be allowed clothes. The material would rub on the scabs that formed by the second day, and if the scabs were ripped off then The Ink would not take as well, meaning the color would be less than perfect. It would be patchy, and that was a mockery of the gift bestowed on him.

He was to remain still, no movement; the skin must heal sufficiently first. The skin was to be hydrated but not too wet, as that way The Ink wouldn’t penetrate deep beneath. Sweat would ruin The Ink. Sweat would stop it from sinking through to the lower layers that made sure it was permanent, and even moving around much could cause the scabs to split and his Ink to be ruined.

So he would remain isolated, strapped down, maybe allowed up only if he showed that he understood the great gift bestowed on him, and proved that he respected The Ink and how it must be cared for if it was to be absolutely perfect. It made no sense — who cared if all you wanted was an end to humanity’s existence anyway?

Oh, and by the way, don’t forget about The Fire.

With the pain and fear mounting, he didn’t even bother to ask — he was already so far gone in pain that he didn’t think it could get any worse. After a long silence Bishop told him that within The Ink was a special additive, one that would open up his nerves in a way otherwise impossible. As his beautiful gift — their words, definitely not his — worked its way deeper and deeper in, and the accumulative effects of so much tattooing began to build, then so too would the pain. It would build and build to a crescendo over a number of days, finally reaching a peak right around the time that the majority of the scabs formed. Then it would recede as the scabs gradually healed over and dropped off of their own accord.

That would be right about now then.

Edsel wanted to scream, scream louder than he had ever screamed before. His whole body itched like he couldn’t believe. He wanted to just take off his clothes and rip off his skin. Better to be flayed alive than this.

He had to get his clothes off soon — the material felt like the fibers were made of barbed wire, the slightest movement sent shockwave after shockwave of pain shooting through nerve endings, hitting his brain while lights flashed before his eyes as his senses threatened to shut down and give him peace.

Not yet, not yet, I need to get inside. Get safe, figure out what to do, how to get them back.

But what could be a suitable punishment for the things they had done to him? He wasn’t that kind of a man. He didn’t spend his time plotting tortures for other human beings. Death, just death. That would have to do. Give them what they want though? Was that right? Their whole faith was based on bringing about the true end to humanity, searching out Whole people and either turning them or eliminating them.

Edsel shook his head to get some clarity. The pain was building and he knew he would lose it soon. He had to at least get inside and sit down before it happened. He slapped hard at his shaved head, just to touch something that hadn’t been violated by their damn Ink.

The back door was unlocked so he walked in, moving carefully past a broom and a mop leaning to the side of the door. He went quietly through the kitchen that actually looked like it might have a few things worth taking, maybe even food. Could he dare hope for that much? He held on to the back of one of two chairs next to a small table, getting his balance, then walked down a hallway and into a living room. The house smelled nice; clean, and had obviously been well looked after. Such things made the stark reality of life outside so much harder to bear. Better that there was nothing nice left any longer, maybe that would make his ordeal easier to cope with?

Taking his backpack off carefully, then slumping gratefully into a soft chair with patterned scatter cushions, Edsel sighed in relief at what must be the most comfortable piece of furniture in existence. He leaned his head back and just as he blacked out a head rose from behind the large sofa and a pair of wide eyes stared at him, full of fear — it was probably the saddest thing he had ever seen.

It was too late, he was past caring. Edsel lost consciousness and fell into a black pit of emptiness where the pain was taken away — just for a while.


EGG


IT WAS THE most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life, and the best was yet to come — it tasted out of this world.

Oh my god. I’m in heaven.

A fried egg! He savored every mouthful, the runny yolk like liquid gold. Once it was finished he ran a red finger around the plate, sure to get every last little morsel of the golden goodness, sucking his finger even though it hurt. He didn’t care.

“Thank you, thank you so much. That was divine.”

“That’s all right, sorry it was only one. Daddy said that I should only ever eat one at a time, just in case Martha gets into trouble.”

“Martha?” asked Edsel. “Ugh, argh.”

“Are you okay? Do you want me to do something?” The boy began to stand, although obviously unsure exactly why or what he was actually going to do.

“No, it's fine, I just hurt is all. Everywhere.” Edsel shifted in the chair at the table, pain reaching new heights even though he tried, unsuccessfully, not to show it. He didn’t want to scare the child. A young boy, he couldn’t be more than twelve if that. “Now, who’s Martha?”

“The chicken of course. My dad said that she might not lay every day so I should only ever eat one egg at a time, and no more than four a week; just in case. That way I would at least have something to eat for a few days if she didn’t lay or she died or something.” The boy shrugged his shoulders, like it had been going on so long it was just the way things were. Normal.

“And Daddy? I thought you said you lived alone here.”

There was a silence, the boy’s head bowed.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to say anything wrong.” It was obvious that the boy’s father wasn’t around, what was wrong with him? He needed to think straight, this was a definite complication to things.

“It’s okay, I just try not to think about it any more. It’s just me and Martha now, and she isn’t much company.”

“Is she out in the garden? I didn’t see a coop?”

“Oh no, Daddy always said she was too valuable for that. As soon as he found her we kept her inside. She’s upstairs.”

“Oh, right.” It didn’t really come as a surprise. He’d heard of people keeping all sorts of animals, including pigs, in their homes. It was different in the cities to out in the country — everything was up for grabs as food was so scarce. He always wondered why he didn’t leave and go to the countryside as soon as things turned sour, god knew the stench of the city should have been enough. Get away from so many reminders of what life once was, but the pull of home was always so strong. It was all he knew, all he had ever known. It would have to change though, he knew that. If he survived.

Kathy would have loved the countryside. She’d never seen it, but even in the city they’d taken walks now and then in the night when the moon gave enough light to see and they felt the risk was worth the reward. She’d loved the open spaces so much.

“Mister? Mister, are you okay?”

“Eh? Oh, sorry, just thinking.”

“You looked sad. Did somebody die?”

“Yeah, you could say that. But anyway, thanks for the egg, for looking after me last night. I’m sorry to just barge in, it must have been very scary.” Edsel couldn’t imagine the sight he must be for a young boy all alone with just a chicken for company. A chicken!

The young boy shifted about uncomfortably, clearing away Edsel’s plate and his own — both so clean they didn’t even look like they needed washing. “It was scary. I haven’t seen anyone in so long, not since my dad. But you just sat down and fell asleep in the chair. And, um…”

“What? It’s okay, you can tell me. And I’m Edsel by the way, what’s your name?”

“I’m Aiden.”

“Haha, that’s kind of apt at the moment, it means fiery.” Aiden looked at him in confusion. “Never mind, ah, shit. Oops, sorry, excuse the language.”

“Is it your hands? What’s wrong with them? Did you burn them? Were you in a fire?”

Edsel looked at his hands, the only bit of his body that Aiden could see that was tattooed. “It was The Eventuals. You know about them? Know about what they call The Ink?”

“Those are the bad red men, right?” Aiden brightened at having such knowledge.

“Yeah, that’s them. Well, they captured me and I managed to escape, but they are after me—”

What is wrong with you? Eating an egg, sat here like you don’t have a care in the world? Idiot!

“Damn, how long have I been here? How long did I sleep?” He couldn’t believe he’d not left the minute he’d woken up. Everything had been such a shock, seeing the young boy there, the eggs cooking, the boy obviously scared but trusting in a man that had walked into his house and fallen asleep.

Aiden looked at his watch. “It’s six thirty in the morning, why?”

“I have to go, I can’t stay here. They’ll be after me. I’m amazed they haven’t found me already. It’s not safe with me here.”

“Can I come?” asked Aiden, face lighting up, like Edsel had the answers to his current lonely life.

“Look Aiden, men are after me, horrible men, bad men. If they catch me, or you, then it’s curtains, you understand? I’m sorry, it’s too dangerous.”

“Oh. It’s so lonely though, I’m all alone. And I’m hungry and scared and it’s just me and Martha.”

“I’m sorry, I really am. Look, if I get through this then I’ll come back for you, I promise. But right now it’s just too risky. I have to go. Now.”

He hated himself for doing it but what alternative was there? He couldn’t just stay with the boy, they would find him and kill them both. But if he managed to succeed, he really would come back for him. He promised himself that as he moved into the living room and shouldered his backpack. He would, he really would — there was no way he’d leave Aiden all alone as long as he himself survived.

Poor kid.

He walked back into the kitchen, Aiden still standing there, the most pitiful sight he had ever seen. It nearly broke his heart. He had to leave.

“I’m sorry, I took one.”

“One? One what?”

“A drink. One of your cans. I took a Pepsi,” said Aiden guiltily.

“Haha, don’t worry about it, you deserve it. You deserve a lot more for helping me out. I’m sorry, but bye.”

He was out the back door before he had to look at the poor boy again, but there was no choice. Through the gate and down the road, furtively looking around, checking for his pursuers.

Where are they?

They could be anywhere, they could be coming around the corner right now. He should run, it’s what he did wasn’t it? Run. That was his life now, but there was more, not everything had turned sour. There were smart young kids that would trust you, share their food, and look at you with such sad eyes…

Just run.


WAIT


HERE THEY COME.

Footsteps were not far behind him. He should have just kept running the night before, gone as far as he possibly could until he collapsed. But how far would he have got? He should have done it anyway, rather than walking into somebody else’s home and saving his body from the torture for a while. Still, he’d had food, met Aiden. But one egg, nice as it was, simply wasn’t fuel enough for him to be able to keep on going at full speed indefinitely.

He ran faster, ripping open at the seams as the scabs that had formed through the night split and oozed. His body was a chrysalis, tearing open; maybe inside there was something beautiful? A butterfly waiting to dream of being a man for a day before it died?

You’re losing it Edsel, get a grip.

Footsteps grew louder.

I’m going to get caught, they’re going to get me this time. No way can I just keep on running.

“Wait, wait for me.”

Edsel turned. It was Aiden.

Has he got a chicken with him? He has. He’s got Martha with him.

He couldn’t help himself, he smiled. It was so comical, yet so damn sad at the same time, that he wanted to scoop the boy up in his arms, hug him tight and tell him everything would be all right. But a chicken. C’mon.

“What do you think you’re doing? I told you to stay home. You can’t be out here, and not with a chicken.”

A chicken!

“Where I go, Martha goes,” said Aiden defiantly, the poor bird tucked tightly under the boys arm, wrapped in a towel by the looks of it, so it wouldn’t flap away.

“You can’t go on the run with a chicken.”

“Why not?”

“Because… Because it’s a chicken, that’s why.”

That made sense, right?

“Well, I’m coming. Please, I don’t want to be alone any more. Dad left almost a year ago, I haven’t got anyone. I want to come.”

It was exasperating, he couldn’t take the boy. He’d have to make him go home. It was too dangerous, he’d be a liability — get them all killed. Well, maybe not the chicken. “You can’t come. Go home. I don’t want you, you’ll get me killed. Yourself too.” He had to be harsh, it was for the boy’s own good. “Aw, c’mon, don’t cry, it’s for your own safety. I’ll be back.”

“You won’t,” sniffed Aiden. “You’ll go and never come back and leave me alone forever, until I get The Lethargy and just die and Martha’s eggs will pile up and then she’ll die too as there is nobody to look after her.”

I can’t believe this, I’m on the run from maniacs and I’m arguing over chickens and he simply can’t come.

There was a car coming down the street, fast. It was them. No more time, the decision was made.

Edsel grabbed Aiden by the arm and started to run. “Come on, fast. Faster, they’ll kill us.”

“Martha!” The towel fell from Aiden’s arms as they started to run. Martha flapped about noisily until she was free of her fluffy prison and ran around wildly, right into the road.

Squawk.

“Martha!”

“We have to go. Move. Now.”

They ran, both turning to see the car closing on them fast. The chicken was still alive. It must have gone right under the car.

Lucky bugger.

“Faster. There, over there.” Edsel pointed to a playground, tall grass partially hiding swings and climbing frames probably not used in years.

That’s got to be the saddest thing I’ve seen in my whole damn life.

Sun glinted off the slide, mocking the degradation and the abandoned hope for a future that would never be alive with the laughter of children.

No more kids. Well, there’s one at least. He’s your responsibility now Edsel, you have to look after him, no choice now dude. None at all.

They ran for the playground, the green metal fencing meaning the car couldn’t follow. The fields beyond, once used daily by regular folk walking their dogs, now as deserted as the rest of the country — the rest of the world.

“Faster.”

Pain blinded Edsel to everything but running. The scabs had formed a tight seal over most of his body through the night, wrapping him as tight as a mummy, the skin ripping and cracking as the sudden movements opened up wound after wound, his clothes rubbing the dry itching skin, tearing off long peels of thick poisoned flesh like pork crackling as they ran for all their worth toward the silent playground, the swings still, nothing but ghosts left.

All that remained were dead children, forgotten by parents lost to The Lethargy, searching for adults in the only place they could think of to look once they were all alone.

“Don’t look,” said Edsel, trying to avoid the partially eaten or skeletal remains of a number of children and a few adults too by the look if it.

“It’s okay. I live here, I’ve seen it all before.”

God, what a world to be a kid in. When I was his age I hadn’t even known anyone that had died, let alone seen the corpses of children eaten by dogs. I don’t think I’d even lost a goldfish.

They ran fast through the playground, dodging bodies, knocking aside empty bottles and cans, pausing only to open the child-proof gate at the far end. They were out into fields now, gaining some distance on whoever had been in the car. Edsel risked a glance backward.

Damn, four of them now, they’ve got reinforcements.

He picked up the pace but Aiden could only go so fast, his young legs not up to the same speed as Edsel.

This is going to be a problem. Poor kid, what have I got him into?

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

“Eh? What?”

Did he just read my mind.

“A little, sorry about that. Daddy always said it was rude to do it, but when I’m excited it just kind of happens. Sorry.”

“You’re Awoken then? Naturally? Never mind, come on, let’s get out of here.”

They kept on running.

The field was knee-high for Edsel and higher for Aiden so they had to slow, but at least they were getting away. Their trousers were getting wet, the rains through the night ensuring everything was damp as usual. His legs began to hurt at a new level as the grass brushed against the material, seed heads pricking him like a replay of the chase of the day before.

What now? Where can we go? This is getting real old. Will there never be any goddamn motherf—

“That way, over there,” said Aiden, pointing toward a series of high-rise monstrosities — a failed housing project from the eighties, one of the few not demolished before The Lethargy put a halt to the hope of re-homing people into a better way of life.

“Okay, it’s as good as any other direction.”

Like things aren’t depressing enough already.

Running. Always running. Edsel felt like he’s spent his life running, splitting apart just like the Converse had.

Empty inside.

~~~

It was a maze of concrete walkways connecting giant crumbling concrete coffins to each other. There were bridges, sloped curving walkways that connected to a small shopping precinct that held a convenience store, a post office, the ubiquitous liquor store and betting shops. All smashed now, the booze gone before the food from the Spar next door.

Aiden seemed to know his way around pretty well, leading them up a walkway that rose up to the entrance to one of the fifteen story high-rises. Inside the broken doors were piles of refuse — as far as most people had bothered to take their trash once it was no longer collected. It stank. There were obviously dead animals of all description and all states of decomposition within the mountain of discarded remains of humanity trying its best to hang on to life. Inevitably unsuccessfully in most cases.

“I used to come here, looking for people, before it got too dangerous. Before somebody tried to take me. A man, a horrible man that tried to—”

“It’s okay, it’s safe now.”

Who are you trying to kid Edsel. Safe, my arse.

“I know. I, um, I killed him.”

Edsel stopped and stared at the boy. “You what?”

“I used my powers, what Daddy said was because I was Awoken. I went into his mind and saw the things he wanted to do to me; I made him smash his head against the wall, that one there.” Aiden pointed at a dark smear staining the depressing, graffiti covered brickwork. “I didn’t mean to kill him, but he banged his head and then he was dead.”

“Well, I’m sure he deserved it,” grunted Edsel. “Where to now Batman.”

“Batman? Who’s Batman?”

Poor kid, I guess he’s too young for a lot of things. He would have been what, five when The Lethargy happened?

“Nevermind. Where to?”

“That way.” Edsel followed the boy’s finger. It pointed at a door that had mesh enforced glass which led to a narrow balcony running along the outside of the first floor of the high-rise, where people had to walk to get to their front doors.

What a place to live. Why would anyone think this was a good idea? They started falling down as soon as they built them.

They went through the door and along the balcony. At the end was a connecting walkway that took them over a road and up to another level of what appeared to be a large car park.

“We can get into the bigger shopping center that way, it’s the car park for it.”

“Okay, great. Let’s go.”

What am I gonna do with him? I can’t just let him be chased with me. Damn, can he hear this? Can you hear this?

Edsel turned and looked at Aiden, who seemed to be pointedly not looking at him.

Yeah, you can.

“Sorry.”


SHOPPING


THEY HAD TO be careful. Edsel knew from experience that shopping centers were some of the most dangerous areas in the city. The desperate, the hungry and the plain bored seemed to congregate in such places. Hoping to find clothes not already stolen, gadgets of all description, the most precious commodity of all: batteries. He’d seen two men fight until one killed the other just over a Duracell, they were that important to people now.

I hate these places, they were always weird even before The Lethargy.

Edsel had an intense dislike for the soulless shopping centers that sprang up what seemed like every week all over the city, a never-ending supply of people popping into existence to take advantage of free parking and the escape from the weather. He always felt out of place, like he didn’t belong. Now it was just depressing.

The place was eerie. The small amount of natural light from filthy opaque skylights turned it into dusk as soon as they entered. He winced at the reminder of the once overtly consumerist society he would give anything to go back too — heck, he’d even happily wander the crowded walkways, smiling sweetly as people bumped into him and then stared at him like it was his fault. The wide cream tiled floor was littered with all manner of useless consumer goods, old food wrappers, cups and general trash, just thrown to the ground after the bins spilled over, people muttering under their breath about the lack of cleanliness yet still making it worse rather than taking their empty wrappers home with them.

Edsel remembered coming to places like this as The Lethargy did its work. Every week it got worse and worse. Fewer stores open, the trash piling up, smoking bans forgotten by those lucky enough to have grabbed a stash of any brand of cigarette they were able to steal without getting killed. Risking an all-out attack by those watching green with envy as they sucked down their nicotine, eyes darting about warily yet unable to stop a vice that let them forget about life for a split-second when the nicotine hit the spot.

Fights and arguments escalated in intensity as confusion mounted. Those open for business didn’t want money any longer — what use was it when the banks weren’t open and there was nothing to do with the money anyway? Bartering became extreme; traffic in people increased. Many would sell their family or friends for little more than a meal or a pair of new shoes. He’d actually seen two men arguing over a young girl while the mother stood by gulping down a bottle of precious wine they’d given her in exchange for what was obviously acts the girl wanted no part in.

It all got really bad; then society totally collapsed. Store owners couldn’t stop the looting any longer, how could they? People took what they wanted, windows were smashed and the stores were ransacked until nothing of use was left. A free-for-all with no meaning, goods stolen that were never taken out of the box once they were taken home, or dropped in the streets as the thieves lost themselves in the haze of Lethargy before they even made it home to their houses — where the fridge was empty, the cupboards were bare and their children starved.

Did we deserve this? Maybe we did.

As they crunched down the open spaces, marching past broken, once state-of-the-art TVs and all kinds of digital equipment now useless, the bodies began to pile up in earnest. People lost to The Lethargy, their final days spent in a fugue until they died, often stripped of their clothes and belongings by those still with their wits about them. They weren’t all dead though, they walked right past a few people that had obviously only recently succumbed, just sat on the floor, eyes staring vacantly at nothing as the life slowly seeped out of them. There was nothing they could do about it, there was no hope for them.

Just like there hadn’t been any hope for his own family. His mother was lost mercifully quickly, but it took his sister over a year before she finally faded into nothingness — then Edsel was young, alone and scared, but he survived, made it through. It was like going back in time, staring at the young boy by his side. At least he’d been older when things turned bad, he couldn’t imagine having coped with any of it at the age of twelve.

Brave boy, and Awoken too.

~~~

“No. Way.”

Aiden beamed at Edsel, chewing away on his own sandwich. “You like?” he said, crumbs spitting out of his mouth.

“Oh boy, best sandwich ever. Where’d they come from?” Edsel couldn’t believe his eyes when the boy pulled out a container of sandwiches from the backpack he’d brought with him. It was a peanut butter sandwich and the best thing he had tasted in his entire life. Well, maybe the egg was, but this sure as hell came in a close second.

“I made them. We had a huge stockpile of all kinds of stuff, but this was nearly the last of it all, the last of the peanut butter, the last of everything.”

Another mouthful, fuel finally recharging his energy reserves. “But the bread, how’d you get bread?”

Staring at him in confusion, Aiden said, “I made it.”

“You? You made bread?”

“Sure, it’s easy. We had sacks of flour; I make it all the time.”

“Well, I’ll be… Good job dude, best bread ever.”

Aiden smiled like he’d won a prize and sat happily munching away on the rest of his food. Not to seem ungracious Edsel pulled two cans from his backpack and offered both hands to the boy. “Which one, Pepsi or Pepsi?”

The kids a good sport. He’s playing along. Very trusting too. I wouldn’t trust me, look at me.

Edsel looked at his outstretched arms, sleeves rolled back over tortured forearms.

God, what a nightmare.

With the look of a boy with a real hard decision to make, Aiden frowned deep in concentration. “Hmm, now let me see, Pepsi or Pepsi, such a difficult decision.” He brightened. “I think… yes, definitely, I’ll take the Pepsi.”

“Good choice my man.” Edsel passed the drink and the sound of two ring-pulls giving up their fizzy delights echoed through the empty space, a tiny hint of temporary happiness amid the madness.

They both took a deep drink.

“Good?”

“Good,” confirmed Aiden.

“Look, we can rest for five, but then we have to go again. They’ll take a while to find us, but they will. What happened? To you I mean. To your dad? It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it. What about your mom?”

“That’s okay, I don’t mind. I wish we still had Martha though.”

He really thought a lot of that chicken. Totally understandable, poor kid’s been alone all this time. Just like I was.

“Sorry about that, she’ll be okay though. Bet she’s off digging up some garden right now, eating juicy worms and slugs.”

“Ugh, gross.”

“Right?”

“And I can warn you, you know?”

“Warn me?”

“About those men, the ones chasing you. I can help, told you I could. I can sense them: people. I know if someone is coming if I really concentrate and open up, go into The Noise a little bit. That’s what my dad called it anyway: The Noise.”

“That’s right, but you sure? Sure it’s safe for you?”

“Oh yes, totally. I could even make them do things if they got close enough, well, one anyway. I can’t do more than one at a time.”

“Okay, but be careful. Now look, some of those men are Awoken too, so don’t try to do anything, they could do the same to you… maybe.” Edsel wasn’t sure what happened if Awoken tried to control each other, but he guessed that if it was possible a grown man would be stronger than a young boy. Maybe.

“Sure. And all clear, nobody around apart from a few people with The Lethargy. Just like my dad had. It was just me and him, I never knew my mum. He told me stories when I was little about how things used to be, but I was too young to remember anything much before The Lethargy. He was fine for years, we thought he would be okay. Maybe like me. As I got older I started being able to do things, my ‘powers’ I called them. He told me stuff, things he’d read, things he’d heard on the news, although I don’t remember ever really watching the TV much — it didn’t hardly work when I was old enough to remember it or anything. But a few years ago, I think just after I was ten, he started acting funny.”

“Slowing down? Not doing much? Just standing there?”

“Yeah, things just got messy then. I didn’t really know what to do. He’d shown me how to look after myself, that wasn’t a problem, but I didn’t know what to do with him. How to help.”

“I know, sorry. Horrible, right?”

“Really horrible. Well, anyway, he got worse and worse, then he just stopped moving, wouldn’t budge. Then a couple of days later he died. It was quite quick; he’d told me some people took years and years. Creeping Lethargy?”

Edsel nodded. “That’s the worst one, you were lucky.”

Idiot!

“Sorry, not lucky. Um, I mean at least he didn’t linger for too long. Sorry.”

Poor kid.

“That’s okay. That’s it really, I don’t want to talk about it. He died. I buried him in the garden.”

“Sorry.”

“What about you? How’d you end up, you know…?” Aiden pointed to Edsel’s hands. “And someone died too, right?”

“It’s a long story, and I’m worried we’ll get caught if we stay here. We need somewhere where there are more exits. But I’ll tell you, promise. Come on, let’s see if we can find anything useful then get out of here.”

At least there won’t be any queues at the checkout. Small blessings.

They went shopping.


ED


“ED?”

“Please, don’t call me that.” Edsel shuddered, the name brought back memories from years ago he never let surface if at all possible. “Call me Edsel. Always.” He tried not to look cross, but knew he’d failed.

He’s just a kid, be kind.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“That’s okay, what’s up buddy?”

“What’s the plan? Those men are after you, right? What are you going to do?”

Edsel thought about it. Could he really still seek vengeance now he had a young boy in his care? He knew the answer, didn’t really need to ask. “I’m going to kill them. The ones that did this to me, the others at their little church. That Bishop, all of them. They’ll pay for what they did to me, and Kathy.”

“Okay, right.” There was an uncomfortable silence, Aiden was obviously itching to ask a question.

“Go ahead buddy, but this store is useless. Let’s walk while we talk, then get going.”

“Okay Edsel. Um, who was Kathy?”

“She was my friend, more than that, and they killed her. They went to my home looking for me and they killed her. I found her, and a Bishop in The Eventuals, when I made it there after I escaped.”

“Was she your wife?”

“No, we weren’t married, but we had been together for quite a while; we were inseparable. We were going to move to the country, start over, get away from this craziness.”

We should have gone sooner, none of this would have happened. Right now we could be curled up in front of a roaring fire, tired from a day working in the fields, maybe even getting eggs from our very own Martha.

“My dad talked about that too, saying it would be better than staying where everything was ruined anyway. We were going to go as well, then…”

“I understand buddy, but he did a good job, right? I mean, look at you, very handsome.” Edsel ruffled the boys hair, hoping he was doing all right. He didn’t have much experience with kids, in fact his experience with youngsters was almost zero.

Needs to wash his hair.

Aiden blushed a little and mumbled, “Thanks. And, um, sorry it’s greasy. I ran out of shampoo.”

Damn, forgot.

“Hey, you’ll have to stop reading my thoughts. It’ll get me into trouble.”

“Sorry, I’ll try to switch you off. I think I can sort of tell myself to blank you out. I think.”

“Cool. How does it work? You can really hear my thoughts?”

“It’s hard to explain. It’s not hearing them as much as it’s kind of seeing a picture, just knowing.” Aiden shrugged. “Dunno really, I kind of just see them somehow.”

“Well, however you do it it’s pretty amazing.”

He was a handsome young man, if a little on the scrawny side, but wasn’t everybody these days? He was quite tall for twelve and had a mop of brown curly hair and pale blue eyes that were quite intense. But the main thing that impressed Edsel was that the kid managed to smile a lot. Now that was something. He hoped he never lost that smile — there wasn’t much to be happy about.

There was nothing of use in any of the stores, so they kept on going. The shopping center had a simple cross layout with various outlets on each side of the large walkways. They’d already checked over half of them and Edsel was getting itchy. They’d find them soon enough.

They stopped outside an electrical outlet, ripped signs and posters still visible, advertising the latest laptops and mobile devices.

“Guess you never did any of that?” said Edsel, pointing at the advertisements.

“Use computers?”

“Yeah, and you know, talk to your mates on a phone. Text, go on Facebook, all that stuff?”

“No, not really. I kind of remember learning to use a computer a little bit, but not really. Then it all broke, but my dad told me about it. He said that it may have been the one good thing that came from The Lethargy — at least people wouldn’t spend their lives in front of a screen any more.”

“Yeah, well, he may have been right on that score, but it was fun though. Come on, let’s check it out, but quickly.”

I miss the Web.

There were countless smashed gadgets and even a few TVs left. What were prized items for the first looters soon became worthless once people realized the power was sporadic, then no longer worked at all. Edsel wasn’t sure what he was looking for but felt that something would be of use. They wandered into the back, to the storage areas, and it was pretty much the same: in total disarray and mostly empty of goods, or else what was left was smashed. He found a spool of three core cable though and stuffed it into his backpack, before calling Aiden that it was time to go.

Maybe I’ll just hang myself and have done with it all. Joke, Aiden, in case you are hearing this.

Edsel was feeling another wave of more intense pain creeping up from his toes right to his upper chest where The Ink stopped. His arms were on fire and when he rolled up his sleeves to look at them he could swear that they were turning a brighter shade of red. The scabs were getting really dry too, which meant that they were splitting more and more, the itching so intense he had to use all his willpower to not scratch away like a bear at a tree. In between the scabs, where the raw-to-the-touch skin wasn’t all bumpy and rough, large bubbles were popping up, like the top layer of skin was trying to get away from the poison infecting his body. He couldn’t blame it really. It had been happening all over, and he’d lost count of the number of ‘pops’ he’d felt as they released a foul liquid that soaked his clothes and somehow left a strange metallic taste in his mouth.

Boots. Yes. Where’s Boots.

Boots the pharmacy, on every single high street in the UK, sold all manner of perfumes, potions, lotions and over the counter as well as prescription medications. Maybe he’d strike it lucky and get something to ease the incessant itching at least, moisten his skin so the scabs healed quicker.

“You know where Boots is?”

“Boots? Sure, I’ll show you.”

~~~

“Goddamn!” Edsel kicked at the boxes of tissues, smashed bottles of cough mixture and mounds of toothpaste that littered the floor.

Shopping sucks. It sucked before and it still sucks now.

“Hey, all of this is good stuff. You have to brush your teeth you know?”

The kid’s right, I’m just getting moody with the pain.

“Sorry, you’re right. Gather up some soap and tissues and see if there are any flannels, all that stuff.” Edsel wasn’t thinking straight. Simple things like soap and being able to brush your teeth were part of what made things feel even just a little bit normal; the kid was smart. It could take days, weeks, before he got his revenge, although he hadn’t actually thought past the next few minutes for so long that he hadn’t considered basic necessities. Apart from food.

His stomach rumbled in reply.

I could eat that damn toothpaste I’m so hungry. I thought the sandwich would have helped more.

He left Aiden to it and went hunting, constantly aware of the time it was all taking. When had they left his house? It was half six or so, so it couldn’t be more than a few hours later. He’d ask the kid in a minute.

Gold! I’ve struck gold. Yes!

Tubes of aloe vera fell off the shelf as he tried to turn a box around to see if it had any left. He popped the cap on the flexible tube, rolled up his sleeve and carefully rubbed the gel over his hard, scabbed-over skin. Flakes fell to the floor but the effect was instant. The itching receded in seconds, not gone, but not eye-gougingly irritating either. He pulled both sleeves up as far as he could until the bunched up material hurt his arms too much, and smeared the gel over his skin. It shone like glazed meat, and looked like a suckling pig he’d once roasted over an open fire.

Aah, bliss.

It cooled him down, he could feel the difference for sure, and it should begin to kick in properly soon. Stuffing as many tubes as he could find into his backpack he went to get Aiden. He was starting to get claustrophobic and the air seemed to be getting stuffier as the day wore on. It must be warming up outside, although it was still a bit early, even if it was going to be a nice day.

Nice day? Don’t think so dude. Warm means sweat, which means hurt. And they are after you. Aiden too now.

“Hey buddy, got what we need?”

“I think so. What about you?”

“Yep. What’s the time?”

Aiden checked his watch. “Half past three.”

“What? No, seriously, what time is it?”

Aiden looked at him, confused. “Half three.”

“It can’t be. We’ve only been here an hour or so, if that. Let me see.”

He turned Aiden’s wrist and looked at the digital readout.

Damn. What the hell is going on?

“You sure that’s right? It can’t be that late.”

Aiden looked at him worriedly.

“What?” Edsel knew he wasn’t going to like whatever it was Aiden was going to tell him.

“You kept blacking out, falling over. We had to keep resting.”

“When? Where?” He didn’t remember that at all.

“Here, in the shopping center. You had the sandwich, remember? Then you passed out. You were out for ages, I didn’t know what to do. Then you came-to like nothing had happened. You did it a few times. I thought at first you had The Lethargy, so I, um, peeked, and you didn’t.”

“You sure? About the blacking out I mean? I don’t have the Lethargy, do I?”

“Yep.”

Edsel went cold.

“I mean, yep about the blacking out, not about The Lethargy. Sorry.”

“Phew. Okay, good, I don’t remember. It’s The Ink probably, my body reacting to it, and the damn poison they put in it. Goddamn freaks.”

“Just from tattooing your arms?”

Best the kid knows, so he understands how dangerous they are.

He lifted up his sweater, pulled up a trouser leg, turned slowly in a circle.

“Oh! Does it really hurt?”

“Like a mother— Yes, a lot. I got some gel though, we need to go. If I’m blacking out then we need to find somewhere safe, especially if that’s the time.”

“I know where to go.” Aiden brightened, grabbed Edsel by the arm excitedly and said, “Follow me,” before pulling him along, getting ready to speed up.

Edsel’s world turned into white-hot pain, flesh being stripped from the bone by an expert butcher.

“Ow ow ow. Aargh, leggo, leggo. Shit.” Edsel stared in horror at his arm, the moist flesh peeling away in places as easily as slow cooked meat sliding off the bone because of the grip of the boy’s hand. Tiny beads of blood pricked to the surface until soon it was nothing but red on red.

Aiden went whiter than his already pale skin. “Oh no! Sorry, sorry. I forgot. Sorry.”

“It’s… okay. I think. Come on, lead the way. No grabbing though.” Edsel was amazed he didn’t black out, but for all he knew he had — there was no memory of him collapsing since they left the boy’s house, he obviously wasn’t anywhere near to being himself.

Keep it together, just stay focused. Don’t think about the pain, don’t look at your arms, and for god’s sake don’t scratch.

Edsel’s arm where Aiden had grabbed it was screaming at him, the raw flesh was already chafing horribly against the sweater, but it was better covered than for him to have to stare at it.

It would be better to just chop it off; it wouldn’t, couldn’t hurt as much as this.

They moved as fast as they could, heading toward one of the exits. Edsel didn’t know why, but he trusted Aiden knew somewhere good to lay low — he seemed to be very confident for such a young boy.

It’s being Awoken, he sees things I don’t, knows things about it I don’t.

“Wait, just a minute.” Edsel ran into a WH Smiths and came back out a minute later, stuffing a spiral-bound map into his now bulging backpack. “Okay, lead the way Superman. You’ve heard of him, right?”

“Duh. Everyone knows about Superman.”

“Right, sorry.”

Cheeky bugger.

“Who, me?” said Aiden, obviously still listening in now and then.

Edsel couldn’t help but smile.


DEEP


“WHAT IS THIS place?”

“It’s part of the railway. I never went on a train though, not a moving one anyway. But it’s safe, it’s hard to find people in The Noise through all the concrete. It needs to be all around you to hide you, so I thought this would be a good idea.”

Smart kid.

“Nice thinking dude, good job.”

It was a vast tunnel, absolutely huge. Part of the massive rejuvenation project where networks of underground trains were to revolutionize travel around not only the city itself but would link up with high speed above ground railways from both the north and south of the country — bringing life and commerce back to the north. Much of the preliminary work for the network had been completed, but as The Lethargy took hold it all came to a total standstill — it would never be finished now.

This place is incredible, amazing what people could do. How come we all reverted to animals so quickly when we had it in us to be so much more?

They’d moved fast across just a few streets, praying that they wouldn’t be seen or sensed if there were any Awoken in the area, then it was down shiny steps that never saw the footsteps of the millions of passengers that were expected. Once past the unfinished ticket booths and spaces for the obligatory concession stands and ever-present brand coffee shops, they came to a huge escalator with the wrapping still on, eerie with its lack of movement. They moved deeper and deeper into the unfinished, still raw tunnels until they were in the huge empty space that was to be Manchester’s pride and glory, only it wasn’t. Rails weren’t laid, trains never ran, and for a short while it had become a refuge for those who found life above ground too dangerous. There was a sense of peace and safety, and the clever natural lighting system by a series of reflective devices meant the main areas and platforms were perfect for those trying to escape the madness above.

Most died eventually, hiding away, hoping life would somehow get better.

“Time?”

“Half four now.”

“Okay, listen, we need to talk and I need you to listen. I have to take my clothes off and smear this gel on. It ain’t going to be pretty but I could really do with a little help. Just on my back, if you don’t mind. This Ink is killing me, I feel like a crispy duck I’m so frazzled. And we have to get food. I don’t know about you but I’m totally famished. I had a load back at my house, but there wasn’t any time. We’ll have to move again soon, get food from somewhere, if you’re up for it?”

“I’m up for it,” smiled Aiden. “How bad are the tattoos? My dad told me about what The Eventuals do, they want all people to die, right?”

“Yeah, their leader — Varik, he set it up, it got out of hand really quickly. Anyway, he, they, all of them, believe that The Lethargy was like a message from God or something, that people need to become extinct. So they try to convert you, and if they can’t then they kill you. They think nature should rule, and anything man-made is blasphemous and wrong. It’s mostly full of suicidal people that have lost everything, or those that are so scared of getting The Lethargy that it all just kind of makes sense to them.”

“But why are they all red? Why did they do it to you?”

“Because their leader got burned in a horrible fire, so the story goes, so they do it to show their commitment, and they see it as a way to strip their identity, the same as they aren’t allowed to keep their names, just have a random set of letters assigned to them. They’re bonkers in other words.”

Aiden looked worried. “So you were joining them? You went to get The Ink?”

“No, they caught me and forced me; I had no choice. I’d had a bad time a few years back, met what turned out to be one of the Bishops. He spotted me, or maybe had been keeping tabs on me, I don’t know. All I do know is that when I was actually happy they took it all away from me and killed Kathy. For that they have to pay.”

And they will, they’ll pay all right. I would have just run, left with Kathy, but not now.

It was warm in the tunnel, the huge vaulted ceiling, still just rough concrete shuttering, ensured it stayed a pretty constant temperature. Even the slight breeze was warm. Edsel would be glad to get his clothes off and let the gel work its magic.

“Okay, turn the other way if you like. I have to strip off. I’ll tell you when to look, so you can do my back. Sorry, be warned, it’s gonna be gross.”

This is gonna freak him out big time… me too. Ugh, here goes nothing.

Aiden turned away and began rearranging the items from his backpack he’d got from the pharmacy. He hummed to himself while he did it, probably to drown out the moans and gasps of Edsel as he stripped off.

Edsel took his boots off first, then began to peel a sock away. The first pair came off fine, then it was time for the ones that actually made contact with his damaged flesh. He felt like all he did was put clothes on then take them off lately — each time more painful than the last. The sock was sticky with blood and some kind of secretion, and as he peeled it down he could see scabs and raw flesh. Then the sock stuck. He pulled, wincing and gritting his teeth, trying not to cry out as it finally came free.

This is never going to heal, not running about like this. God, look at it. Those bastards.

He steeled himself and went to work on the other foot. This one was worse. As the sock came off over his toes he felt a serious rip, the skin between his large toe and the next dangled from the end of the inside-out sock, the newly exposed flesh pink and raw. If it carried on like this he was going to be a mess of blotches of dark red Ink and lighter pink where The Ink hadn’t had time to penetrate deep enough.

Doesn’t matter, my body’s ruined anyway. Right, c’mon let’s get this over with.

Trying not to look but knowing he had to, Edsel pulled the trousers off as carefully as he could. At least they were loose and didn’t catch. Then the makeshift underwear.

Well, don’t think I’ll be impressing the ladies with that! Ugh, this is me now, what I’m going to look like forever. What is wrong with those people?

Finally, he just had to pull the sweater off. Even lifting his arms sent spikes of pain shooting up his body, making the veins in his neck pound like his head was going to explode. He grabbed the sweater and pulled it over his head as fast as he could, just to get it over with as quickly as possible. Edsel felt himself almost white-out, he became dizzy and began to wobble, but focused and just let the wooziness pass. All it was replaced with was pain — the one constant now.

After what felt like a lifetime of undressing, it was time to soothe his skin as much as he could. Edsel began to slather himself with the aloe vera.

Oh boy, that is so good. Aah.

It was delicate work, but the coolness was heaven-sent. He knew it wasn’t good to allow the skin to become saturated, but he didn’t care. The thicker the gel the fresher his skin felt. All over his legs and the rest of him that he could see, he looked like a burn victim, which is what he was he supposed. Flesh had bubbled and cracked, tried to heal then split again from exertion, sweat and chafing. Drier areas of his body such as his belly and lower thighs were the worst — however much he put on it soaked right in and the skin was itching like mad again in seconds. Rubbing the gel in was like running his hands over rough bark — he didn’t even want to think what it would be like once the stubble began to grow back all over his shaved body.

Will the hairs push through the scabs or will the scabs be gone by then?

The raw line around his midsection where the trousers chafed was thick with crusty dead skin. As he applied the soothing ointment large pieces came off in his hand, and he cursed the men that did this to him over and over again.

Having finished what he could he redid the makeshift underwear, realized he needed to pee, felt his heart-rate double at the thought, but told Aiden to wait and went down the tunnel a little and relieved himself. He tried not to howl and scream but when he returned it was obvious the boy had turned and looked at his broken body.

I doubt I look better from behind than I do from the front. Poor kid, what a day he’s had.

“Sorry. For the screaming.” He quickly redid the underwear and began to pull on the trousers. Aiden turned and Edsel knew for sure the boy had looked. He looked petrified.

“That must hurt.”

“Yeah, you could say that. Look, don’t worry, they won’t do it to you.”

“No, they’ll just kill me, right?”

“Right. Sorry.” Edsel sat and pulled the socks on, keeping them inside out as they would be cleaner that way, and swapping them around so the outer pair were now the ones on first. He probably already had infections from the open wounds, he didn’t want to increase the risk more than he had to. He got the boots on and tied up the laces, then handed Aiden a tube of gel. He’d used three already, it would be all gone by the time his back was finished, maybe a half tube left if he was lucky.

The tube was taken rather worriedly, then the sound of the cap flipping open echoed down the empty tunnel into the dark. Aiden shifted from one foot to the other, then obviously steeled himself as he squeezed a dollop out into his palm.

“You up for this buddy? I don’t want to freak you out or anything.”

“Haha, I’m already freaked out, you look like you were in a fire. You look like chicken we cooked outside once.”

“Hey,” joked Edsel, “no talk of chicken or I might just pull an arm off and eat it. I’m that hungry.” Edsel turned around so Aiden could get to work. “Just be careful okay? Slow and gentle.”

I hope he doesn’t rip anything.

“Okay. Ready? Here goes. Mmf.”

“Aiden? You okay buddy?” Edsel turned and Aiden was off his feet, caught in the grip of the larger of the two tattooists, hand over his mouth.

“Shit.” Edsel acted without thinking and grabbed the fallen tube and squirted it right into the attacker’s face. He screamed and loosened his grip. Aiden wriggled like a cat in a bag and bit down hard on the arm around his chest. The man howled and Aiden landed in a heap.

Edsel grabbed him and pulled him up. “Bag. Let’s go.” They grabbed their bags and ran off down into the darkness of the tunnel.

Behind him Edsel could hear the shouting of the man, telling others where they’d gone.

Damn, how many of them are there now?

Edsel felt the wind pick up, then it was as if there was an absence of sound. Like it was sucked out of the air. He turned and saw the largest eagle he had ever seen in his life glide gracefully through the tunnel, legs hanging low with talons so huge one foot could easily cover a man’s head.

“Um, we better run faster Aiden, things are about to get serious.”

What the hell is that doing here?

Aiden looked at Edsel, then turned and saw the bird. He ran faster.

It was obvious in seconds that they couldn’t outrun such a creature, but it didn’t attack. It swooped low, almost brushing Edsel's bald and very dirty head with the tip of a wing before it flew off into the tunnel, reappearing moments later, staring at them, clearly bored, before disappearing back where they had come from.

“It’s Awoken. The bird,” offered Aiden.

“You can tell?”

“Yes, it’s actually quite nice.”

“Well, let’s arrange a meeting, I’ll put it in my schedule. Sorry, didn’t mean that, but you can bet it’s a scout, they probably have help now.”

“It’s okay, it must hurt.” Aiden nodded at him as they ran, and it was only then that Edsel realized that he didn’t have his sweatshirt on.

Damn. That’s not good. Can this get any worse?

It got worse.

“Can you see anything?” whispered Edsel. “I’m as blind as a bat here, I can’t see a thing.”

“A little, I’ve been working on my eyes. Not much though.”

“Working on your eyes? Oh, right, because you’re Awoken, right?”

“Yes. Well, partially Awoken, but I’m not that good with things yet.”

“Okay, well you’re in charge buddy, lead the way, but we gotta be quick. They can probably see just fine, or have torches. Let’s go.”

They headed deeper into the tunnel, all light extinguished.

Aiden dragged him along by the hand, while Edsel tried not to scream at the pain. Edsel was blind and just put his trust in the young boy.

He’s a good kid, can’t believe I got him mixed up in this mess.

They stopped. “In here, follow me. There’s a step but I think it’s the way out.”

The rise of the step could be felt with the toe of his boots so Edsel lifted a leg and followed Aiden, an arm resting on the boy’s shoulder. It began to lighten. They made it to the bottom of a service ladder, twenty feet or so up was light.

“First or second?”

“First.”

“Okay, up you go.”

Watching for a fall, Edsel kept a close eye on Aiden as the boy climbed smartly up the ladder then peered down once he was out.

“All clear.”

This is gonna hurt. Haha, so what’s new?

The steel was cold at least, so it numbed the pain, but it wasn’t easy going. The gel was making gripping hard and Edsel had to stop halfway up and wipe it away.

Now that hurt.

He made it, but the backpack he’d had to put on his bare skin felt like it was full of knives. He could feel more of the scabs torn away, his armpits felt like there were fires burning hot enough to melt metal. His shoulders? Well, they were probably worn away down to the bone by now, they must be, judging by the pain.

“You okay?” asked Edsel.

“Yeah, you?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

They ran down a narrow corridor, all kinds of maintenance equipment and doors leading who knew where at regular intervals.

Five minutes later they were in another large open space with yet another static elevator. They ran up and out into the cool fresh air of evening and kept on running.

Running. Always running.


TIME


EDSEL CAUGHT SIGHT of himself as they ran past dark tinted windows in a street full of once swanky businesses — he looked crazed. A dirty-faced bald head with thickening stubble, torso red and as lumpy as a limpet covered rock.

New rule. No more mirrors. Ugh, gross.

This couldn’t go on, he needed to find a safe place for him and the boy, but it was impossible to get away. They’d find them.

“Okay, stop.”

“What? We can’t, they're coming. I can feel them. Two of them, in a car I guess. They’re moving fast.”

“Well, we’ll have to fight then, we can’t just run forever. Time to even the score a little.” Edsel scanned the mess of the street wildly, looking for something, anything, that would help. He was burning up again, the poison reaching its peak. “There, grab one.” Edsel hefted a scaffold pole that had been part erected outside a building that had burned to the ground back when there had thankfully been a fire service to deal with it. The street was scattered with them; they’d do the job.

Aiden picked up a short length.

This is no job for a kid, look at him — he’s petrified.

“I’m all right, honest.”

“Okay, look, I’m sorry. But we have to do something. So, now we run back the way they are coming. If they get this far they will have stopped as the road’s impassable. Let’s go.”

They ran back the way they had come. Edsel could hear a motor in the distance; they were obviously searching for them. He heard shouts from the other end of the street — who knew how many of them were now after him. After both of them.

Poor kid, this is going to ruin him for life.

Edsel grabbed Aiden’s arm and pulled him to a halt. “Okay, back against the wall. Right, now, when they get close I want you to use the pole like a spear and aim right at the windshield, got it?”

It wasn’t exactly an optimistic look, but Aiden hefted the short scaffold pole and got ready. “Okay.”

“Right, here they come.”

Some plan Edsel, you’re taking a huge risk here dude.

The car screeched around the corner, then slowed to navigate the littered street. They couldn’t have been going more than ten miles an hour.

“Now.”

Aiden threw his pole but it turned slightly and hit the windshield at an angle, cracking the glass but not going through. Edsel took aim and as the car slammed to a halt he thought back to his days in school and how they would throw javelin on gym days. He threw it as hard and as accurately as he could. He’d never been very good, but he used to enjoy it.

The passenger side window was down and the pole flew steady and crushed the skull of the man. He was obviously dead, the side of his head completely caved in from the thick hollow tube.

“Wait here.” Edsel ran out into the road and grabbed the shorter length that had clattered to the ground after rolling off the car. The driver side door was already open and a man was stepping out fast. He didn’t know these men, but their Ink told him exactly what he needed to know. Edsel swung hard and almost hit the driver but he backed away just in time — Edsel caught nothing but air.

The man crouched low, knife pulled from a sheath at his side.

Damn. He looks like he knows what he’s doing.

Edsel wasn’t a fighter, he’d never had a proper fight in his life before his nightmare began. It was the kind of thing you avoided if at all possible. Especially with people that actually prayed for the end to come and would right now be thinking they would be a martyr to the cause if they happened to lose — the man didn’t look like he thought he would.

Here goes nothing.

Edsel knew he would be useless in a knife fight. The man was chucking it from one hand to the other with a wicked smile on his face like he was having fun.

Normal people don’t act this way. This isn’t the movies where the hero always wins.

He was the hero, right? He couldn’t help but smile at that.

“What you smiling at?” growled the Eventual.

“Oh, nothing. Just realized I’m the hero.”

“Not for long.”

Shit!

The man lunged at him fast, aiming right for his stomach. Edsel did the only thing he could think of and rolled onto the floor, asphalt ripping at his skin, gravel bringing The Ink screaming back to life, flesh flaying yet again.

I’m gonna kill them all, rip the goddamn flesh from their bones. Ugh.

Edsel swung the pole low and caught the man’s shin and he staggered backward, banging into the car door and putting a hand out to steady himself.

Edsel tried to get to his feet as fast as he could but already the man was moving forward; he knew it was going to all be over. Pain screamed for release as Edsel scrambled about in the trash, almost up but the man was going to get him before he could right himself and try to defend himself properly.

Miss you Kathy. Love you…

He was still alive.

The man fell face down to the floor with a thump, splatting into the asphalt. He looked as surprised at the outcome as Edsel. Edsel looked up to see Aiden smiling down at him, bloody pole held in both hands.

“Good job mate, good job.” Edsel got up smiling and grimacing at the same time. “High five.”

Aiden high-fived and Edsel screamed out in pain. “Argh.”

Idiot!

“Sorry.”

“My fault, I forgot. Hey, good job there. Right, one second…” Edsel ran around to the passenger side and manhandled the dead Eventual out, dumping him unceremoniously into the trash. “What you waiting for then? Hop in.”

“The plan?”

Edsel ran around to the driver side as Aiden crossed his path going the other way.

“Yeah, the plan. Sort of.”

~~~

“So that was the plan?”

Damn, this kid is too smart.

“Well, yeah. I’m kind of thinking on my feet here in case you hadn’t noticed. And my feet are very sore indeed. At least we got away, right?”

“Right.”

“What?”

“Well, we need to know where we’re going to, otherwise how will we get there?”

He ran it through in his mind, and looked at Aiden suspiciously. “You messin’ with me?”

“Me? As if.”

They both burst out laughing.


DAD


EDSEL AND AIDEN were very similar in a lot of ways: both only had one parent around once The Lethargy came, and neither of them found it in the least bit surprising. When it was all you knew then what was strange about it? But Edsel had two parents before then, so maybe he was lucky? Aiden only ever had one parent it seemed — poor kid.

Maybe that was better. My dad was always a waste of space anyway.

Edsel found himself drawn into a conversation he didn’t think he would ever have with anyone else now Kathy was gone — especially a little boy.

It had started as Aiden called him Ed again and Edsel nearly exploded before containing himself, thinking maybe an explanation would be better.

“Look, sorry about that, it’s the tiredness, this damn Ink, and the stress. I didn’t mean to snap, okay?”

“Okay,” mumbled a scared looking Aiden.

Get it together Edsel, he doesn’t know. How could he?

“I’ve never told anyone this, but it’s probably best you know so I don’t snap at you again, and if I do then you know why. My dad used to call me Ed, used to always call me that. It was kind of our thing, you know?”

“Yes, my dad always called me Aidy.” He smiled sadly, clearly remembering.

“Right, well my dad up and left when The Lethargy came, and we never saw him again. Not me, not my sister, not my mum. So I never let anyone call me Ed after that. You know, as it was what he called me? You understand?”

“Sure. Sorry. Where did he go?”

“He joined The Eventuals, took The Ink, got shipped off somewhere I think. Never heard from him again.”

“Is he behind you being attacked then?” asked Aiden, eyes wide.

“Nah, that would be too convenient, right? We lived somewhere else then; he wouldn’t know anything about where I was. Chances are he’s dead anyway. Wouldn’t surprise me. Well, anyway, I know it’s a bit childish, silly really, but he was the only one who ever called me Ed. Even in school they called me Edsel, so I really don’t like being called it. It’s simply not my name.”

“Okay. Um, thanks.”

“For what?”

“For sharing. For talking. I haven’t spoken to anyone since my dad died. Only Martha.”

“Hey, we’re buddies, we can tell each other anything. Okay? And yeah, I bet Martha wasn’t much of a conversationalist; chickens are like that.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

“So we’re good?” Edsel looked over at his new partner, checking the boy was all right. The last thing he wanted to do was scare him, but he really couldn’t stand the name.

“We’re good,” nodded Aiden.

As he drove, Edsel thought back to the time when his father had left. Edsel was growing into a man, his sister was ten, and The Lethargy had ruined almost everything. His father just finished things off.

~~~

“Where’s he gone?”

“I don’t know,” said Edsel’s mother, whispering so they wouldn’t wake his sister.

“He can’t just get up and leave, it’s not safe.”

“He hasn’t just gone out Edsel,” she said, trying to explain. “He’s gone. For good.”

“How do you know?”

“Because all his clothes are gone. He’s taken most of our food, some of our water, half the weapons and pretty much everything else of use. He’s gone.”

Edsel couldn’t believe it. Sure, the man had been completely miserable since things fell apart, and had grown increasingly insular, interacting little with his wife and family, but this? “Did he say anything?”

“He didn’t say he was going, but he’s been talking more and more about The Eventuals ever since they first appeared. He’s gone to them, I’m sure.”

And that was it. He never came back. He left them to fend for themselves and that was when Edsel had to grow up fast. He looked after his mum and sister as best he could, learning how to find provisions on his own, although it got increasingly dangerous, especially without backup. He had always gone out with his dad before — two made things much easier.

The trips had always left him with a knot in his stomach though — not out of fear, but dread of spending time with a man that was always abrupt, never good company, and didn’t believe in showing love to his son, or the rest of his family for that matter. It was almost a relief when he finally left, and Edsel coped — he cared for them. First his mum became permanently lost to The Lethargy and he helped her make the final journey to The Noise, then his sister — she was already broken. He suspected the slow decline of their mother was a large part of the reason why his little sis succumbed to The Lethargy — she was already half way there already.

“Hey, hey hey hey. Edsel, look out!”

Edsel came out of his reverie and slammed on the brakes, just missing a car abandoned across the road. “Sorry, I was thinking.”

“We nearly hit it.”

“I know, I said I was sorry. Promise me something?”

“What?” said Aiden, worry spread across his face.

“If you ever have a family, always look after them, always be there for them. Tell them you love them.”

“Um, okay. But I’m only twelve, I won’t have a family for a long time. If ever.”

“You’d be surprised, things will change, already have. People will have kids at younger and younger ages, they already do. Just, you know, in case…”

“In case they get The Lethargy.”

“Yeah. Anyway, promise?”

“Promise.”

“Good lad.”

“Now, you ready to fill your belly? I know I am.”

“Too right, I’m Marvin.”

“Marvin?

“Starvin’ Marvin,” said Aiden, smiling.

“Nice one.” It was good to see the young boy smiling, because there was very little to be happy about.

Edsel performed a quick three point turn and slowly backtracked until he could take a different route around the outskirts of the city. The car had been a real bonus, even if it was a rather cramped Seat Leon. Although the roads were hard to navigate they weren’t impossible if you knew them well. Edsel had spent a number of years now roaming the city so knew the main routes and whether they were passable or not — he remembered where he could and couldn’t get through. Often when roads seemed impassable there was a way if you took it slowly or didn’t mind a few dings. He’d walked most of them, only driving sporadically as it was a real giveaway if there was anybody out to do you harm.

He’d made his way out from the heart of the city, taking larger roads that were easier to scrape through if he took care and nudged abandoned vehicles out of the way. He’d made this trip before, not long ago actually, just a few months, fretting all the way about Kathy being safe while he went to try to find them food. On such trips he would leave her at home even though she protested, but he’d explained that it was safer if he went alone, and he’d be able to focus better.

I love you Kathy, but boy were you a distraction when I was driving.

He couldn’t help but smile at memories that now would never be built on year after year.

Although he’d not exactly been on top form since his escape from The Eventuals, he did actually pride himself on surviving quite well within the urban environment. But as time went on he knew it was becoming an increasingly dangerous place to live, as well as ever more difficult to find food.

He’d struck gold though, and was sure that there would still be plenty left unless someone had all of a sudden discovered his find accidentally, just as he’d done.

It had been a rare occasion that he’d taken Kathy out with him, her protests at being left alone again were simply too insistent. He hated risking her safety, knowing it was safer to stay indoors and take the random chance that somebody would check the house looking for food and find her there and have bad intentions. Going outside increased the risk of attack tenfold, not to mention injury as many buildings became more and more unstable as they were gutted from fires.

Kathy had loved the lake, and they spent a pleasant, if cold afternoon walking around its perimeter until she pointed out that there were fish in abundance. He wandered back to where he’d parked the car and picked up the sign that was face down on the ground — he’d ignored it on the way in, assuming it was just a board naming the lake or something similar. It was a stocked lake, there for fisherman to idle away a few hours with a guarantee that they’d get a bite. He’d wandered over to a small hut only to find that it served as a place to buy a license, get bait, and even buy rods or tackle.

An hour later, with a tiny fire burning brightly against the cold, they’d eaten freshly caught trout straight from the lake. It was one of the best days of his life.

~~~

It looked exactly the same, the little wooden hut was still in order, the car park — more a muddy patch of ground than anything — was empty, and all seemed quiet. Edsel walked over to a tree near to the hut and scooped away the earth. He’d found a good Shimano reel and rod and had buried them shallowly in a well-wrapped bag after use, just in case the hut got ransacked.

Luckily he’d also buried a lighter, a torch for if he decided to stay or got stuck, and a knife that he’d gone out and bought only days after The Lethargy had been officially announced, even though his mum went mad and told him not to be silly. It wasn’t long before she changed her mind about that though.

At least something’s going right at last. Now we can eat.

His stomach gurgled in eagerness as the day wore on and the sky cleared of clouds — it was going to be a cold night.

Edsel felt better already. They may have only been a few items, but they were his — something personal, familiar — and he felt a little more at ease knowing that he had the lighter and knife even though he was no fighter.

It always amused Edsel when he watched movies after The Lethargy, until the power died totally — the hero always able to fight off hordes of attackers with guns and knives, the loner coming out victorious each and every time. The reality of life once society collapsed was very different and there were actually very few people that didn’t just completely freeze and begin to whimper when confronted by those trying to take what wasn’t theirs. Life was scary, the mean came out on top, and the kind-hearted were not the ones most proficient at fighting.

Plus there were no damn guns either. The UK didn’t allow firearms unless under very strict control, and Edsel didn’t even try at the time to make his way to the few places that were allowed to stock such things — reports on the news in the few days after The Lethargy had repeatedly announced that those were the first places to have been raided by anyone smart enough to get a head-start on the fast crumbling society. He’d gone looking eventually, but it was a waste of time.

Still, he had his knife, he had a rod, now he just needed some worms and to get a fire going.

“So, you have two choices,” said Edsel. “You can either be on worm duty or fire duty. Which is it?” Edsel knew the answer, but thought it would lighten the boys spirits.

“Worms!”

Yes, result.

“Oh, okay, wasn’t expecting that.”

“Haha, just kidding. Fire, definitely.”

“Okay, you hunt around for some dry wood and here’s the lighter. Do not, and I repeat, do not, lose it, get it wet, let it run out or lose it.”

“You said that.”

“I know.”

Edsel dug in the dirt with his knife until he found a few worms and popped them into a rusty can. He watched to see that Aiden was all right making a fire by himself and was pleased to see the kid had already got it going — nice and clean, no smoke.

Smart kid, he knows to only burn properly dry wood.

Edsel went fishing and tried not to think about the last time he’d stood on the very same spot, Kathy waiting by the fire, excited at the promise of a fresh meal.

Half an hour later, with a whole trout eaten each and another cooking away, the man and boy shared the last can of Pepsi between them and were, for a brief period of time, almost happy.


BRR


EDSEL WOKE IN the middle of the night absolutely freezing. They’d moved from the campfire into the car, but it was colder, so had returned to the fire, burning as much wood as they could without it acting like a beacon saying ‘come get us, we’re over here’ — a real possibility if The Eventuals were now out in force after him. Them.

Even during the summer it was incredible how cold it got at night without a sweater on, and despite the burning of his skin, and the slight fever he was sure he was running, Edsel shivered uncontrollably, the fire doing a poor job of keeping him warm.

Aiden snuggled up next to him, amazingly trustworthy for a child that had led such an unfortunately sheltered life thus far. Maybe it was simply the need for a father, that familiar male bond that the boy had obviously been missing so much. Something Edsel missed too if he would but admit it. Maybe not missed, as he had never had it — wanted, he wanted that bond, now never would.

But I can give it, can’t I? Give Aiden what he definitely needs. Maybe I do too.

Deep murmurs came from Aiden as he fidgeted in his sleep, the flickering fire highlighting frowns as the boy worked out whatever was happening in his dreams. He kicked out with his legs, moaning about Martha it sounded like, clutching in the cold air for his lost companion.

Comes to something when your only company is a chicken.

Sleep evaded Edsel as the night slowly crept toward morning. He’d gone so far past mere exhaustion that unless he actually blacked out he couldn’t just let go of his thoughts and drift into sleep. The pain was a constant now, a part of him, but the frigid air had helped, if not to ease it, then at least partially numb him to it.

Must be the boy. Gotta watch over him; keep him safe.

Shifting carefully, Edsel got a little more comfortable and lay down, curling in tight to try to keep the boy as warm as he could. In the morning they would have to wash in the lake — already Edsel could feel the tiny pieces of gravel from where he’d fallen into the road bring up even more sores and scabs on his already ravaged back. He would have to soak, try to get them out somehow, although he didn’t know how.

As the night slowly wore on there was an easing of some of the pain; the poison called The Fire had obviously peaked so now would hopefully recede rapidly. Not that he didn’t ache, burn, itch and feel like just stepping clear out of his skin — he did, and the constant hurt felt like it was now his companion for life.

How long has it been now? Three days? Four?

It was difficult to think straight, hard to remember just how long he’d been out of their clutches.

Think Edsel, think. What’s that sound? Jeez, it’s my bloody teeth chattering.

The darkness continued to do what it did to all that found sleep elusive — it sent his thoughts reeling fast and randomly, everything becoming extreme, jumbled and prone to lead to bad decision making. It was easy to get lost in a mire of self-pity. This was no time for wallowing in misery though, he had to think about what to do now. This child, how long had he known him? It was only a day. That’s right. He’d gone to the boy’s house the evening before, collapsed and then woken up that morning and then they were chased, and chased, and chased some more.

The result? He’d introduced the child to the killing of another human being, and the worst thing was that Aiden didn’t seem all that concerned about what he’d done.

Should he? Should he feel remorse? That wasn’t the point though — sure, The Eventuals would have killed them, but he was a child and boys of twelve should be terrified at having committed such a crime.

Things are different now. Kids grow up fast. They have to. Yet they are also more innocent than we were.

Edsel thought back to what he was like at twelve. Damn, he would have peed his pants if a grown man started chasing him, let alone one tattooed red from head to toe.

Maybe it was because Aiden was partially Awoken? Maybe that made things different somehow, like he understood more of the world than ordinary people? Could peel back the layers and look into the true hearts of men. Edsel didn’t think that would be a pretty sight.

The news had talked about such people being the beginning of a new species, or advanced humans anyway. Nobody really understood it, but one thing was for sure: they weren’t normal. They could enter the minds of animals, control people, talk to the trees and understand the way the world really worked.

It was scary stuff.

And The Commorancy, the tales of Marcus Wolfe and his building of the most insane complex of structures, all designed to allow those lucky enough to enter to reach their full potential. A safe haven.

It turned to myth and legend in the dying days of the media, but there were hints and clues spread through books, magazines, and the tatters of the Web still active if you were lucky enough to have access to a power source. Edsel had tried to find a way in, more out of curiosity than anything else, half not believing it was real, but he gave up, mostly as he knew they wouldn’t ever accept both him and Kathy together — that was one of The Rules.

Edsel wondered what was going on inside Aiden. Awoken were supposedly capable of halting the aging process, changing the way their bodies worked from the inside, and so much more. He wondered how much the boy could already do and what he would be capable of in the future.

Hopefully we’ll live long enough to maybe find out. Maybe.

But what was he to do with him now? Should he try to get him back home? Take him far away then come back to try to get his revenge? He simply didn’t know what was best. Would the boy be all right on his own? Well, he had been so far, but one chance encounter with the wrong kind of person and it could all be over. Sure, the streets weren’t exactly crowded, but humanity wasn’t totally extinct, not yet.

On and on the confusion of thoughts went, going around and around in his head, leading nowhere, no decisions made.

The only thing Edsel was absolutely sure of was that he really needed a sweater and Aiden needed a coat. They would have to deal with that and many more things come morning, but he had to make a decision about the boy.


GONE


DAMN, WHERE IS he?

Edsel looked around frantically, expecting a red devil to grab him and slit his throat at any second.

“Aiden. Aiden?” whispered Edsel, scanning the area nervously, getting a really bad feeling.

They’ve got him, taken him. I must have finally nodded off.

Edsel wandered over to the car — no sign of him. But then, no sign of anyone else either.

Get it together dude. If they were here they would have killed you, not just taken the boy.

Slowly, he calmed himself; he was just overreacting. Aiden had probably gone off for a pee or something.

“Hi,” said Aiden, proudly holding two fresh trout high in the air. “I thought I’d have a go; it’s easy. Although the worm bit is kinda gross. Bleh.” Aiden poked his tongue out but still held his prize catch proudly in the air.

“Phew. You had me worried for a minute there. Nice job my man. But listen, let’s stick close together okay? I don’t want to lose you or anything. You are kind of my responsibility now. Do you understand that?”

“Sure. Sorry. And thanks.”

“What for?”

“For, you know… caring.”

“Come here you.”

Aiden walked over to Edsel cautiously, looking like he was expecting a scolding. Edsel put his arms around the boy and hugged him tight.

“You’re getting fish all over you,” laughed Aiden, returning the hug best he could while holding onto his catch.

“Some things are more important than fish,” said Edsel.

Much more important. I think I need this more than he does. Feels good.

“Doesn’t it hurt though? Hurt your skin.”

“Like you wouldn’t believe buddy, like you wouldn’t believe. Some things are more important than that too.” Edsel held the young fisherman at arms length and got serious. “Just be careful okay? And we need to talk. A proper talk, after breakfast. But first, I’m afraid it’s time for a wash and to brush our teeth. I don’t know about you but my mouth feels like a cat’s bum has been rubbing over my tongue then someone stuffed moldy bread in and left it there overnight. And added in some worms just for good measure.”

“Ugh, that’s gross.”

“Tell me about it,” said Edsel, smiling. “Now, where is your bag with all the gear from Boots in it?”

Aiden ran off to grab it while Edsel got the carton out of his bag that he’d filled with water what felt like a lifetime ago. He undid the cap and sniffed.

Ugh, still smells like gone-off milk. It’ll do to brush our teeth though.

After some rather hesitant scrubbing of teeth and foul-tasting rinsing, Edsel reluctantly stripped off and lowered himself slowly, and very carefully into the lake, gritting his teeth and asking for the soap. He told Aiden not to watch, but it seemed they were both past caring about modesty or getting freaked out by the abomination that was now Edsel’s skin — it had got even worse through the night. He moved his tongue over his teeth.

Feels good, clean. Bet they dazzle.

“How’s the water?” asked Aiden.

“Not too bad actually, once you get in. Refreshing.”

After a doubtful look, Aiden slowly stripped down to his underwear and lowered his legs into the water. “Ooh ooh ooh. It’s freezing!”

“Yeah, well, it might be a little on the fresh side. Good for the soul though. Teaches you… um, how to be cold and wet.”

Aiden splashed at Edsel accusingly, smiling despite the freezing water.

“Gee, thanks for that, very profound.”

“I do try my best.” Edsel smiled back, secretly thankful for the freezing water — if his body was numb then at least it wasn’t in pain. The kid needed to be clean too, and this would wake them both up properly, make them alert and ready for what was going to be a long, and if it went the way he hoped, then bloody day too. He just needed to chat with Aiden about a few things first.

In less than a minute Aiden pronounced himself thoroughly clean and climbed out, his pale skin covered in goosebumps. He poked at the fire, dropping wood on and shouting back that they were both stupid for not getting it going better before they jumped into the water.

He’s smarter than me; I need to get my act together.

While Aiden prepared the fish and got them cooking, Edsel slowly took stock of his body and tried to clean himself up. The aloe was gone now, so he needed to look after his skin the best he could. With a little lather from the soap he sat on the side of the lake and cleaned his body. His skin felt gross, like some kind of animal hide. Most of it was now rough with scabs, but they were beginning to heal a little.

I’m like a bloody rhino, just a red one.

The worst seemed to be over; he could see that the thick scabs were beginning to grow translucent in places and flake off naturally, but it was obvious that it would leave him with incredibly patchy and weird looking flesh.

Better than being dead, and at least they didn’t get my face. God, they would have done my eyelids, my ears, even my lips. Ugh!

The worst bits were the soles of his feet, between his toes, his groin, the backs of his knees — what were they called? Knee-pits? — and under his arms. Anywhere that chafed or got naturally sweaty was the worst affected. But it was where The Ink had been applied to the boniest parts of his body that actually ached in a way that felt like they must have penetrated right down to the marrow. The thin skin covering his ankles, knees, elbows and who knew how many other parts of his body as it all blurred into one deep ache, felt so sensitive that he could imagine the skin peeling away revealing bone that was no longer white but as red as the rest of him. Blood red inside and out, that’s what he must be.

I’m the stained man. I’m marked for life. But I’m still alive and I am a man.

“Breakfast’s ready,” shouted Aiden.

“Coming.”

~~~

After breakfast, and with the fire roaring higher than it safely should be so they could dry off fast, Edsel had approached the subject of what Aiden really wanted to do.

He tried his best to not make it seem like he wanted to abandon the young boy — which he didn’t. Much as he was still reeling from the death of Kathy, and if he thought about it too much he knew he’d be no good to anybody, especially himself, he knew that Kathy and Aiden would have gotten on so well. She would have loved the cheeky little chappy, so he felt a responsibility partly because no twelve year old should be alone, and partly because he knew that Kathy would have loved Aiden.

We could have been like a proper little family. Even kept Martha too.

The best thing he could think of to do was simply to be honest. So they sat by the fire and talked.

It didn’t really come as much of a surprise that Aiden absolutely didn’t want to go back to his home, or be taken anywhere else where he would be alone for that matter. He wanted to stay with Edsel, even if he was red. Edsel had to smile at that, his Ink was about the only constant there was at the moment. He was red, would always be red, and there was not a damn thing he could do about it.

Apart from have my revenge.

Slowly through the night a tentative plan of sorts had formed, but if he was honest with himself it wasn’t much of one — the chances of him coming out of it alive were not really very optimistic. He was a young man that had no experience fighting, kept to himself most of the time, out of necessity really all through his last few teenage years and beyond, and didn’t really know what he was doing half the time — just your average guy that found himself living through the Apocalypse, albeit a rather subdued one.

But he had to try. He simply had to at least attempt to have his revenge, whatever the cost to himself personally.

But Aiden? What about Aiden?

All of this was explained — he held nothing back. Friendships were based on honesty, and if he had to be the adult then he needed to say things to Aiden like he was too — the kid was old beyond his years anyway, that was more than obvious.

“Watch,” said Aiden, part way through their conversation. He pointed at the fire.

Edsel scampered backward quickly as the fire roared higher for a second, then returned to its normal intensity.

“I’m not just a normal twelve year old.”

“Well, um, yeah, I can see that. How’d you do it?”

“It’s hard to explain. I can kind of see the fire. Not see it — ‘see’ it. Not just in the normal way; I can see that it feeds off oxygen and that the more oxygen there is the hotter it will burn, so I can sort of… I can kind of send it sort of energy through The Noise, but it’s my energy. Ugh, it’s hard to explain. I don’t really know, but I can release what’s in the wood maybe, or give it more oxygen, I’m not exactly sure, but I can influence some things. Sometimes. But it’s tiring, and it makes me incredibly hungry, so I don’t do it much.”

Wish I could just point my fingers at The Eventuals like a magician and watch them burst into flames, that would solve everything.

“Okay, point taken then. You aren’t just a normal kid and you have magic powers and you can bend reality. What a pair eh?” Edsel chuckled at the absurdity of the situation. The Lethargy really had changed humanity forever. Maybe it was something brought down by God to put mankind on a new path. If so then it was no God he wanted to be friends with — it was kind of an extreme way to reset the evolutionary clock.

“Let’s catch another couple of fish then be on our way. There’s no telling when we will get to eat next.”

“I’ll do it, I’m good at fishing.” Aiden ran off to catch their second breakfast, leaving Edsel to ponder the actions of the child that he’d just witnessed.

From everything he knew about The Awoken, and admittedly it was limited, doing what Aiden had just done was an outlier even for the lucky few. Manipulating matter in that way was not what most could do. It was more of a cerebral thing, focused on minds and energies that were unknown before The Lethargy to all but the Enlightened few. It was about the life-force of all things, the matter that made up the Universe, not physically changing things as the boy had demonstrated.

He wondered what on earth he would be like once he grew to become a man. Let alone if he turned out to be an angry and moody teenager.

God help us.

Edsel smiled at the thought of a fire wielding mopey teenage boy.

Jeez, that doesn’t bear thinking about.

Life was different. Very different. He wondered what it would be like hundreds of years from now; it had only been seven since the world had changed so dramatically.

If there would be anyone left by then anyway.

He had his doubts about the next few years, let alone centuries.

And for me? Maybe days if I’m lucky.

Edsel caught himself just as he was about to scratch at a naked armpit.

Bad idea dude, very bad idea.

He gritted his teeth and waited for the day to warm up.


HOPE


THE FUEL TANK on the Seat was relatively low, but Edsel estimated they would have no problem making it back to the city, even with a few stops along the way. The first and most important thing was that he needed clothes. He felt extremely self-conscious about his naked torso, and he kept catching Aiden staring at his skin, clearly very uncomfortable about it.

I look like I just stepped out of a burning building, and look at all these damn flakes.

He didn’t blame him, he looked like a damn mangled lobster, all red and like he’d been thrown on the barbecue but simply forgotten about until he’d gone all crispy. The warmth of the car had dried out his skin and already it was beginning to itch with a vengeance again.

Is there no end to this bloody nightmare?

The skin wasn’t bubbling like it had been though, which was something, and the scabs weren’t as thick and crusty. They were a lot flakier however. He looked down at his lap and the only comparison he could make was that he’d been eating chips and rather a lot had spilled into his lap. Or bits of torn red paper, scattered on his trousers like some kind of sick confetti after a marriage that definitely wasn’t going to end with a happily ever after.

“I know, gross right?”

“Absolutely,” grinned Aiden. “You look like a salamander.”

“You know about salamanders?” Edsel was surprised.

With a look that would wilt the most confident of men, Aiden said, “I can read you know? There’s not a lot else to do.”

“Yeah, right. Of course, sorry.”

“S’alright, but Daddy taught me lots of things, I can take care of myself. Dad, I sound like a baby keep saying Daddy.”

Edsel focused on driving, they were in quiet lanes now and the going was tough — the overgrown hedges a real hindrance. “I don’t doubt it for a minute. You’re a lot smarter than me. And you keep right on saying Daddy, there’s no hurry to grow up.”

“Don’t be silly, I’m still only twelve so aren’t smarter than you, but I really can look after myself. And thanks.”

“I know. I’m just sorry I got you into this mess.” Edsel stole a glance over at Aiden, just to check he was holding up. “You doing okay buddy?”

“I’m fine. Where we going?”

“Well, I need some clothes, so hopefully there will be something suitable in one of the houses. Look, here’s one now.” Edsel pulled up to a large wooden gate, hopped out and opened it up, then jumped back in and drove slowly up to the small house. He figured it would be a more fruitful search out in the countryside on the outskirts of the city than in the city itself, where looters had gone door to door repeatedly the first few years since The Lethargy. The scenery was a lot nicer too.

All seemed quiet, so they got out and wandered around the grounds of the house. Edsel actually felt more comfortable without anything covering his upper torso, but the day promised to be a warm one and he didn’t even want to think about what it would feel like to have strong sunlight on his skin.

I’ll probably burst into flames like a vampire.

They skirted around the side of the old brick and flint cottage, roses, clematis and a huge wisteria clinging to the house delighting with their strong perfume and color.

Like none of it ever happened. Like some old man will be stooped over his roses, his wife calling him for a cup of tea and a biscuit.

He knew it wouldn’t be like that though, but maybe, just maybe it would. Not everyone was dead, there were probably still hundreds of thousands of people left alive in the UK, or tens of thousands anyway. He didn’t really know, he wondered if anyone did. But there were Whole people living in cities and he guessed that more and more of them had abandoned the urban sprawl and left to live as quiet a life as they possibly could — grow vegetables, raise some animals, get on with life the best they knew how.

That sounded nice; maybe they could move here after he’d done what he had to do? Grow cabbages, watch tomatoes ripen in the erratic sunshine. Find a chicken and name it Martha II; get some pigs, maybe cows. Mmm. Steak! What he wouldn’t give for a nice juicy rare stake with onion rings and—

“Ow! What the hell?” A fiery explosion sent shockwaves spreading out from his ribs. Aiden had elbowed him hard. “Waddya doing?”

“Look,” said Aiden, pointing ahead. “We have company.”

“Don’t you move one goddamn muscle or I’ll blow your bloody heads clean off. I mean it, you better not mess with me. I was in the war you know?”

“You look like you died in it too,” said Edsel. “What are you, like a hundred or something?”

This is just what we need, some gung-ho old veteran. Looks like that shotgun is older than him.

“You cheeky bugger. Gerrof my land, this is private property I’ll have you know. I’ve dealt with your sort before,” the man scowled at Edsel’s blistering body, “and I’m not afraid to do it again.”

“Look, sorry,” said Edsel, “didn’t mean to be rude. It’s been a long couple of days is all. We don’t mean you any harm, and if you mean The Eventuals, then I’m not one of them. I escaped before they finished the job. Honest.” Edsel held out his hands, palms pointing to the blue sky as an act of submission, then realized it probably just made matters worse showing just how much Ink he had.

Idiot. What’s wrong with you?

“Honest mister, we are the good guys,” said Aiden, in such a pathetic, sad tone of voice that Edsel stared at him like the boy he knew had been swapped for another one. Aiden gave him a wink before resuming. “This big lobster here is telling the truth. He saved me, although we lost Martha, and The Eventuals are after him. After us.” The old man looked around worriedly so Aiden said hurriedly, “Oh, it’s all right, we got away. They didn’t follow us, we stole their car. I smashed a pole over one of their heads and we went fishing and we made a fire and Edsel…”

“Okay, okay. Gee whiz, what do I look like, your damn priest?”

Gee whiz!? He really is from another century. But he’s chilling out. Good. He could’ve had our heads off with that old shotgun.

The old man lowered his weapon and stared at them warily. “Why’d you come here? What do you want?”

“To tell the truth,” admitted Edsel, “we just drove down the lanes and stopped at the first house we saw. I, um, lost some of my clothes, and I’m not exactly a nice thing to look at currently. Little bit crusty.”

“You can say that again,” said the old man gruffly. “You look like my tomatoes if it rains too much and they split.”

“Hehe, he does, doesn’t he?”

“Hey, how about a bit of sympathy here? Have you any idea what they did to me? How much this hurts? I feel like I’m constantly on fire and you think it’s funny?”

Damn, what’s this? A new bloody double-act.

“Sorry.”

The old man shuffled about a bit in his slippers and pajamas. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, well.”

“You sure you’re not murderers or thieves?” The old man began to lift his shotgun again, looking like he’d been duped somehow.

Edsel sighed. “Do we look like we are? Do we look like we are here to murder you and take your slippers or your split tomatoes? I just wanted a sweater, a shirt, anything. We assumed the place was, you know, not currently occupied by the living. Or by anyone that would care anyway.”

“Well, I may be old, but I ain’t dead yet.”

The man turned and shuffled slowly around the back of the house, kicking gravel noisily as he moved, the gun dangling loosely in a thick calloused hand. He shouted over his shoulder, “You comin’ or what? The kettle’s on.”

Aiden and Edsel stared at each other. With a shrug of the shoulders, and a few nudges back and forth, they followed the old man into the house, for whatever passed as a morning cuppa to the old man.

~~~

Their host introduced himself as he poured the coffee. “I’m Bob.”

“I’m Edsel, this is Aiden. Pleased to meet you Bob.”

“Nice to meet you Bob.”

“Yeah, well. You too I guess. Maybe.” Bob busied himself in the compact kitchen where every surface seemed to have some kind of knick-knack, and the walls were covered in shelves with blue and white plates on display. Bob shuffled over and placed two mugs of coffee down on the table, then went back to get his own. He returned and with a sigh he carefully lowered himself into a chair.

I bet his wife was responsible for the decor, he doesn’t seem the type to be so interested in plates.

“Good?” asked Bob, encouraging them to take a sip of what he said was coffee and actually smelled like coffee too.

Edsel took a sip warily. “Aah. Oh boy, that is the best cup of coffee I’ve ever tasted.” Edsel took another sip greedily, trying not to scald himself with the piping hot brew.

It’s been a long time since I had anything this good.

“Hot.” said Aiden.

“Hot? That all you got to say?” said an amazed Edsel. “Don’t you know how precious this stuff is? It’s rarer than… well, it’s rare.”

“I just never drank it much, didn’t get a taste for it I guess,” said a subdued Aiden.

“Boys, boys, no need to bicker. I’ve got tons of the stuff anyway.” Bob looked like he’s said too much; he looked worried. “Well, a little bit anyway.”

Edsel patted the man on the shoulder, a surprisingly firm shoulder actually. “Don’t worry Bob, we aren’t going to rob you and slit your throat.”

“Um, good? But just you try young man, I was—”

“In the war, yeah we know. But you weren’t really, were you?”

Aiden turned to Edsel. “What do you mean?”

“I mean this old geezer here was definitely not in the war. He’d be ancient if he was, ain’t that right Bob?”

“Maybe,” came a quiet grumble.

“What’s that Bob? Must be my hearing in my old age,” said Edsel, cupping a hand to his ear.

“I said maybe, no need to get cheeky.”

“Hey, what’s going on?” said Aiden.

“Bob here, ‘old’ Bob, has been duping us a little, isn’t that right?”

Bob sat up straighter in his chair, suddenly seeming younger and a lot larger than he had a moment ago. Edsel had known something was going on the minute he put his hand on Bob’s shoulder — there was a fair amount of dense muscle there, not the kind of muscle an eighty or ninety year old geriatric would have. And with his cap off inside the house it was obvious that Bob wasn’t as old as he’d pretended to be. His face was sun-aged, but he was no decrepit old man that was for sure.

“Well, maybe a little. Ha, clever boy. I figured I’d stand a better chance of dealing with intruders if they thought I was some rather defenseless old man.”

“How old are you then?” asked Aiden.

“A man of certain years never divulges his age,” said Bob with a wink.

“Sixties is my guess. Early sixties.” Edsel looked at the ‘old’ man closely, noting faded tattoos on his forearms — thick and densely muscled, dark from the sun, wriggling with veins. Thick fingers too, and calloused palms; gray hair but still a hint of dark on top.

Bob zipped his mouth shut with his hand and just smiled.

“Looks like we have ourselves a man of mystery here Aiden.”

“Drink your coffee,” said a grumpy Bob.

What’s his story then? He’s a sly old bugger and no mistake.

Edsel drank his coffee.

Bliss.


BETTER


“HOW DO I look?” asked Edsel, twirling in the cramped kitchen, showing off a dark blue short-sleeved shirt. It was in surprisingly good taste for something Bob owned, and the thin cotton barely irritated his skin at all.

“Less red,” said Bob.

“Like a lobster with a shirt on,” said Aiden.

“Gee, thanks guys. Look, not being funny or anything, but can we do away with the jokes about The Ink please? In case you didn’t realize, it’s kind of personal, and a little insensitive to be honest. Do you know what this feels like, knowing I’m going to look like this for the rest of my life? Not to mention that it hurts like hell.” Edsel’s voice was rising, he was getting angry, angry at everything.

“Sorry.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to be rude.” Bob busied himself washing up the mugs and the few plates he’d served some simple fresh vegetables and assorted fruits on. He was obviously a very keen gardener.

“Yeah, well. Thanks for the shirt Bob, I appreciate it.”

“My pleasure, anything I can do to help. Now, how about you boys tell me your story? What exactly has been going on with you two? You aren’t father and son, or related, I can tell that much.”

“It’s kind of a long story,” sighed Edsel. “And you may not like where it’s headed either. Maybe we should go, just in case. I’ve already caused enough trouble for Aiden here, I don’t want to drag anyone else into it too.”

“No chance,” said Bob, brushing away with a hand the very idea of them leaving without him being fully up to speed on the current situation. “You two are staying right here, I want to help.”

Aiden and Edsel exchanged glances, then nodded in agreement.

This is a bad idea. But he may be able to help.

~~~

“Wait, so they captured you, thinking they would turn you by giving you The Ink? Why?”

“That’s another long story, but years ago I’d met the man that is now a Bishop, and he saw me, remembered me. They must have followed me then and just grabbed me.”

“Okay, but you escaped. How’d you manage that?”

Edsel began to tell his story.

After they grabbed him off the street, bundling him into the back of a car as he was wandering down a narrow road in the more built up part of the city — a risk he was taking less and less frequently anyway now he had Kathy — they had driven him back to their church, one of many that they had taken over all across the country. They were used more as a meeting place than anything, nothing like a real church for praying in.

It was a small Protestant church of old, abandoned now much like most other religions of the world, apart from the new religion: The Church Of The Eventuals. They manhandled him through the heavy wooden front door, where there must have been almost fifty men and a few women, all tattooed red, all fanatic followers of the new faith.

He was frogmarched down the aisle between a mishmash of tables and chairs, tables loaded high with food supplies, weapons of all description, and clothes of various quality and size.

Into the back room, the old vestry, the room where you were given The Ink.

Edsel saw the table, a gurney actually, covered in white linen, a huge mirror on the ceiling, some kind of large portable mirror on an extending arm to one side. Against the wall there was a collection of small portable medical tables with bottle after bottle of red Ink, others holding clear solutions, gauze, bandages, gels and who knew what else.

Edsel went cold when he saw the two tables with the tattoo machines. He didn’t know anything about tattoos, but it looked scary as hell. Steel gray machines sat on the top looking like insects ready to pounce. There were an assortment of blister packs with different sized collections of needles in different arrangements, and various spherical things he assumed were grips, as well as spare parts, tubes, and a number of small boxes on lower shelves he guessed were for power. There were cables, adapters and LCD digital displays he had no idea as to what purpose they served. All he knew was that he was scared out of his mind.

It was frightening as hell and Edsel struggled manically to get away, but he was held fast by three men and even if he got out of their grasp he had a church full of Eventuals to contend with.

Suddenly he felt his consciousness slipping away, but before he fell to the floor he was hoisted onto the gurney and they began to take off his clothes.

Edsel awoke to a buzzing sound and as his eyes came into focus he realized he was staring at himself, looking up into a mirror, reflecting his body, strapped down tight. He blinked but couldn’t, and realized he couldn’t move his head, move anything, even his eyes were clamped open.

They were shaving his entire body, and just as he came fully back to consciousness they had finished.

While he lay there, unable to move, all he could think of was that Kathy would be worried sick. She wouldn't know what had happened to him. She needed him; he needed her, and she would be frantic with worry.

He had to get away, he simply had to.

As they began tattooing between his toes they argued first over the best needles to use for the delicate work they were doing, then in-between telling him exactly what they were going to do, and as they moved on to the large areas of the bottoms then the tops of his feet, the two men argued over whether a 15 Mag was better than a 13, the 15 Mag user saying he preferred the arrangement of seven needles over eight offset ones as it covered the easiest, the other man snorting derisively, saying that the 14 Round needles were just as good for the large work but speed wasn’t the point anyway, uniformity of color was.

On and on it went, a dizzying surreal nightmare that he felt must be happening to somebody else. He wasn’t really there — not really.

All Edsel could think about as the idiotic banter continued was that who the hell cared? It was all the same color, there was to be no shading, no subtle work, just needle after needle penetrating his skin, staining him red for the rest of his life. On and on it went, Bishop coming in now and then, joining in on the cajoling and the beginning of his indoctrination, the two tattooists arguing over different needle types, regularly swapping them out for different sizes and combinations depending on the area of his body they needed to cover.

The pain built, never reaching a crescendo.

After hours of work, as the day wore on and sweat beaded the men’s brows, they paused for a break. All Edsel could hear was the buzzing of the machines — it had become a part of him now, a constant background to his new life. It was all there was: buzzing and searing pain.

Edsel was panicked more than he’d been in his entire life. Just when existence finally had a meaning, had a purpose, it was all being taken away from him. But more than anything else he worried about Kathy. She was shy, not a fighter, not that he was either, and had found it hard to survive on her own. When he’d met her she was half-starved, constantly wary of sounds, and it took her some time to completely trust him. It wasn’t surprising — she’d had a hard life, most people did.

But they clicked, they were a team, company for each other and it went a lot deeper than that.

Now she was alone, probably terrified. He tried to think what food there was in the house and how long it would last, but he couldn’t think straight. Panic was rising and he knew he had to get away or he would never see her again and would forever be trapped in the clutches of The Eventuals, or simply be killed for not accepting their warped faith.

Hour after hour it went on as The Ink crept slowly up his legs and the pain intensified. Already his lower body was oozing — it was too much for a body to take without days, weeks or months between sessions. Large tattoos were done over countless hours, and they certainly were not blocks of the same color on every surface. The body reacted to the foreign invasion, causing adrenaline levels to rise dangerously high, lowering the immune system and sending antibodies to fight what were to all intents and purposes multiple tiny wounds. Thousands and thousands of them.

Edsel could see bumps forming around parts of The Ink after the blood was wiped away — granulomas, they had informed him. He’d probably get keloids too, where too much scar tissue formed — often common when such extreme body modification took place.

On and on it went, more horror stories of what was happening, new blisters, bumps and strange markings appearing on his skin as the body tried to fight off the incessant assault.

Time blurred, it had no meaning any longer; just the mindless droning of the two men, the buzzing of the machines, the swapping out of needles, changing their torture devices, and bottle after bottle of Ink being replaced before they bent to their work once more.

It was a living nightmare. The Ink crawled up his body toward his face.

There had been screams, loud and bone rattling, terror and pain that was indescribable, and it simply built and built as his body went into shock at trying to cope with such a continual assault. They gave him a drink at rest intervals, and the longer the torture went on the more they gave him. It was to stop his body simply shutting down from such a stressor, they told him, it contained important electrolytes, salts and antibiotics to help with his recovery.

How very generous of them.

Existence blurred, nothing had any meaning any longer.

All that existed was The Ink.

God, I haven’t replayed it like that before. It’s like a surreal nightmare, it doesn’t seem possible.

“And how did you get away? C’mon, tell us.” Aiden was staring wide-eyed at Edsel, totally engrossed in the story.

“Leave the poor fellow alone Aiden, that’s enough for now I think. Look at him, he’s too stressed.”

It was true, Edsel had broken out in a cold sweat just recalling the events of a few days ago, although he wasn’t sure exactly how long the torture had gone on for as time quickly lost all meaning to him. His body began to burn as the sweat stung his sensitive skin; he got up from his chair and shook his head.

“Another time okay? I’m beat. But do you see why I didn’t want to bring you along? Why I’m so worried? These people are absolute maniacs; they think they are right. There’s nothing more dangerous than people like that. Nothing.”

“I’ll make us a cuppa,” said Bob, getting up sharply from his chair, all pretense of being a crooked old man now well and truly gone. “Hey, tell you what,” he said brightly, “Aiden, why don’t you tell me how you two met and what’s happened since then? Give poor old Edsel here a chance to drink his coffee and then we can help to formulate our plan. Sound good?”

“Sure,” said Aiden, “although it’s not quite as gross a story as Edsel’s. But we did have chases and we did steal a car. And Martha, we lost Martha.”

“Tell me all about it,” said Bob. “And I’m so sorry, was she your mum?”

“No, she was my chicken.”

Bob looked at Edsel, who nodded in confirmation. “A chicken,” repeated Bob.

“Yes, she was my only friend, now she’s gone.”

“Hey, hang on a minute,” said Edsel, suddenly catching up with the conversation. “What do you mean formulate ‘our’ plan? What do you mean by ‘our’?” He knew he wasn’t going to like the answer.

“Look Edsel, no offense or anything, but you don’t seem like much of a fighter. You don’t seem to really have a plan yet, not a proper one, unless I am very much mistaken?” Bob looked at Edsel, who just shook his head.

Bob’s too smart by half. He’s got me beat already.

“Right, so you need help, and I’m going to give it to you. We can’t be having people running around tattooing innocents and making life worse than it already is, so I’m going to help. And obviously young Aiden here is in, aren’t you young man?”

“Absolutely.”

“Jeez. You guys.”

“So, Aiden,” said Bob, “how did you meet our lobster friend here? Oops, sorry Edsel. Or can I call you Ed?”

“No, you may not. And stop calling me a lobster.”

Bob winked at Aiden and made the coffee.

All I wanted was a sweater.


CREEPY


“UM, BOB, NOT being rude or anything dude, but this is kind of creepy. You do know that, right?”

Bob had led them out into his garden, then into an Anderson shelter, one that was already in the garden when he bought the place many years before.

“What? What’s wrong with it? I thought it would be a good idea to stock up as soon as the news talked about The Lethargy.”

Edsel stared around him at the old-style bunker, now much extended by Bob to go deep underground as well as simply be a shelter in case the bombs fell during the second world war. The place was jammed floor to ceiling with a cornucopia of items — from piles of clothes to bottles of water, to rope, tinned goods and other useful things like large propane bottles, cleaning supplies and even bicycles and replacement tires. All of that seemed like very good thinking and something Edsel had done himself, but then it got weird.

“Why have you got a box of women’s tights? Why have you got a whole shelf of woolly hats? Why are there, let me see, one, two three, four five six seven eight,” fired off Edsel rapidly, “nine printers and four TVs? And why on earth would you take up valuable space with a load of junk like that?” Edsel pointed into the far corner that was piled high with everything from decades old telephones to vinyl, bits of metal, old shop signs and a large number of obviously broken lamps.

“Hey, this used to be my storage shed all right? As I managed to find stuff I kind of just piled it in and never got around to moving out the old junk. I was going to do it, but, well, you know, stuff happens.”

“Fair enough, it sure does. You’ve done pretty well here though, I bet it took a while?”

“It did,” confirmed Bob. “A lot of this stuff I got the first year after The Lethargy. I sort of had a head start on most people. I saw it coming even before it was reported actually.”

Judging by the mostly useful items and the way it was neatly arranged before chaos took over near to the back, Edsel judged that Bob must have been some kind of military type. Ex-military anyway, or a policeman at the very least.

“So, what was it? Armed Forces? Air Force? Something like that?”

“Oh no, I was a postman,” said Bob proudly.

“Oh.”

“I thought you were going to be some kind of spy,” said a dejected Aiden.

“It was better than that. Oh, the stories I could tell,” said Bob, lost in reverie.

“What, about lost parcels and dogs trying to bite your hand when you posted letters?” said Edsel, winking at Aiden who stifled a snigger.

“I will have you know that it was a fine position, until, you know…”

“The Lethargy.”

“Right.”

“But it put me in the perfect position to get all the goodies,” said Bob slyly. “I knew something was going on, mail had been increasing for years, everyone buying stuff Online meant more packages to deliver. Then things slowly changed. It got so nobody showed up for work, nobody answered their doorbell, and then there weren’t many packages left to deliver anyway. At first I’d report things to the police, like when people I saw every day no longer answered their doors and I could see the mail piling up when I looked through the letterbox, but they never did anything. Then there weren’t any police anyway. So I started breaking into the houses, finding them with The Lethargy — it had a name by then, and lots of them were dead.

“So I took their stuff. It wasn’t stealing,” said Bob hurriedly, “they didn’t need it anymore, but I did. I brought it back here, put it in the shelter, put some in the house, a few other places, just in case you know? I got there first, before everyone started going door to door, even stealing from those still alive and Whole, just taking their things and killing them. Awful times, just awful. I stopped then, it was too dangerous.”

“Well, you sly old fox you.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of cool Bob. What was the best ever thing you found?”

“One time I broke into this house as nobody had answered for days, a regular of mine, so I figured she must have been dead, or sat like in a coma, you know, like they do? So, I go in, only she wasn’t dead, far from it, she was standing in the kitchen with this French Maid’s outfit on and… Oops, forgot.”

“Yeah, maybe another time,” said Edsel, smiling at Bob, glancing at Aiden.

“What? What happened next? Did she want to come and help you out here?” asked Aiden.

“Um, yeah, something like that.”

He really is a sly old fox. Or a dirty old bugger anyway.

“Now,” said Bob, rubbing his hands together, “about this plan, or lack of one.”

“Hey, I have a plan. I came up with it last night and I will have you know it’s a rather good one.”

“Well, let’s hear it then? Let’s walk in the garden while you tell us.”

~~~

“No offense Edsel, but that is the worst plan I have ever heard.”

“Bet you’ve heard loads,” mumbled a rather put out Edsel.

“You’d be surprised. Now, let me tell you what I think we should do.”

“Now look, let’s get one thing straight. I wasn’t planning on taking Aiden with me, and I certainly wasn’t planning on taking you with me. I don’t want to get anyone killed. It’s my fight and I can manage alone.”

“No, I’m coming. We have to fight back.”

“I’m coming too,” said Aiden. “If we don’t stop them then it will only get worse.”

What a pair. What a bunch of misfits we are.

“Okay, but please don’t get yourselves killed. I don’t think I could bear the burden of more deaths because of me.”

“Nobody’s getting killed. Not us anyway. The three musketeers.”

“What’s a musketeer?”

“They were… Um, actually I’m not sure.”

They continued talking as they wandered around the garden, with Bob showing them the colorful plants as well as the vegetable plots and the small orchard. He obviously spent a lot of time working his land. There were a few pigs, chickens and even a goat too; he was pretty much self-sufficient.

Edsel was getting increasingly uncomfortable. Not like he had been, but his body had tightened up throughout the morning and the pain was growing rapidly. The day was getting hot, set to be a real scorcher, and as the sweat flowed so the burning increased — the scabs began to tighten until every movement meant he could feel another one tear, and tiny stains of blood, pus and who knew what else popped up on his clothes.

The cuts on his arms hadn’t healed well either, and his back was getting lumpier from the gravel stuck under the surface. His forearms had come up in some kind of thick shiny skin, and it was clear that this was a reaction where scar tissue formed in abundance — he would be not only tattooed for life but also severely scarred there and probably other places too. He didn’t have the heart to look any longer, it was just so damn depressing. The wound from when Aiden grabbed him still felt like somebody was helping themselves to slices of his succulent flesh.

“What? Sorry, I was miles away.”

“I said do you want a shower?”

“Oh yeah.”

Warm water? Clean water too. The lake was probably a bad idea.

Bob had hooked up portable propane bottles to heat the water through his existing boiler, and used a header tank in the loft to keep the pressure high — the private well that served the house and land had never run dry yet. As Edsel showered carefully then patted himself dry, dark stains appearing on the fluffy white towel, he could almost believe that life was normal and he’d step out to see Kathy in the bedroom. They’d often showered together and what he wouldn’t give for that again.

But things weren’t normal. He was in a strange house, he had a young boy to be responsible for, and he hurt like hell.

Edsel rubbed at the steamed-up mirror to clear it, then thought better of it.

Why put yourself through it? And let’s face it, a shave isn’t going to make you look much better at the moment, is it?

~~~

“Ah, that’s better,” said Edsel, walking into the kitchen, trying to hide the mess he’d made of the towel but also not wanting to just leave it in the bathroom either. “Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” said Bob, surprisingly kindly. “I’ve got lots, and what’s a towel between friends? Take a seat, I was just about to tell Aiden here all about Marcus and The Commorancy. You know about him, it, right?”

“Yeah, pretty much. It was all over the news until it went dark. Stories about him controlling Lethargic to try to save that village that got flattened by a satellite or something, right? There was loads of stuff, but then he kind of went quiet, stopped feeding what was left of the press. Whoosh, gone like Keyser Söze.”

“Who?” asked Aiden.

“Oh, just a character from a movie, don’t worry about it.”

“So, as I was saying,” said Bob, giving Edsel a foul glance for getting off topic. “Nobody knows where The Commorancy is, or even what it is, or if it’s even actually real.”

“It’s real,” interrupted Edsel. He got another foul look for his trouble.

“Or if it’s real…” Edsel kept silent as Bob gave him the daggers. “The story goes that Marcus Awoke naturally, like you have a little Aiden, but he was incredibly powerful. He could control people with his thoughts, Whole and Lethargic, enter the minds of animals, talk to the trees, all that kind of stuff.” Bob waved it all away with his hand. “But there was much more to it. He was, or is, a real man of mystery. He gave out information now and then, printed stuff himself. He even keeps the small Internet we still have going from The Commorancy you know? And he has seven Rooms there that people are lucky to get if they try hard enough and find out even how to apply.

“Nobody knows anyone that has come out yet, as the story goes that what happens inside is so special, so wondrous, that nobody would ever talk. And they learn the secrets of truly being Awoken. How to live forever, change their bodies, who knows what else.”

“Do you believe all that?” asked Edsel.

“Sure, why not? After The Lethargy it’s kind of easy to believe anything isn’t it?”

“You have a point there,” agreed Edsel.

“Right, but there’s more. Did you hear about how lots of famous buildings and landmarks have just disappeared? How all those super-secret storage facilities where they store seed and eggs and sperm of animals were raided and everything taken? Well, he’s collecting everything that is important, and keeping it in one place, to protect the future of humanity, in case everyone dies.”

“Wow! I knew a little bit of it, but not all that. We never really used the computer much, then the power went, so I never learned how to use the Internet or anything like that,” said Aiden mournfully.

“Not missing much,” mumbled Edsel, remembering what it used to be like when the Web was a worldwide ever-present obsession for much of the populace. He often thought that it was tied up with The Lethargy, but his musings never went beyond that.

“Stop interrupting,” scalded Bob.

“Sorry.”

Bob continued. “Of course, it’s all a mystery really, nobody knows for sure, and if any of it is true then he must still be constructing such an epic undertaking, but he is taking guests, if you can find a way to get an invitation. It’s too late for me, but for you two… Well, you could try. It might be fun. It might mean you could save the world.”

“Do you really think so? I always thought it was just a myth, a fairytale,” said Aiden, perched on the edge of his seat.

“I don’t see why not,” said Bob.

“I tried. To find out how to get in,” said Edsel.

Aiden turned to him and asked, “What happened?”

“I stopped, once I met Kathy. Everything I read said you had to go alone, no company, just you and your Room.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, enough of this, it’s time we got ready.”

The three of them stood, lost in their own thoughts for a moment of a safe place, a refuge, away from the degradation, the horrors, the emptiness that filled the streets, the houses, their souls.


RETURN


BY NOON THE vehicle was loaded, and they were heading back to Manchester. Bob had an old Suzuki Vitara that was battered but had never let him down, and it was much better than the little hatchback they’d used to get this far.

This is not a good idea.

There was no time to think, Bob was a man of action and he was extremely efficient. Edsel had agreed that the sooner they made their move the better. The Eventuals would catch up with him soon enough, so better that they were the ones making the decisions, rather than just running away. It meant that in under an hour the car was loaded, the plan that had been discussed earlier was gone over again, and then they were on their way.

I must be mad. They must be even madder.

“Guys, are you sure about this? It seems kind of wacky you know? Aiden, please reconsider. Why don’t you stay with Bob at his house, wait for me to do what I have to do?”

Silence.

Edsel stared in the rear-view mirror. He’d argued until Bob agreed to let him drive, explaining that he knew the streets that were clear better than Bob, although you never knew when another one would be blocked off. The old man and young boy sat staring straight ahead, a look of determination locked on each of their faces. Resolute.

“Look, I appreciate your concern, I really do, but this is my fight and I can’t be responsible for any more deaths. I think it would crush me if you two got killed because of me. You going to say anything or what?”

“We’ve made up our minds,” said Bob.

“Yup,” said a tight-lipped Aiden.

“But why? This isn’t going to change anything you know? Not really. This is just a small faction of The Eventuals, the religion is still spreading like wild-fire, this won’t make a dent in it. It’s personal.”

“We know,” said Aiden. “But we’ve had enough, we want to fight back.”

The three of us against the world; not very good odds.

Edsel glanced in the mirror again quickly while trying to focus on the car-strewn street. Also trying to not grip the steering wheel too tightly and hoping his feet weren’t getting too damaged from using the pedals. At least the clutch was nice and loose so didn’t take much pressure when he changed gears. “What do you mean?”

“What my young friend here is trying to say,” lectured Bob, leaning forward from the back so he was almost peeking through to the front, “is that we are fed up with being scared of things. We’re fed up worrying about if we will get The Lethargy. We are fed up worrying about people coming to rob or kill us. We are definitely fed up with not just being able to go for a walk and not be scared, and we are certainly fed up with The Eventuals trying to kill anyone they see, or pouncing on the depressed and unfortunate, sucking the life out of them until they are brainwashed into helping their cause.” Bob leaned back in his seat, lecture over.

“Oh. Well, okay. So you aren’t doing this just for me then?”

“No.”

“I am,” said Aiden. “Plus what he said.”

They couldn’t help it, they laughed, and kept on laughing until Edsel nearly killed them as he wasn’t keeping an eye on the road and he nearly hit a man walking down the side of the street to avoid the debris from a burned out building that had finally collapsed.

Edsel kept on going, watching the road carefully.

“What a world we live in,” said Bob, “where you are too scared to stop and offer assistance to somebody just in case they would rob you blind or worse.”

“I know. I know. Not everyone is bad though. I’ve met a few nice people, plus some that weren’t so nice.”

“But what happened to everyone? Why would they change so quickly?” said Aiden.

Bob turned to Aiden. “It’s just human nature. People look out for themselves and their loved ones first. As soon as things went wrong and money became meaningless then it was every man for himself. Everybody got used to having what they wanted when they wanted it, then in a flash it was all gone. So people just did what they had to in order to survive.”

“He’s right Aiden, most didn’t have much choice. But it’s skewed in the city. Worse. Lots of people left for the country; things are different there I’ve heard. Calmer, not so mean, not so dangerous. The city brings out the worst in people. They cling to old ways, wanting to go to stores, get what they want. Stupid really, I should have left too — with Kathy.”

“It’s always been the same,” said Bob. “City life is different to country life. I’ve been lucky, I had the best of both worlds living so close to Manchester. But people are different in cities, less friendly, used to hustle and bustle and not looking you in the eye — the fear was always there, just under the surface, ready to bubble up and explode.”

“And now it has,” said Aiden.

“Oh yeah, with bells on,” said Edsel.

“There just aren’t the resources any longer to make such places work, not unless basically everyone leaves. Everything was looted, the food’s gone, people don’t know what to do.”

“So why don’t they leave?” asked Aiden, turning to Bob, who seemed like a fountain of knowledge to the young boy.

“Because they are scared. Why didn’t you leave? Why didn’t Edsel here? It’s fear of the unknown.”

“Okay, enough chit-chat. You sure we are doing this? It’s time to get busy you know?”

“Ready.”

“Ready.”

God forgive me.


MAD


THEY PARKED UP a little over a half mile from the small church where Edsel had been given The Ink, and each of them hefted a rather substantial backpack onto his shoulders. The roads were blocked from there on in apart from a single route watched by a few bored sentries. It was on foot from now on.

They walked through a narrow alley after leaving the car by the side of the road — just another car, nothing out of the ordinary for anyone spotting it.

Things went wrong immediately.

Edsel directed them down a narrow alley, almost impassable with years of detritus: ripped black plastic bags, mattresses, old make-shift hovels made from cardboard where those lost to The Lethargy died and still remained. Having to deal with shopping trolleys and way too many rats made the going treacherous.

“Where are we going?” asked Aiden.

“To get revenge,” said Edsel, face set in determination, senses hyper-alert to any Eventuals.

“Bob, keep a look-out behind, okay?” Bob was at the rear, Edsel at the front, the formation they’d agreed upon.

“Bob?” Edsel turned when there was no answer. “Oh shit. Aiden, change of plan, move to the wall. Now.”

Aiden did as he was told, confused but obeying.

I don’t believe this, the stupid old bugger. Unbelievable, totally bloody unbelievable.

Bob was stood in the middle of the alley, still close enough to the street that he would be seen if anyone happened to be walking, driving or cycling past — which was a very real concern given their proximity to the church. He was just standing there, not moving, arms hanging by his sides, eyes spun back in his head, mouth drooping on one side like a stroke victim, drool already dropping from his chin.

Stay calm, stay calm. Shit, shit, shit! You stupid old man. This can’t be happening, not here, not now.

Edsel looked back up the alley to make sure it was clear, then put a finger to his lips to make sure Aiden stayed quiet. The boy looked totally freaked out, and knew as well as Edsel did what Bob’s actions meant. He had The Lethargy, and the daft old bugger had put them all in extreme danger if he knew he had it and this wasn’t the first time it had happened. Edsel had the sneaking suspicion it was far from the first time, and it was why Bob was so keen to help them out. It was understandable, he didn’t just want to waste the life he had left; he wanted to do something. His actions had put them all in grave danger.

Edsel waved a hand in front of Bob’s face, but there was no reaction. His eyes were up in their sockets, staring at nothing. Vacant. He grabbed hold of the strong shoulders of the older man and steered him deeper into the alley. Bob walked like a zombie, one foot in front of the other, no knowledge of what he was doing, acting purely on instinct.

As they reached Aiden, who was freaking out a little, Edsel whispered for him to follow them deeper into the gloom of the rat-infested alley. Eventually they came to a junction where another narrow alley bisected theirs, and Edsel took a right. Innocuous doors lined one wall, some for stores, others for the grouping of pubs that lined the street they were at the rear of.

With one hand on Bob’s shoulder, pushing him gently as he repeatedly stopped moving if he didn’t, Edsel tried the doors that had handles on their exterior. Finally one opened. He gestured for Aiden to follow and once the boy was inside he maneuvered around Bob, went in himself, then grabbed Bob’s hands and pulled him in before shutting the door.

It was dark, very dark.

Just great. Perfect.

“Right, talk quietly, just in case somebody’s here. You okay buddy?” Edsel couldn’t see a thing.

A voice came out of the dark, “S’pose. He’s got it, hasn’t he?”

“Yeah, and the daft old bugger never said. He could have got us killed.”

“He just wanted to do something. I should have seen it, I never looked. I can see in The Noise he’s got The Lethargy. He hasn’t had it long though, a couple of months at most.”

“We’ll talk in a minute. First we need to get him hidden. I’m going to crack the door a little, just so I can see, okay?”

“Okay.”

Edsel opened the door a fraction, then peered up and down the alley. He turned back into the space and noted that there was a short flight of stairs leading upward.

Great, just great. Bob isn’t exactly going to be light.

“Okay, wait here, I’ll be quick. I just need to check it’s safe to go up. You good?”

Aiden nodded.

Poor kid, this will be bringing back all kinds of memories.

Edsel tried not to think about his own losses to The Lethargy — now wasn’t the time or the place. He went up the stairs as fast as he could, putting his hands out to the walls on either side of the narrow space to help speed him up. At the top of the flight of stairs was another door; it opened when he turned the handle. Down another corridor and the smell of the stale air brought memories of times long gone flooding back. He was in a pub. The smell of the toilets; the smell of the booze — what he wouldn’t give to hand over a note and down a cool pint of lager right now. His dad had taken him to countless pubs, and although he’d always been ignored by him Edsel always enjoyed the smells, the atmosphere, the sneaking of a sip of someone’s drink if he could get away with it.

He scouted out the pub quickly; all seemed quiet. Obviously the booze was long gone.

Damn.

Back down the stairs and he told Aiden what to do. Edsel grabbed Bob under his arms and began dragging him up the stairs while Aiden helped by pushing his feet. It was exhausting and The Ink screamed at him as his back split open again and the sweat began to burn his body with an all too familiar pain. Once up the stairs the load lightened, so they took an arm each and dragged him into the open space that contained a long bar with a few small tables that were toppled, as well as fixed booths around the edges. They dragged him over to the bar and propped him up so he was sat leaning against the dark wood.

Lighting was diffused inside the pub, the security shutters were still down — slatted metal that gave a low light but hid the interior from outside.

“Just going to close the door,” whispered Edsel, before descending the stairs once more.

He was back in a few seconds.

“Any change?”

“No, he’s still the same. Why didn’t he tell us?”

“Because he’s a silly old bugger and probably thought he was doing something useful. Ugh, what a nightmare.”

“What are we going to do?”

Edsel stared at Aiden. “What can we do? We can’t just leave him, as if he comes out of it soon then he’ll probably try to find us and we could all get killed. We’ll have to wait for him to wake up then shout at him for being an idiot.”

Or just wring his bloody neck for being so stupid.

Aiden smiled, neither of them really finding the situation funny though. “I liked Bob.”

“Me too buddy, me too. We’ll do what we can, look after him after this is all over. Okay?”

“Sure.”

“Right, how about you take a look around and see if there is anything left for us dudes. Dragging Bob is thirsty work.”

Aiden scampered off, clearly pleased to be given something to do.

Bob, what were you thinking mate? You put us in a very bad situation here my man.


SORRY


EDSEL WANTED TO tear Bob limb from limb. How could he have put them in such a dangerous situation? He knew what he had, knew that it could come on at any time, take him away from reality and leave him half floating in The Void. What was wrong with him?

Bob obviously had the early stages of The Lethargy, the mystery epidemic, infection, virus, scourge of God, or whatever the hell it was as nobody had even the slightest idea. Whatever it was, Bob would have been all too aware of what was going on. Victims in the early stages would phase in and out of consciousness, knowing what had happened when they were fully aware again, until gradually they became more and more listless in their waking hours and lost the ability to interact with anything around them. As their interest in anything and everything waned so did their time staying aware, until finally they simply never returned to a conscious state and then either died from lack of food or water, or clung to life if they had others to tend to their every need.

They were the lucky ones.

The unlucky ones had a form known as Creeping Lethargy, where they were slower to lose their desire for living, came in and out of awareness on a less frequent basis, but could carry on in that way for year after miserable year. It all resulted in the same end though: an inglorious death that you were never even aware of.

Now Bob had put everyone in a terrible position by coming along knowing that at any moment he could be lost to them and be nothing but a shell of a man, unaware of anything around him, nothing but a lump of meat that could be cajoled into moving if you were lucky.

So much for his kick-ass plan. Man, I need a drink.

Edsel crunched over broken bottles and the shards of broken pint glasses, making his way behind the bar. There was nothing, not even a nasty liqueur, definitely no whiskey. The large mirror behind the bar was still intact, and the shelves either side of it too, but they had been totally emptied, not a drop left. Edsel had an idea, hoping beyond hope that it would pay off. He dragged a bar stool over and took it back behind the bar, then stood on it and reached up high onto the very top shelf; it appeared empty from on the ground.

He fumbled about until he felt a glass bottle.

Please, please, please.

“Yes!”

He pulled the bottle out and was only slightly saddened to find that it was Stolichnya vodka and not whiskey, but it had been so long since he’d had a drink that right now he really didn’t care. He’d seen a barman get a bottle from a similar place once before, and understood it was quite a common thing — stashing a bottle for after hours somewhere where nobody else would get their hands on the good stuff.

“I didn’t find anythi—”

“Aah, shit, shit shit.”

Edsel turned at the sound, not realizing it was Aiden for a split second, and wobbled on the stool. He began to fall.

You idiot, it’s Aiden.

It was too late. Edsel waved his arms about wildly, trying to regain balance, but it was no use.

“Aaargh, aargh, get it, get the bottle. Quick!” Edsel was on fire, a searing, impossibly hot fire that would strip his flesh from his bones and leave him praying for the flames of hell just to cool down.

The bottle had broken when it caught on a shelf as he fell, the expensive vodka pouring over his body. It soaked through his shirt and his upper body erupted into a pain he thought impossible. He believed he had experienced as much hurt as the human body could experience, but he’d been wrong.

As the forty percent proof alcohol made contact with the open pores of his tattooed skin and the scabs, scar tissue, gashes and myriad points of infection, his skin erupted into a sickening pain that stung like a million bees and he honestly thought that the alcohol had caught fire. He batted at his shirt as Aiden ran around the counter and grabbed the bottle, but it was too late, the bottle was empty.

“Am I on fire? Am I on fire? Ugh, ugh, argh,” shouted Edsel in a frenzy, turning this way and that, batting at the green shirt, trying to douse the flames that didn’t exist.

“No, no, you’re not on fire, it’s just the stinging from the vodka.”

“Stinging? Stinging? STINGING!? Oh my god I think I’m going to explode. Bathroom, where’s the bathroom?”

“That way,” said Aiden, pointing to the sign for the Ladies and Gents.

I am the stupidest man in the history of the world. I can’t believe this, I really can’t.

Edsel ran off quickly, adrenaline surging through his body, every nerve alive with pain, his plans forgotten, the whimpering turning into shouts, the day going downhill at every possible turn.

What am I thinking? Damn, there isn’t any running water, hasn’t been for years. Get it together. Stupid.

He ran back out into the main space. “Have we got any water?”

“Yes, here. I wondered why you wanted the bathroom so suddenly.”

“Not thinking straight; too much pain. Here, pull it off, quick.”

Aiden grabbed a sleeve and pulled the already ripped open shirt off Edsel while Edsel unscrewed the cap from the bottle and poured the water over his skin. If he thought it had been red before then now it was glowing. The alcohol had wreaked havoc with his healing, or trying to heal skin, and it had erupted into pure agony, the redness more extreme than it had ever been. Edsel poured more water over his back, down his chest, lifting an arm one at a time to douse the invisible flames.

“Phew, sorry about that Aiden. I kind of freaked out a little then. Man, this is killing me. So stupid, ugh.”

“Sorry for making you jump, and sorry you spilt the vodka. Bet you need that drink even more now, right?”

“Oh god, don’t even joke about it. I’d suck the glass if I thought it would work.” Edsel looked at the skin he could see. Was there no end to this? The redness was receding already as the water cleared off the alcohol, but it was still burning terribly and he just felt like sitting down and crying. When would it all be over? “Okay, back on track. Deep breaths, phew, phew, phew. Right, did you find anything?”

“No, nothing at all. But I did think of something…”

“Okay,” said Edsel warily, knowing it wasn’t going to be good.

“Um, how far away did you usually get before they found you again? I mean, was there a pattern? I can only pick up the presence of other people if I’m really close and really focused in The Noise, but I don’t know what it’s like for others. Properly Awoken. You know, like some of The Eventuals are.”

Edsel went cold. What the hell was the matter with him?

“Usually just over half a mile. Much closer than that and they usually seemed to be able to pick me up, and then the chase would be on again.”

“And when we got out the alley, then came in here, were we getting closer or further away? I know it wasn’t very far, but… Um, are we safe?”

Oh boy.

“Honestly? I don’t know. I got caught up with Bob here and didn’t think about it. But you’re right, I should have thought of it. And we came closer to them, not further away. Not much, but a bit.”

“So we need to go?”

“Yes, we do.”

“And Bob?”

“Well, Bob better wake up real fast, as otherwise he’ll have to stay here. If they find us then he’s dead anyway, and we can’t carry him around.” Edsel looked at Aiden but the boy seemed to have come to the same conclusion. “Right, let’s take a look at this silly old bugger then.”

Edsel walked carefully over to Bob, now naked from the waist up once again, his skin red and a mess of raised welts, cracks, random eruptions where it had reacted in strange ways — cuts across his belly and arms. The contrast between the tattooed areas and the pale skin from his neck upwards made him look like a painted mannequin, or a man wearing a Halloween costume — one that really would scare the kids.

“Can you do anything? You know, through The Noise?”

“I don’t think so, not really. Maybe make him walk a few steps, not much more.”

“Okay, no point in doing that. Especially as I assume it will make you hungry?”

Aiden nodded.

They waited, and they waited some more. Edsel got more and more jittery; Aiden kept looking at his watch. Both glanced continually out of the window, or walked around nervously, but it was no use — they would have to go.

“Okay, that’s enough,” said Edsel. “We’re going to have to leave him. I know it’s hard but I can’t see a way out unless we just wait for him to wake up. Come on.”

Aiden put his backpack on, and Edsel did the same even though it sent his back into spasms and the synthetic material rubbed the flesh raw in an instant. Once again it was the shoulders that were the worst.

I can’t seem to keep a shirt on to save my life. If this was a movie I’d at least have huge muscles and be all buff.

“I guess we will have to— Ssh, quiet? Did you hear that?” Edsel’s voice dropped to a whisper.

Aiden nodded, and made a walking motion with his fingers, nodding in the direction of the stairs.

Wish Bob had actually had cartridges for his shotgun instead of bluffing. Daft bugger.

Edsel pulled the poker out from his backpack, and Aiden pulled out a long knife that Bob had given him. It glinted evilly in the low light, but Aiden was less of a fighter than Edsel. Twelve was not an age that you became an experienced knife fighter, Edsel had said, when Bob gave him the knife. Bob had said that he knew that, but better to stand a chance, rather than no chance at all, if it came down to needing it.

They crouched down low so they were hidden by the counter, and Edsel whispered instructions to Aiden.

As quietly as possible, they crept over to the door that led to the corridor and stood either side of it, Edsel on the side where anyone would come through. He pulled the knife he had stashed from the lake out of a pocket in the backpack and swapped so the poker was in his left hand.

They got ready.

Muffled sounds came from the other side of the door; Aiden signaled ‘one’ with his finger. Edsel nodded and got ready.

Well, this is going to be either one less of them or two less of us. Three if they bother with Bob.

The door banged open, smacking into Aiden, and Edsel struck out fast and hard. The knife went in deep with a sickening squelch and he pulled it out quickly. A man in his forties, wearing a still relatively uncommon acolyte’s blood-red robe, grabbed at his belly, and as he bent over Edsel swapped his weapons around and swung hard one-handed with the poker at the man’s head. The strike was off, but it caught the man on the temple and scraped past his eyes, sending him reeling back into the corridor, screaming and clutching first at his face then at his belly.

Edsel ran forward fast, leaping onto the man whose knife had been dropped the second he was stabbed, jabbing down hard with his wrong hand at the man’s throat. The knife went in awkwardly but the man stopped screaming instantly, and as blood spouted from the severed carotid Aiden came up behind; they both watched transfixed as the life ebbed out of the man.

He was dead.

That’s it? Just like that? A person wiped out, gone forever.

It seemed too quick. Not easy, but surely such a heinous crime should be more visceral?

“Okay, let’s go. Get to the end of the corridor, see if you sense anyone, if not go down and do the same again. Okay?”

Aiden nodded, skirting around the man, trying not to step in the huge pool of blood that was already soaking into the beer-stained carpet. Edsel stepped back to the doorway, grabbed the knife and put it into the backpack, then caught up with Aiden. “Anything?”

“No, nothing. All clear.”

“Okay, let’s go down together.”

They descended the steps in the dark; the door was closed at the entrance to the alley.


SUN


THE ALLEY WAS clear. Edsel couldn’t see anyone, and Aiden said that he couldn’t sense a soul, so they made their way back out the way they had come, moving fast as there was no doubt the man that had found them would be missed soon enough. The alley was an assault on the nostrils — the day was warming up and with it the stench was rising.

I can’t believe I stayed living here for so long. How could I ignore the stink?

Edsel grew nervous as they got out of the shade of the alley: he knew what was coming.

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.” He gritted his teeth, but the pain flared up into impossible new heights. The sun on his skin was pure agony; it felt like every single needle that had injected The Ink into his body, in the countless thousands of places, was erupting in the sunlight, spouting out its foul liquid right through his skin and bursting into flame, burning as hot as the bright orange orb in the sky.

“You okay?” said Aiden with concern. “You look terrible. Your skin’s getting redder. I didn’t think that would be possible,” he added helpfully.

“I know, I know. It’s the sun, it’s burning me like crazy. Over there, quick.” Edsel pointed to a shaded area across from the alley, a place where a few cars were parked neatly, as if the owners had turned up for work that morning.

“Aah, that’s better.” Once in the shade his skin immediately began to stop screaming at him quite as loudly. “Right, we are still on track for the plan, we just need… damn, we forgot Bob’s backpack. Should have brought it with us.”

“Shall we go back?” asked a worried looking Aiden.

“No, it’s not worth the risk. The Eventuals could be here any minute. We need to keep moving, keep them from getting our location pinpointed. Are you sure you want to do this? I can take you back to Bob’s place, you can lay low until I come get you.”

“If you come get me,” said Aiden grimly. “But no, I’m staying with you.”

“Okay buddy, let’s get to it then. You know this is going to be nasty, right?” Aiden nodded. “Okay. Just try not to look if you possibly can, but these guys have to be stopped. You understand that? The things they do, it can’t be left, they have to pay. Let’s go.”

Who am I kidding? This is personal and nothing more. It’s for me, so maybe I can sleep at night somewhere down the line. Sleep alone.

They made their way across the back streets, heading right towards the small church where the Manchester Ward of The Eventuals were based — their numbers growing daily as more people gave up what little hope they had been clinging to.

Although Edsel would have preferred it for Aiden to stay away, the truth was that he was invaluable as an ally. He could sense others if he focused, meaning that as they made their way slowly but surely into the lion’s den Edsel at least knew when it was safe to proceed. But conversely, any Awoken Eventuals would feel them approaching too, and these were men who may have a lot more experience of their Awoken states — Aiden was a boy of twelve and very scared, although he was doing amazingly well, there was no denying it.

They made their way closer.

This is like the absolute opposite of what any sane person would do. Am I thinking straight? This is suicide. Is that what I want?

The small church was on a relatively quiet back street, surrounded by other streets just like it. They intersected at junctions, curved around to meet with once busy thoroughfares, with a few cul-de-sacs mixed in too. An urban sprawl with little in the way of rhyme or reason as far as Edsel could see, when he’d studied the map of this part of the city. But at least it gave them opportunities and alternate routes as they made their way closer to the church.

Moving fast, and trying to stay in the shade as much as possible, they got closer street by street. Now they were well within the half-mile radius that seemed to be the tipping point for many Awoken to sense others, so adrenaline was pumping hard and Edsel could see Aiden’s nerves were fraying the closer they got. The boy was locked in a frown of concentration, trying to direct them in the best way to keep them from being seen. The chance of there being any Awoken near was remote, as they would be spread all over the city looking for new recruits, seeking out those with nothing to lose — shining brightly in The Noise like beacons of vulnerability and despair. Easy pickings.

They crossed a quiet street and went down the side of a semi-detached house, through the garden and out into a small piece of scrub land, full of the junk of years. Pile after pile of refuse, discarded furniture and countless other abandoned household items.

Aiden put a hand to Edsel’s shoulder delicately and whispered that there was a man to their right, somewhere on the street they were heading for. With a nod, Edsel signaled he understood and whispered for Aiden to stay put and wait for him to return. Aiden looked worried, but agreed with a reluctant hint of a smile. The weather was really hotting up, the air was heavy and silent, as if holding its breath to see what would happen, burning Edsel into action, making it impossible for him to stay out in the open.

Insects buzzed around the few tufts of grass and weeds trying to survive amid the junk, teasing Edsel, landing on his skin, daring him to try to swat at them. His seeping sores were a magnet for the creatures; he had to go.

Edsel went to hunt a man for the first time in his life.

~~~

He crept through the detritus of modern society, careful to avoid the trash, the bicycles, old mattresses and wardrobes; a small patch of the city that had become a dumping ground when there was no other option. The heat pricked him as the sun came out from behind a wisp of cloud — relief that had lasted mere seconds — and the sweat fizzled to the surface again. The insects got busy, becoming more and more animated at the welcome intrusion. His skin was slick yet dry at the same time, itching as the scabs tightened in the heat, the red shining like the stop sign on the traffic lights that once controlled the flow of vehicles around the busy metropolis.

Like this isn’t stressful enough, now I have to deal with these damn flies. Ugh, geddof me, leave me alone.

Edsel found it nigh on impossible not to slap his skin, the torture escalating to new heights, mocking him as he tried to make his way through the reminder of all that was lost.

Finally, he made it to the glorious shade at the side of a row of houses, and skirted to the end of the row so he could get out to the front and find his quarry.

I’m a bloody stalker. I’m hunting a man, this is insane.

There he was, a man as red as him, yet clothed, only hands and head showing The Ink. He was going from door to door, checking manually for anyone hiding out so close to the church. He looked bored, like it was a daily patrol and he’d done it countless times before.

Probably just a simple duty he has to do, just to check the area is clear around the church.

As the man went into a house, Edsel ran down the street and went through the open gate and stood to the side of the bright green front door. He could hear the man stomping loudly up the stairs, hear doors being flung open, the house checked for occupancy.

Bet he doesn’t even bother looking really, just doing his patrol as those are his orders.

Edsel stepped inside, pushing the door closed quietly behind him, flipping the latch so it locked.

Payback.

He heard the man coming down the stairs, clearly unconcerned about declaring his presence. Edsel moved into the kitchen; he hid behind the open door and waited. The footsteps got closer; Edsel held his knife in his right hand and tried to stop his heart hammering in his chest. Surely the man could hear it? It beat louder than a drum.

Get ready, get ready. No fear, just do it. Like in the pub, don’t think, just act.

Edsel’s heart hammered louder and louder, the blood pumping so fast it was making his ears pound. His head throbbed like an inflating balloon.

The man was in the kitchen, just inside the doorway, quickly scanning the room. Edsel focused on the red skin at the nape of the man’s neck and lunged silently with the knife. It buried deep, just to the side of bone. Edsel’s hand was soaked in blood in an instant, and the man fell to the floor as he let go of the knife. Edsel crouched quickly and went to pull it out — it was surprisingly hard to reclaim and he had to put a foot onto the man’s back for purchase. Knife retrieved, he rolled him over. He was dead.

Just like that? So quick, so easy. It isn’t right.

It felt wrong, like life shouldn’t be so simple to take. Was it really so easy to kill a man? Just a quick stab and you had taken a life, on purpose, fully aware of what you intended? Shouldn’t it take more than that? It felt the same as in the pub, as if there should be a banging of drums, a crashing of cymbals, the Grim Reaper himself appearing, a bolt of lightning coming down, declaring the gravity of such an event.

Nothing. Just a quick movement of the hand and you were a murderer.

I should feel more, puke up, fall into a heap, be a gibbering wreck. What’s wrong with me?

He felt light-headed, almost as if he were leaving his body. This was wrong, so wrong. To take a life fully aware of what you intended to do, a crime against the preciousness of existence; one more person gone from the planet that now held so few. But these people were the ones that happily corrupted the desperate and the lonely — the takers of souls, the scourge that wanted to wipe the world clean of humanity and let it flourish without man’s interfering.

It still felt wrong.

After all, maybe this man had been taken and indoctrinated just like so many others. Or maybe he fully believed in his new religion. It didn’t matter, he was dead now. He had been a part of The Eventuals and they were ruining what was left of humanity. He had to do it, for those hiding in the dark, for those trying to make lives for themselves. For Kathy.

For myself.

Edsel prised open the fingers of the dead man and pocketed the knife still grasped tightly, then quickly ran up the stairs into the bedroom. In the wardrobe was a row of shirts on hangers — a reward for heinous crimes committed it seemed. He picked a black one, a short-sleeved modern style with distress at the sleeves and collar, slightly washed out, graying.

Probably done on purpose to make it look older. The things we did.

Gratefully he put it on, did up the buttons with ever-sore fingers, then descended the stairs and went to get Aiden.

~~~

“You okay?”

“Fine. You did it didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Edsel grimly. “I did it. Come on, let’s go.”

They walked toward the street Edsel had just returned from, getting closer and closer to the church. Edsel knew that the chances were high it would be mostly empty. There was a daily routine that involved them meeting there in the mornings and the evenings, but for most of the day there were only a few people present. The tattooists were usually there, giving The Ink to some poor soul, or grateful devotee, depending on the circumstances, and Bishop was usually present, checking on things, taking reports from the Ward he was in charge of.

Others came and went, but mostly they were out spreading the word, hunting those that could swell their numbers, tracking and killing any Whole they could find that didn’t support their ideology. They were little more than a death-squad when you got right down to it. A mockery of a religion that preyed on the weak and unstable and killed anybody that stood in their way.

Well, not today. Today there would be a little bit of payback. The hunted had become the hunter; he would have his pound of flesh.


NEXT


“I COULD DO it, I think. I could kill him through The Noise, like I did the man in the apartment building.” Aiden looked at Edsel to see what he thought.

“I don’t want you to, that was different. So was the man at the car, but this?” There was another Eventual, this time a young kid really, nothing more. He was just stood around, obviously charged with searching the area like Edsel’s last victim, but not really having the heart for the job. He was leaning against a lamppost, doing nothing. Bored.

Kids are all the same. And look at his head, obviously had The Ink just recently, he’s still scabby. Bet he has some nice soothing lotion and painkillers though.

Edsel didn’t want Aiden to be involved in the killing if he could possibly help it — he found it hard enough himself to think about killing another man once the strange feeling settled in the pit of his stomach after the life he had just taken. It wouldn’t go away and he knew it would be there with him forever. He was changed, he had taken a life on purpose, planned it, wanted to do it. It was wrong, but they were worse than the act; there was no choice.

There wasn’t, was there?

“I don’t think this is a good idea? Do you?”

Aiden shook his head. “No.”

“You’re right, it’s not. Killing is wrong. I thought it would be the right thing to do, make it better, but I don’t feel better after killing that man, I feel worse. It’s wrong to take a life, so wrong. Maybe we should leave, just get away? Leave them to it? I don’t know.” Edsel’s head was a mess, he didn’t think it would affect him like this but it had. Was he just as bad as them? Was he a coward? Would all of this make a difference? Maybe it would. Maybe fighting back would be the spark others needed to try to stop the insanity of The Eventuals — already it had spread right across the country, the only real religion left in any meaningful number.

Aiden interrupted him. “If we leave though, they’ll carry on killing everyone left, all of them. Women, children, everyone.” He looked to Edsel for the answer, but he didn’t have one.

“I know buddy, I know. It’s just… the killing, it’s like I broke the only thing keeping me being the man I am. Like I damaged what was good inside, and now… I don’t know, what can we do?”

“We have to do it, we have to stop them. Some of them anyway. The Bishop, the one running it at least. And the men that give The Ink. If we stop them then it’s something, right?”

“Yeah, maybe that’s enough. For Kathy, for me, for you too. Come on, let’s leave that kid alone, I don’t think he’s anything to worry about.”

With thoughts in turmoil, the plan he’d envisioned no longer the straightforward image of him wreaking bloody revenge, with no thought as to how it actually felt, gone from his mind, they skirted the street and made their way closer. They left the boy to his idleness, a bored red devil in a street otherwise devoid of people.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this, it wasn’t supposed to make him feel so much. He thought it would be all bloody and vengeance-soaked, not full of emotion.

It really isn’t like the movies. Killing hurts, it rips at your soul.

He’d had a vision of himself bringing down bloody retribution on such corruption, but all he felt was sick to his stomach for taking lives — who knew life could be extinguished so easily? This was what differentiated him from them though, right? What made him the good guy? He hated it; they reveled in it. Wanted it.

Better to be a reluctant killer than one that enjoys it like they do. That’s got to count for something.

Edsel’s head was a mess; nothing made sense.

No, this isn’t right.

“Come on,” said Edsel, grabbing Aiden by the arm, turning him around and beginning to march away.

“What? Where are we going?”

“I’m taking you to Bob’s, to somewhere safe. This may be wrong, but it has to be done, but I will not be responsible for the corruption of a young boy. I don’t want you involved in this, it’s not right. You shouldn’t be here.”

“But you need me, you need me to help you get to them. They’ll get you if I don’t.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take, but I’m not willing to risk your life like this. I wasn’t thinking straight because of the pain, but I see it now. I’m as bad as them, corrupting children.”

Aiden pulled up short, staring defiantly at Edsel. “I am not a child, I hate them too you know?”

“I know, but it doesn’t make this right. No arguments, we’re going. When you’re safe I will come back and finish this, not before.”

Aiden was silent, but he let himself be directed away from the hive of Eventuals, tracing back the route they had already taken.

“Bob?” asked Aiden hopefully.

“Bob,” agreed Edsel, nodding.

Daft old bugger.

~~~

“Sorry, I’m so sorry. I waited, but I really didn’t expect you to come back for this old fool.”

“You’re part of the team now,” said Aiden, running to Bob and giving him a big hug.

“You’re awake,” said Edsel, a statement, not a question.

“Well, yeah. Please, let me explain. I know what you must think of me.” Bob suddenly realized something, “Hey, have you done it? Is this still the same day? Was it that quick?”

“No, change of plan. I’m not going to be responsible for the corruption of a child. Sorry, young man. Can we go to yours?”

“Eh? What? Of course, I understand. Can I please explain, about The Lethargy?”

“Later, we need to go. They’ll be after us.”

Edsel wasted no time, he went ahead and this time he checked there were no Eventuals waiting and in a few minutes they were back in the car, heading away from the city once more.

What was I thinking? What kind of man gets kids involved in things like this? The world is messed up enough already without making it worse. Damn, he should be out kicking a ball around with his mum shouting to him to come in for his supper.

Dark thoughts crowded Edsel’s mind as he drove away from the corrupted city. Bob and Aiden were quiet, sensing the mood. Finally, Bob spoke up, clearly unable to bear it any longer.

“Please, you have to let me explain.”

“Okay, go ahead. Look, it’s not like we blame you, we understand.”

“Really? Wow. I figured you would have gone ballistic when I… you know.”

“Is it The Creeping?”

“I think so.”

“It is,” said Aiden. “I can see it.”

“What? How?” Bob focused on Aiden. “Oh, you’re Awoken. I forgot.”

Aiden just nodded, clearly still smarting from Edsel’s decision.

“I’ve had it for about four or five months now, but it hasn’t been too bad so far. I can still do everything for myself, manage the garden, the animals. But, well, it just comes over me, like it does everyone I suppose. One minute I’m fine, the next I find myself coming back to reality and don’t remember what happened. Usually it’s a few minutes, an hour at most, and it only happens once a week or sometimes less often… I think.”

“So why didn’t you tell us? You put us at risk back there Bob, we could have been out on the street, or having to run from them. You wanted to drive!”

“I know, I know. When you came? When I realized you were good people? I thought that I had sort of a last chance. A chance to do something good, to fight back. I guess I wanted to feel useful before it was all over and I wasn’t capable of anything apart from just being a vegetable.”

“You should have said,” muttered Edsel.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s done, and I understand. The Lethargy has taken everything away from us, all of us. You wanted to do something, feel like you were rallying.”

“Exactly. I’m glad you understand.”

“Well, now you really can do something to help Bob. You can look after Aiden while I go back and do what I planned to do. Those buggers can’t be allowed to get away with it, they simply can’t. I’ll deal with them. I’ll do it for you, I’ll do it for Aiden and me, I’ll do it for everyone that lost everything. I will kill those men for what they did to Kathy.”

~~~

Edsel pulled up outside Bob’s house and helped unload the car.

“Promise me you’ll look after him,” said Edsel, putting an arm on Aiden’s shoulder and squeezing.

“I promise,” said Bob.

“And you,” said Edsel, crouching down and staring Aiden right in the eye, “you promise me that you’ll look after Bob, just until I get back.”

“I promise,” said Aiden, hugging Edsel. He tried not to wince as the boy clutched him tightly.

“Right, see you soon.”

Edsel got back into the Suzuki and headed once more for the city.


SLAUGHTER


EDSEL WATCHED FROM across the street; it was quiet. It was still only early afternoon so the church should be relatively empty. He didn’t kid himself, he was no idiot either, he hoped anyway — if the church was full then there was no way he would win; they would kill him for sure.

He knew that dealing with all of The Eventuals was also impossible, and besides, this was a tiny Ward, there were more of them all over the country. But if he could just get those that gave him The Ink, and Bishop, that would be something right? A stab at the red heart of their sacred institution. Their corruption of all that still held meaning in the world.

I must be bloody mad doing this.

He stayed still for ten minutes and nobody came or went. They didn’t think they needed protecting: they were all there was. Nobody fought them; nobody had the will or the inclination. Surviving was all that mattered for most people.

So he walked across the street and went up the concrete steps to the front door.

I definitely am mad. I feel like they are all inside waiting for me, laughing at the idiot coming back for more.

The door squealed loudly as he tentatively pushed it open.

Empty.

He could hear chatter in the back, and buzzing. The sounds turned him cold even as sweat pricked his skin just like the needles had.

Edsel turned to a man of ice. He didn’t think or feel, he just walked. He picked up a long machete from the weapons table and walked down the center of the once holy room — now corrupted, making God weep for the acts of his children.

The chatter was interrupted with laughing, and the buzzing stopped for a moment. Edsel stood at the entrance to the room and took in the scene before him.

A man was strapped down to the gurney, but unlike when Edsel was in the same position this man actually looked happy. He was shaved and naked just as he had been, and bent over him were the two tattooists. The man’s feet were bright red and The Ink was already up to his shins. One tattooist was refilling his machine and the other was dabbing at the new Ink with a cloth to blot the blood. The man on the table was half mad with euphoria and pain, babbling about how he was humbled to finally become an Eventual and couldn’t wait to enter The Void.

Well, maybe I can help with that.

Edsel became vengeance.

The room went silent as the man on the gurney turned his head — no head straps for him, noted Edsel morbidly — and the other men slowly became aware that something was not quite right.

“What the hell?” managed the man on the left, his machine clattering to the table, red Ink spilling, running down a metal leg, pooling on the gleaming tiles.

For you Kathy. For everyone.

With a cry, Edsel charged into the room, all fear gone, thinking nothing, feeling nothing, acting on instinct. The rage and sorrow of days brimming over, vengeance reigning down death on those that would corrupt the souls of men.

Edsel watched as if in a dream as he ran across the room, the machete descending as he moved. He hacked hard and went clean through the arm of the man closest to him, his hand dropping to the floor, splashing in the spilled Ink. The man clutched at his stump as it squirted out his life-force, lost in a confusion of Ink and blood. It was impossible to tell which was which any longer, as the spray spouted a fine mist over them all.

Edsel pulled his arm up over his left shoulder and sliced down to the right, a horrible sucking sound as he slashed clean through the throat of the injured man. His esophagus opened up, blood bubbling in his throat, as he keeled over and stared at his own severed hand bathing in Ink while he died.

The man on the gurney screamed and squirmed, but his restraints held him tight — there for his own safety during the procedure. The other tattooist was up and almost across the room, heading for a rare handgun that was on one of the tables. Edsel sprang for him, slicing out as he did so, but just catching the man’s shoulder the lightest of touches with the edge of his blade. The man lunged for the table, grabbed the gun and turned.

Acting fast, Edsel hacked again and moved to his left as the man raised the gun, catching a glancing blow on the man’s knuckles that sprouted a line of blood immediately, hard to see on the Ink-red skin. He howled but didn’t let go of the weapon, and Edsel understood on an instinctive level that he would be dead in a second if he didn’t act fast. His mind was empty, there were no thoughts, only actions — revenge. Blood.

Instinct was still driving him; his body knew what to do even if he didn’t. He grabbed the lip of the small medical table and shoved it hard into the man, needles and unopened blister packs flying in all directions. The man staggered back and Edsel shoved again, harder. Then he lashed out with the machete, slicing his opponents’ arm. Edsel jumped on him and they went crashing to the floor amid the bottles of Ink and the tools of the tattooist.

Edsel kicked and punched wildly, out of control and frenzied. He was a berserker, mad with hate for the man that had marked him like a leper for the rest of his life. The tattooist smacked him hard in the nose and Edsel was blind with tears as his nose screamed in pain and his body erupted into fire from the contact with his foe. Edsel felt a punch to the ribs and hit back blindly, his knuckles hurting as he made contact with something. His vision cleared enough to let him shuffle back away from the man and he saw that the gun had skidded across the floor, taking a trail of blood and Ink with it as it slid through the red corruption.

The man was up and hunting for the gun. He saw it and jumped for it, but Edsel was on him, his own weapon lost, hammering on his back and his head with fists lost in pain. They squared on each other, fists held high, and the man punched out hard and precise. Edsel’s head snapped to the side, but he barely felt it; he charged the tattooist. They clattered into the wall, grabbing each other in a frenzy, trying to gain the advantage.

Snapping his leg up, Edsel kneed him in the groin and stepped back, panting hard. The man bent over and Edsel kicked at his head but he was so tired, the pain shooting along his thigh as he moved suddenly, that it didn’t make the best contact. Still, the man’s head whipped to the side, but he bulldozed forward and caught Edsel in the stomach with his head. The wind was knocked out of him as he staggered back, only to be stopped by the gurney. The strapped-down man was shouting obscenities about how Edsel was ruining what should have been his glorious acceptance to The Eventuals, so Edsel slammed a fist into his face before moving around to the other side of the gurney.

The tattooist was panting just as heavily as Edsel, but scanned for the gun. Now it was in the corner, kicked away during the scuffle.

He went for it.

Don’t let him get it. Go!

Edsel dove after him, grabbing the tattoo machine off the table as he flew toward the man, wires trailing where they ripped from the power supply.

The gun rose, time slowed, then Edsel was on him — stabbing out blindly in a panic as the gun centered on him. He caught the man’s arm and the needles went deep. The gun clattered to the tiles and Edsel pulled the machine out and smacked the side of it into the man’s face, the wires whipping about like viscera as he pulled back and did it again.

The tattooist went down grunting, not up to the ferocity of Edsel’s mindless onslaught.

The man was a mess, his face swelling as Edsel hit him again. Blood was pouring out of the man’s nose as Edsel leapt on him and raised his arm high overhead.

“You missed a spot,” hissed Edsel, and brought the tattoo machine down needles first. The man’s eye popped as the needles went in deep. Edsel left it there, sticking out of the broken face as he pulled his knife from its sheath at his side. Grabbing it with two hands he stabbed down into the man’s chest until the knife was buried up to the hilt.

He was dead.

Mindful of the messy floor, Edsel got to his feet carefully, his body on fire, his heart hammering, lungs sucking in air like a bellows.

“You killed them. You killed them!” shouted the man on the gurney. “My Ink, my sacred Ink. They didn’t finish it.”

“And they never will,” whispered Edsel, as he pulled his knife out of the dead tattooist and walked slowly over to the prone figure.

“You’ll burn in hell for this,” spat the man.

“Not before you do,” said Edsel, in a surprisingly calm voice. “Say goodbye.”

“Wha—”

Focusing on a mole, Edsel stabbed the man in the side of the neck. Blood spurted in a high arc, hitting the floor and mingling with Ink that would never mark his skin.


BLOOD


BLOOD. EVERYTHING WAS red.

There was blood everywhere and Edsel felt no sense of satisfaction. None at all. All he felt was sick, and empty. Like each life he took also carried away a part of him to The Void. If he believed in a soul then it truly was as if the killing took a chunk of it away and now he was left without one, alone in a world that didn’t care about the actions of one broken man.

Is this enough? Do I finally have my revenge? Is this supposed to be satisfaction?

He felt ripped open, gutted like a fish; empty of everything.

Edsel stood in the back of the church, in the very room where his life had begun to be indelibly taken away from him one painful pinprick at a time.

The room was red, just like him, just like he would always be. Ink and blood mixed on the floor, congealing and staining the tiles. Men lay dead: one with a hand cut off, another with his work tool sticking awkwardly out of his eye.

And the foul gurney? Home to a dead would-be Eventual, now never going to have his Ink finished.

Edsel was numb inside, but his body screamed its torment to him.

Pain was his only companion now. Pain and emptiness.

Is this what I wanted? Am I like them now? Bishop, what about Bishop?

Edsel knew himself well enough to know that he didn’t have it in him. This was doing more damage to him — his body, but more importantly his mind — than it was doing to The Eventuals. He’d had his revenge; it was time to go home.

Home? Where’s home? What’s anything without Kathy?

Edsel left the room, walking through the silent church, a smile forming on his face.

I have a new home, a new family. A chance to do something good still. Aiden. And that silly old bugger while he’s still alive.

He would bring up the boy, protect him from the horrors of a world where once normal people grow into men that kill other men in previously sacred buildings because the world had turned mad and everything was ruined.

I’ll do something right. I’ll do something good.

Edsel closed the door behind him, shutting away forever that part of his life, and staggered down the steps into the warmth of a glorious summer’s afternoon. He felt half a man, not only because of the things he had just done, although it certainly stripped him of much, but the pain clouded his mind, making everything feel like a dream.

Had he really just done that? Him, a man that would balk at having a fist-fight. The day blurred into one of pain and death — a reminder of all that he had lost.

But maybe he had gained something too? A slight chance at redemption. Aiden.

His legs roared in anger at being called upon to take one more step. His upper body cried at the punishment it had undergone. The fighting had torn away countless scabs and Edsel could see through his tattered shirt that his body was bleeding profusely in numerous places, mingling with the blood of those he had killed, Ink he had spilled.

He felt like he was being roasted slowly over an open fire, turned on a spit until every part of his body was crispy and he was cooked to his very core.

The sun shone down, burning his already battered arms, as Edsel moved fast across the street into the shade. He tried to calm himself but it was no use, he was in a half-panic, expecting an attack at any moment, but none came. He ran even though his body protested violently, forcing him to stop twice to vomit up foul bile, the stress of the day and the thought of what he had done too much for him to take.

Then he was safe, driving away, back to the quiet country home where an old man slowly faded away and a young boy needed a guardian to help him survive in a world that now had little meaning for Edsel — apart from maybe, just maybe, a shot at salvation now he had taken as much revenge as his body could stomach.

I can’t let them take everything away from me. This is over.

~~~

As he drove back toward what he felt of as his family now, Edsel couldn’t help going over the insanity of recent events. From what he had just done, going backward to killing a man and how easy it was, to darker thoughts of the pain of The Ink, of the vision of Kathy in the living room — something he could never forget — to trying to avoid re-capture after escaping, weaving home as fast as he could, always having to hide, then run. Always running.

Edsel thought of his escape, unable to shake the memory of lying on the gurney after just killing a man in the very same position he himself had been in; the difference being his was less than a voluntary sacrifice to The Ink and the perversion of faith that was The Eventuals.

They had got up to his lower chest and he still didn’t even consider escaping. Strapped down tight to the gurney it was impossible. There was no way he could get away; he couldn’t even move his eyelids for god’s sake.

As he lay there, the buzzing of the power source for the tattooists’ machines, their chatter, the humming of the stark white strip-light all conspiring to send him mad, Edsel suddenly decided there was only one thing to do. He clenched his stomach, pushed as hard as he could, and peed in a huge arc, his shriveled penis — which he thought was understandable considering it had just been manhandled by two men that stuck tiny needles into it — was hanging limp between his legs, pointing down toward the tattooists who were busy changing the needles on their machines and reloading with Ink before they continued their sick ritual.

“Argh.” Edsel couldn’t believe the pain. He was on fire from the waist down, the urine burning even though he assumed it would act as a way to soothe his skin. It worked for jellyfish stings didn’t it?

“Oi, watch out!” shouted one man, as he got pee all over his stained apron.

“Stop it, stop it!” shouted the other, moving quickly out of the way, pushing his trolley aside so it didn’t get wet too.

“I can’t, I can’t,” gasped Edsel. “And I think I’m going to crap too. I need to use the bathroom, quick, this is burning like you wouldn’t believe. Please.”

The two men busied themselves unstrapping him, arguing about who had let Edsel up last for a break. Neither of them had, and they were supposed to unstrap those that came for The Ink if necessary, and certainly well before now. They hadn’t done it, even though both had taken breaks themselves — not showing the courtesy to Edsel as he wasn’t there of his own free will.

As they unstrapped him they mopped at his wet skin, muttering that he would ruin their perfect work if he did things like that — a blasphemy against Him, against His Will. The Ink must be perfect; no flaws, no blemishes, no color variation whatsoever.

They think more of The Ink than they do of people; more worried about their work than what they are doing to me.

Edsel smiled to himself as they removed the foul contraption that held his eyelids open, then unstrapped his head. He wiggled it from side to side, his bones clicking noisily after the forced immobility.

“Don’t move suddenly,” said the larger man, “and don’t touch The Ink.”

“What about, you know?” said Edsel, staring down at his crotch.

“Not even that, or as little as possible. And after you’ve had a crap make sure you don’t rub your arse hard. You’ll know all about it if you do.” The man walked over to a table while the other kept an eye on him, pointing a gun for extra measure, and then returned with a pack of unscented wet-wipes. “Use these, but sparingly. I’d rather you stank a little than you messed up our work.”

Man, these guys are insane. Who cares if The Ink on my bum isn’t perfect?

They continued to argue about who was supposed to have taken Edsel to the bathroom, finally deciding that the one who’d had a break more recently should go. With a lot of grumbles he finally agreed, and as the one taking him muttered about how they should be using catheters and the like and the other one said they couldn’t as those getting The Ink were supposed to be as pure as when they were born for it to mean anything, Edsel was guided very gently out of the room, through the door, then taken down a corridor, right to the back of the building.

“There you go,” said the tattooist, pointing at the open door to a sparse but spotlessly clean bathroom. All Edsel wore was a pair of paper disposable slipper-type things, and he couldn’t believe how much more he hurt after such a short walk. “Be quick, and be careful. Try to lift a foot up and then swap to the other while you sit, it will mean The Ink won’t get as damaged.”

“The Ink,” muttered Edsel.

“Yeah, The Ink. This is a great honor you know? Once it’s done you will be like us, one of us. Bishop thinks you are going to be a valuable member of the Manchester Ward, so don’t let him down.”

“I won’t,” said Edsel, shuffling carefully over to the lavatory then turning before he sat.

“A little privacy?”

“You have got to be joking. The door stays open, the gun stays pointed.”

“Not exactly conducive to a man answering a call of nature, is it?” said Edsel, hoping the plan would go his way and the man would relent.

The man just shrugged. “You either need to go or you don’t, no skin off my nose.”

“Fine.” Edsel sat on the toilet after lifting the seat, and panicked — now what?

Then it came to him, and he didn’t like it one little bit.

Edsel squeezed down hard, trying to will himself to evacuate his bowels even though he didn’t need to.

Here it comes, here it comes, this is going to be so gross.

Edsel picked out one of the wet-wipes and moved it behind and to his backside as if to wipe, but instead he caught the feces as it dropped. The wet-wipe was already released into the bowl, as he needed to be sure that he had his own excrement in his hands so he was sure not to miss.

This is not how they do it in the movies.

“Hey.”

“What?”

“Catch.” Edsel flung the wet lump of feces at the man’s face and it hit the mark dead on. The man freaked out big time. Edsel was up and at him in an instant, his body screaming at the fast movement, erupting into agony, feeling the backs of his legs almost rip as he got up from the seat. He pushed his filthy stinking hand right into the man’s screaming mouth then smeared the crap splattered all over the man’s face into his eyes. The man staggered about screaming and Edsel dodged past him, shoving him from behind and locking the door behind him.

Damn, the bloody gun. No time. Bugger.

Edsel ran — down the corridor, away from the dreadful room they’d given him The Ink in, and to the back of the building. Locked.

He spun around, his body pleading with him to stop and care for the terrible pain that was threatening to send him unconscious, but he ignored it and just ran down the corridor, out into the main part of the church. It was empty, The Eventuals all out performing their duties for the day.

Edsel ran. Out the building, into a light drizzle; naked, tattooed red right up to his neck, one hand covered in his own bodily waste and he had only one thought on his mind.

Kathy.

He ran.

He kept on running until he made it home.

It’s all over now. I have a chance to do something worthwhile. Aiden needs me and I won’t let him down.

~~~

He pulled up into the drive and couldn’t help but smile at the seeming normality of the situation — a nice country home full of provisions and a shot at a decent, hopefully boring life.

So much for the plans of men.


CHASE


“DON’T MOVE OR I’ll put a bullet in his head right now.”

Edsel had walked into a nightmare.

He was whistling as he got out of the car, the normality of the sight of Bob’s home, the sun shining, the plants in full bloom, bees buzzing about busily, all of it allowing him to believe for a moment that life really could be normal. Happy.

Then his heart had frozen as he walked into the kitchen and saw Bob laying by the stove, blood staining his shirt where his heart once beat, now still forever.

Sorry Bob. I’m really sorry.

Bishop had one arm tight around Aiden’s neck, the other held a gun to the boy’s temple.

Edsel’s world crumbled around him.

I’ve lost. Lost everything. Again.

“Let him go,” said Edsel, surprising himself with how calm he sounded.

“I don’t think so, do you? I must say, you look like you’ve been busy. I wasn’t really expecting you back, I assumed you would have been killed the minute you tried to… to what? Get revenge?”

“Something like that.”

I got it, fat lot of good it did me.

“Well, no matter. Whatever you did it won’t make any difference; you wasted your time.”

“So are you. What do you want with the boy? Isn’t it me you’re after? To finish the job?”

“Oh, we are well past that point my friend. No more Ink for you. Just The Void I’m afraid. You know, I almost didn’t bother following you when I saw you heading away from the city, but something told me I should. Now I’m glad I did. When I saw you leave on your own, looking all mean and serious, I just knew that you’d try something stupid, but I can honestly say I didn’t expect to see you again, not alive anyway. Aiden and Bob here? Well, we had a nice little chat until Bob decided to try and be a hero, so I had to take care of him. Aiden’s been good so far though, haven’t you?” Bishop ruffled Aiden’s hair; Edsel tried not to show his shock when Aiden just winked at him.

For a kid that’s going to get his head blown off he’s awfully calm.

Bishop went to move the gun back to Aiden’s temple but his arm hung motionless in the air above the boy’s head. A look of total surprise came across Bishop’s face as veins bulged and his face contorted with the effort of trying to move.

Aiden moved Bishop’s hand easily from the hold around his neck and shouted, “Run.”

They ran.

Out into the bright afternoon, Aiden going first, Edsel taking up the rear, looking behind them where Bishop was already out the door and pointing the gun.

“Behind the car,” shouted Edsel, just as a bullet whizzed past his head. Aiden ducked down on the driver side, and Edsel was there a split-second later. “Good to see you buddy,” whispered Edsel hurriedly, before opening the rear door and Aiden jumped in. Edsel yanked open the driver’s door and tried to keep low while turning the key in the ignition. The old Suzuki spluttered to life just as the windscreen on the passenger side cracked as a bullet made contact.

This is never going to end. Never. Stupid, they followed us home earlier. Idiot!

Edsel crunched into first gear and turned the wheel sharply to the right, spinning on the gravel drive before finding purchase. He headed toward the gate, gaining speed as fast as possible.

“Keep your head down, lie flat on the seat. And hold on.”

Edsel was in third by the time they got to the gate and he spun the wheel hard to the left, not quite making it and catching the hedge. He plowed on through, finally getting back onto the lane, and floored the accelerator as he moved into fourth gear. Edsel glanced in the rear-view mirror and was dismayed to see that there was already a car behind them. It looked like there was more than one of them inside.

Bishop’s got company. Not good.

“How many are there? And are you all right? What did you do back there?”

“I’m fine, you look terrible though. Good to see you Edsel; glad you made it,” said Aiden, smiling yet looking terrified at the same time. “There was just one man with him. He was out by their car, keeping watch. They parked it around the side of the house and they messed up Bob’s lawn. He went ballistic. Then they killed him.”

“I’m sorry about Bob, silly old sod. Did they hurt you?”

“Not really, no. That man, Bishop? He was just a bit rough. He knew I was Awoken though, but didn’t know I could do what I did. He’s quite powerful but I had the element of surprise. I did good, right?”

“Good? You did amazing buddy, amazing. I really thought it was the end for the both of us back there, but… Hang on, here they come.”

A fairly rugged Jeep gained on them fast and rammed into the back — Edsel struggled with the steering wheel as he almost lost control of the car.

You have got to be kidding me. There will be a spaceship or something next, or men on motorbikes.

Again. And again. The Jeep kept pulling back a little then speeding up to them and ramming them from behind. The poor Suzuki was going to come apart soon — it looked like it was only the rust that had been holding it together in the first place.

“So, what’s the plan?” said Aiden, finally sitting up, leaning forward.

“First, hop in the front, and then get low. It’s safer than being back there when they ram us.”

Aiden moved into the front quickly and sat down.

“Seatbelt.”

“Right.” Aiden buckled up and kept his head low.

What a day. What a life. And what the hell are we going to do now? I thought this nightmare was finally over.

Edsel raced through the lanes, overgrown hedges on either side clipping the car, ripping off the wing mirrors and smacking at the already cracked windscreen. He had no idea where the lanes went so was driving blind, and fast.

At least they’ll be in the same boat. Gotta think Edsel, have a plan.

They sped on. Luckily the sun was behind them or Edsel knew he would have crashed by now. A signpost indicated a junction up ahead where the narrow lane met a main road and he could really get up some speed. But for how long? Bishop and whoever he had with him would be on them soon enough — they had a lot more power in their vehicle than he did. Edsel met the junction at full speed and hung onto the large steering wheel as he dragged it hard to the right to take the turn.

He righted them and pressed hard on the accelerator until the pedal was down as far as it would go. The speed crept up, but nowhere near fast enough — already he could see that Bishop was gaining on them.

Edsel leaned over and opened the glove compartment. “Okay, you’re gonna have to use this.” Edsel showed Aiden the gun he’d taken from the church. “Ever use one?” Aiden just stared at him like he was stupid. “Okay, sorry.” Edsel fiddled with it while trying to focus on the road, then handed it to Aiden, keeping it pointing forward.

“Do not point it at me, or yourself, ever. It’s good to go, just pull the trigger. Now, don’t aim for them, aim for the wheels. I’m going to slam on the brakes and you shoot the tires. Okay?”

“What if I miss?” asked a worried looking Aiden, the pressure of the situation clearly getting to him in a big way.

Poor kid, bet he wishes he was at home being bored with Martha. Wish I was.

“Then shoot again, and again, until you hit one. Don’t think about it, just point and shoot.”

Edsel moved the car over to the right hand lane then slammed on the brakes and they were thrown forward. The seatbelts restrained them and before the other car could react they were alongside it. Aiden leaned out the window and shot at the driver side wheels.

Crack.

He missed.

Crack crack.

“Yes!”

“Got it?”

“Got it,” confirmed Aiden.

“Good job buddy.”

Edsel drove off as fast as he could, taking the weapon off Aiden then throwing it out the window.

“Hey! What did you do that for?”

“Out of bullets. There were only three.”

“What? I could have missed, why didn’t you say?” said Aiden, voice rising higher and higher.

Edsel smiled at him. “Would that have made it any better? If I’d said you had three shots and that was it?”

“Hmm, doubt it,” said Aiden, smiling back. “Now, what was the plan again?”

“We’re going home,” said Edsel defiantly.

“Home?”

“To Bob’s, that’s going to be our home, right?”

“Our home? You mean you and me? Really?”

It nearly broke Edsel’s heart to hear so much hope in a child that had been dragged into such a nightmare because of him. He had to find a way out of this, he simply had to. “That’s right buddy, you and me. Home.”

Edsel took the next right turn and made his way back through the lanes in the direction of Bob’s house. It took a few wrong turns and a little bit of bickering over which lane to take — they all looked the same — but they made it.

Now all they had to do was wait for Bishop and whoever was with him to show up.

Looks like I’m going to kill Bishop after all. Hopefully.

The second Edsel saw Bishop he knew he would have gone back for him eventually — there may not have been satisfaction, but it had to be done. Bishop had to die for what he’d done to Kathy.


HOME


ON THE WAY back Edsel explained what he assumed would happen, but said he would tell Aiden later about his own adventure earlier in the day, not wanting to get into it at the moment.

Edsel guessed that with their car out of action then Bishop and his partner would make their way to Bob’s on foot, so they could get the Seat that Edsel and Aiden had arrived in that morning. It felt like a lifetime ago. Could it really only have been that morning when they pulled up at Bob’s and the silly old sod had pointed his empty shotgun at them?

Crazy.

If they were quick then they could get back to the house, hide their car, and hopefully have an actual plan of action by the time The Eventuals arrived.

It wasn’t much of an idea, but then, he hadn’t had a good one since the nightmare had begun and they strapped him down and started tattooing his feet.

They finally managed to navigate the lanes until they realized they were back on the road leading to Bob’s house. A few minutes later Edsel drove a route he felt like he’d already seen a million times. There was the gate again, there was the quaint old house, the flowers and the gravel drive, the blooming borders and ancient oak trees shading the lawns.

It had probably only been twenty minutes since he’d last seen the exact same thing but now it took on a sense of foreboding, rather than optimism and a feeling that life might just turn out all right after all.

I’m just going around and around in circles, dragging death along with me. Soon it will all be over. One way or another.

After parking the car out of sight, Edsel got out and scanned around — there was no way Bishop would have made it back yet, but it was best to be cautious. He opened the door for Aiden and he jumped out, looking worried. Aiden made no move to enter the house, which was perfectly understandable.

“I’m sorry about Bob.”

“Me too. They just killed him Edsel, just like that. Like it was nothing.”

“I know. They don’t care Aiden, they think they were doing him a favor, doing the planet a favor by getting rid of one more precious person. They’re insane, all of them. Come on, we have things to do, and fast.”

Edsel led the way down the garden to Bob’s Anderson shelter. He rummaged around inside until he found what he wanted, then got Aiden to help him move it back toward the house.

This will either work or it won’t. Either way this ends today.

Edsel and Aiden worked hard for all of five minutes, then they had done as much as Edsel thought was safe to do before risking being seen if Bishop made good time back — assuming that he did come back. Edsel knew he would. It was the logical thing to do, and they wouldn’t think him and Aiden would return.

Just like they didn’t think I’d go back to their corruption of a church. Seems they underestimated me again. If they do come back.

Edsel frowned at his own confidence, knowing it was unfounded and he was alive because he’d been lucky, and stupid. He prayed his luck would hold out a little longer.

He took Aiden past the gardens and the animal enclosures, then out into the orchard. At the far end was a small tool shed where Bob had shown them he stored various pruning and crop gathering equipment. He explained to Aiden that he couldn’t face anything bad happening to him and that he wanted him to hide in the shed. If he didn’t come back for him by the time it got dark, then he was to make sure Bishop had left then try to find somewhere else to live, just in case The Eventuals came back to take what provisions and equipment they could salvage.

Aiden argued vehemently, reminding Edsel of how he had helped him survive and escape a number of times throughout the day, but Edsel was adamant. There had already been enough bloodshed and he could not, would not, be responsible for losing someone else he cared for.

That swung it, Edsel knew. Understanding that he cared for him, Aiden promised to hide and do what Edsel asked, even though he clearly wanted to help if he possibly could. Edsel left the boy in the shed, the smell of apples permeating the wood and everything inside. It smelled like the country; it smelled like home — back when his mum would bake an apple pie on Sundays and they would sit around the table, eating a roast dinner, arguing over who got to have the last of the Yorkshire puddings and whose turn it was to do the washing up.

Edsel closed the door behind Aiden and made his way across the short grass of the orchard. He went to fight what he prayed was to be his last ever battle. His legs felt like dead-weights, his skin felt like molten wax — as if it was dripping off him as the flames licked higher, and he couldn’t stop the thud, thud, thudding of a mantra running in a loop around his head.

Kathy, Kathy, Kathy.

Over and over it played, the happy life of just a few short days ago taken and replaced with red. Red Ink, red blood, cuts and pain and the lack of satisfaction after his partial revenge.

Well, it looked like he had the opportunity to complete his revenge now, maybe that would give him the peace he craved?

He didn’t believe it would for a second, but at least his attempt at vengeance would be complete one way or the other. Whether or not it made him feel better or not, Kathy’s death would have been avenged and he would be free to try to build a life, if for no other reason than so Aiden never had to live through what he had.

Edsel went to wait for his tormentor.

This had better work.

~~~

Reality became dream-like. As he stood, then squatted without realizing, on the gravel at the front of the house, Edsel lost himself in a summer haze that lifted his thoughts to dance in the sky with the fluffy clouds. His thighs burned from his position, The Ink, and the trials he had endured since he had been captured.

His forearms burned in the sun, and the smell of the blood of others tickled the cilia of his nostrils as he drifted further and further away from the present.

He felt something wash over him, almost like The Lethargy in reverse. This wasn’t simply energizing his body and mind though — it was something different entirely. Edsel watched from far above himself as the wreck of a man below began to shimmer orange, fractal wisps of energy crackling around him like the sun was shining through his pores. Waves washed over the man he felt only remotely connected to, gentle lapping then a fierce pounding, like the tide coming in and out with all the force of the oceans of the world behind it.

He became the ocean, vast and deep, dark and heavy; light and gentle at the shore.

Life stirred inside. Edsel fell from the clear sky and became a man again, but somehow not the man he had been. He could feel the beginnings of a new him shifting inside, hinting at things, at mysteries and at knowledge, at futures infinite in possibility, each decision, each act, branching off into countless futures never ending in scope.

Focus became sharp, vision cleared, and Edsel stared out at the world like a newborn — everything was fresh, clear, deeper and more complex than he had ever imagined. Telling tales of the way the world really was, of what was possible — the nature of things; of nothing. He caught glimpses of The Noise, and The Void, the only enduring non-thing there ever was. Where everything came from and everything returned to in the blink of a cosmic eye.

Edsel had begun to Awaken.

It wasn’t a sudden opening up of the vast potential one man had inside him, to play in The Noise and for all things to be known to him, to be able to alter his body chemistry and never age a day. No, it was just a tickle under the chin, a slight hint of what could happen if he ever did truly Awaken, like those at The Commorancy, like a man named Marcus Wolfe he had once sought out but given up on when he found happiness with Kathy.

Edsel stood slowly, his limbs screaming but somehow different. There was a tiny hint of control, a lessening of the pain if he focused and tried to soothe his ravaged body.

The Ink?

It would always remain, a reminder, a brand telling of the bad in men — him and others, and the man that was taught a valuable lesson by the cruelties of human beings.

Someday he might even understand what that lesson was.

Edsel wandered as if in a daze as he heard two men approaching. He went around to the back of the house, then returned a few seconds later to where he had been standing.

He stood in the sunshine and watched as two men walked up the driveway.

I am ice. I am patience. I am calm and I will watch them burn in hell for their crimes.


NEWS


“YOU KNOW I could just shoot you right now, don’t you?” said Bishop, looking tired and harassed, Edsel was pleased to note.

“Go ahead then, what’s stopping you?”

Edsel registered the look of confusion on Bishop’s face; the man next to him just stood there impassively, a red statue.

He didn’t think I knew, but now he’s not so sure.

“Where’s the boy?”

I knew it! They want Aiden; the game has changed now. They know he’s Awoken and they want him.

“Gone. Away. I sent him back to the city. You’ll never find him.” Edsel hoped that the sweat trickling down his forehead wasn’t giving the game away.

“I don’t believe you, you haven’t had time. Where is he?” Bishop demanded.

“The kid’s smart, as I’m sure you know. He can drive pretty good for a youngster.” Edsel stared at Bishop, understanding what had changed the situation so drastically. He figured something was different as they were being chased in the car. Why didn’t they just shoot at them? Why just try to ram them off the road? He knew they didn’t want him, knew that Bishop just wanted him dead for his blasphemy of escaping and denying The Ink. So it had to be the boy. He was very young to be Awoken, that could be a real help to the church, and he was still immature and impressionable enough that he assumed they thought they could brainwash him into being one of them.

“Bet he’d be invaluable, right? A young boy, able to sense the presence of others, enter their minds. Wipe them out with just a thought, like the flip of a switch?”

Damn, too much information. Keep it together Edsel, just a little longer. You are ice.

Bishop looked shocked. “He can do that? He’s more powerful than we thought. I never even considered that he’d be able to make an Awoken stop moving like he did. Wonderful.”

Edsel noticed that Bishop had said too much as well. “We?”

“I have my orders,” was all Bishop offered. “Now, where is he?”

“I told you, he’s gone.”

“And I don’t believe you.”

“Whatever.”

Bishop and his silent sentry took a step forward, each probably knowing what the other was about to do, or talking silently through The Noise.

Did he sound casual? Relaxed? Like a tough guy? He hoped so, but doubted it. Edsel reached into his pocket, while Bishop trained the gun on him. He fumbled for the lighter there and said, “You mind if I smoke? It will be my last, right?”

“Right. Go ahead, be my guest.”

Edsel squatted down, fumbling in his pocket for a non-existent pack of rare cigarettes. He dropped the lighter. “Oops.”

“Hey, hang on, what are you up t—”

Edsel brushed aside the gravel, turned the valve and flicked the lighter.

Light first time, light first time. This better work.

He repeated it like a prayer as time slowed and his thumb scratched along the roller of the disposable lighter. It sparked into life and Edsel heard a satisfying whoosh before he even had the chance to look up at his handiwork. Edsel moved away from the tiny spout of flame coming toward him, nothing like the one that was right now shooting out at the two men.

Bishop’s goon was screaming, running around in a mad panic, swatting at his clothes as the burst of flame engulfed him.

Bishop was trying to dodge the flailing garden hose that was now spraying flame incredibly fiercely in random directions. Edsel had connected it up to the propane and left it lying on the gravel like it was there ready to water the pots lined up around the front of the house. He was surprised it had worked, even though in his mind it should have. He’d checked the gas bottle that ran the boiler and it was pretty full, so he’d simply connected the garden hose to the bottle, put a valve on it where he had decided to wait in full view, and turned on the gas.

He’d wrapped some tape around the hose just after the valve, then made a tiny hole in the hose — he had his marker so he knew where to direct the lighter. Edsel was no engineer but he assumed, and he really hoped he was right, that the non-return valve he’d hooked up would mean that when he lit the propane then the flame would have only one way to go and wouldn’t just explode the bottle, and maybe the house along with it. He was getting rather fond of the house.

It worked.

The second he flicked the lighter into life a fountain of flame shot out of the open end of the hose, spraying fire randomly, the hose dancing like a cobra.

Yes!

It had been risky, he’d had to time it just right. Staying calm and talking to the men until they were stood just in front of the innocuous hose had been tough — it felt like they could see right through his dubious and desperate plans.

Bishop’s companion was tearing off his clothes, screaming as the flames licked at his face, the skin on his bald head already bubbling under the heat. Bishop hadn’t fared half as bad, although the shock of the spouting flame had caught him off-guard and he got a nasty hit to his gun arm. The cloth was melted on his forearm and the gun clattered to the ground, forgotten in the panic as Bishop tried to douse the flame before it got worse.

Finish it, finish it, finish it. Now.

With the smell of burning flesh heavy in the air, Edsel ran at them. Already the flame was dying down, now nothing but a tiny flicker that stuttered and died before he even reached his tormentor. He grabbed the gun but it was scalding and he had to drop it immediately. The other man was on the floor now, moving slower and slower, moans subsiding as his life bled into The Void. The fire had done its work and he would be dead soon, throat burned out, lungs irreparably scorched.

Bishop was becoming aware of his situation now, and as Edsel lunged at him with his knife Bishop chopped down with his left arm and caught Edsel on the wrist, deflecting the strike down and away. Bishop kicked out and caught Edsel hard in the groin; as he doubled over Bishop ran, clutching his burned arm, toward the side of he house where he knew the cars would be parked.

Damn, the keys are still in the cars. Stupid.

Edsel hadn’t had time to think of everything, the plan he had come up with was full of flaws he knew, but at least it was a chance, and that was all that had counted at the time. He sprinted after Bishop, coughing and doubled over from the fierce kick. His groin screamed in agony, the force of the kick adding to the ever present torture of The Ink. Sharp pains stabbed him as he moved, hard shards of scabs poking him that had been dislodged by the kick and now the strange crab-like running he had to do to keep moving.

Never gonna end. Never.

A car sprang to life before he reached the corner, and gravel kicked up as it roared right at him in reverse — it was the Suzuki that Edsel had parked behind the Seat. Edsel jumped out of the way, landing hard on the gravel, his ravaged body screaming for him to stop, to never move a muscle again. Was there no end to the pain one man could endure?

He scrambled to his feet, palms bleeding and ripped from the gravel that was now stuck to the wet skin. The car was reversing to the gate. Was Bishop leaving? Edsel assumed the man would fight, but then he remembered his arm, the skin bubbling like marbles under cellophane.

He probably can’t stand the pain. Well, welcome to my world buddy.

Edsel was about to run for the car he’d arrived in that morning, but then thought of Aiden. He couldn’t just leave the boy, not after everything that had happened. He’d be alone with this goon all crispy on the gravel, with Bob dead inside. He couldn’t decide — part of him wanted to look after Aiden, at least tell him that everything was going to be okay now, but was it? Was it really? Unless he stopped Bishop now then he’d be back in the city in ten minutes and ordering his Ward to rain down bloody hell on Edsel and Aiden. They’d lose, no doubt about it. If they came in force then they’d kill Edsel and they’d take Aiden and try to turn him into a red abomination like them.

It’s okay, go. Finish it. For us, for Bob, for Kathy.

“What? Where are you?” Edsel turned in a circle but couldn’t see Aiden anywhere.

I’m talking to you via The Noise. I’m thinking what I want to say. I can feel you, sense what happened. Hang on.

Aiden appeared from across the orchard, running fast. Edsel was confused; could he hear the boy’s thoughts like Aiden could sense his? This was different though, like a normal conversation.

It’s what happens to a lot of Awoken. They can talk via The Noise, especially when close like we are.

Wow. You mean you can hear me?

Um, a little. I missed some words, but I felt it when you sort of began to Awaken. It’s weird, isn’t it.

“Oh yeah, and it’s just getting weirder. Okay, this is it buddy, I’m going to end this. They won’t let us have any peace otherwise. Okay?”

“Okay.” Aiden nodded his approval, smiling weakly.

I’ll wait.

“And I will be back,” said Edsel resolutely, running for the car despite the pain, half of him hating himself for feeling the adrenaline rush of the chance to finish his revenge. He was going to let Bishop live, too sick of the killing, afraid of what it was doing to him. He’d been wrong, these people wouldn’t stop, not until they got what they wanted. It had been just him, now they wanted the boy too.

Well, they aren’t going to get him. Not now. Not ever.

Edsel pulled up next to Aiden. “Be on your guard, but I think they were on their own. Just lay low and I’ll be back, then it will be over.”

“Okay, please be careful. And good luck.”

Thanks.

“Hey, I’m getting the hang of this.”

Edsel spun the wheels, turned in the drive and followed after Bishop…

“That was quick,” said Aiden, two seconds later as Edsel reversed back up to him.

“Um, yeah. The gun?” hinted Edsel, pointing at it on the ground. “Careful, it’s hot. Here.” Edsel rooted in the glove compartment and passed a cloth out to Aiden. He picked the gun up with it and handed it to Edsel.

“Bye again,” said Edsel, sure his face now looked like it had The Ink too.

Some hero. Never forget the gun Edsel. Never.


AGAIN


I’M ON A goddamn merry-go-round. This is getting ridiculous.

Edsel felt like he was living a perverted version of Groundhog Day — a movie he’d seen when he was young and TV still ruled. Back and forth, pain and anger, hope then despair. In the city, out the city, back again. Go to Bob’s. Leave Bob’s. Then back again and around and around in ever-decreasing circles that threatened to send him spiraling down into madness, just as he spiraled around the city and the surrounding countryside.

Was there no end to the madness?

This is it, the last time I ever set foot in this stinking place.

Edsel approached the city once more; he could see the Suzuki up ahead. He wondered if Bishop was screaming in pain. Hopefully the answer was yes.

He had to admit it, he felt absurd. Here he was, a slight hint of new car smell still lingering after all these years, an air freshener in the shape of a tree hanging from the rear-view mirror, and him — a man screaming to get out of his own ruined skin, every inch of his body apart from his head feeling like it would be better if he just clawed it off with his broken, dirty fingernails, chasing an Awoken man that was in charge of a handful of zealous acolytes that made up a tiny fraction of the most depressing religion he’d ever heard of, let alone been kidnapped by.

But even that wasn’t the worst of it. He was driving as fast as he dared down a wide road that headed into a city he’d just managed to escape from with his life and sanity hopefully still intact. All around were abandoned cars like see-through coffins, some with skeletal remains still inside. The streets were piled high with the trash of countless thousands of people before they too succumbed to the scourge that ripped around the globe, indiscriminately taking away the energy that allowed people and society to function.

How could I have lived here? Ignored all this?

Buses were blocking parts of the road. There were huge delivery vehicles abandoned by drivers that simply stopped and wandered off in a daze before coming-to in strange parts of the city. Mums taking kids to school; mums with babies in the back that died slowly after she succumbed to The Lethargy and sat there in a stupor, never hearing her child’s screams.

Pedestrians who wandered the streets in a waking nightmare, not knowing what to do, where to go, searching for somebody to talk to — he’d seen it all, and worse. That’s all it got: more of a nightmare. Now there was nobody — people didn’t venture out in the daylight, what few there were, not unless they really had to. Eventuals roamed the streets looking for Whole, killing or converting, following their directives. Any Whole with any sense were cowering behind closed doors, hoping that there was a chance their home wouldn’t be searched, or that they had enough food and water to last another day.

It had to end, something had to change. The Commorancy, if it really was real, that seemed to hold the answer. Helping people Awaken, hide them from The Eventuals, give them a chance. Maybe in time those lucky few would emerge and set the world to rights?

Edsel had his doubts.

No, all there was now was revenge. A newly sparked need for vengeance after finally thinking he’d done enough. He hadn’t, but he would.

The Suzuki slowed, there was no choice, and Edsel had to do the same as the road became if not impassable, then slow and dangerous. One wrong turn and you would be stuck, no way to move forward, and a puncture was a very real danger.

Bishop was crawling along at a snail’s pace now, weaving in and out of abandoned vehicles, dodging the trash that rose in mounds around vehicles like a snowdrift after a storm.

Edsel crept after him.

I’m coming for you Bishop.

A clear patch opened up before them. A large forty foot container had almost completely blocked the road so ahead of it was open. Already Bishop was speeding away by the time Edsel made it past. He raced after him, knowing he wouldn’t stand a chance if Bishop made it close enough to call for help through The Noise, or got back to the church where his Ward would now be beginning to congregate, witness to the vengeance that played out just a few hours ago.

Something ran out into the road far ahead and Bishop stupidly swerved to avoid it, but failed. Instead, he simply plowed right into it.

The Suzuki began to slow, smoke coming from the front of the vehicle — the grill obviously jammed with whatever animal it was and the car overheating. Or something stuck under a wheel? It didn’t matter.

Edsel sped forward as Bishop got out and began to run. He unwrapped the gun and checked it wasn’t too hot — it was fine.

Should he shoot now? Wait until he was closer? What was best? What if he missed and Bishop got away?

Edsel put the gun back on the seat and floored the accelerator pedal. He watched as the speedometer climbed. He drove straight for Bishop.

Thunk. Thunk thunk.

The car bounced as the suspension tried to compensate for the rough road, no mere bump but a human being. Edsel slammed on the brakes and looked in the rear-view. Bishop was on the ground, blood smearing the asphalt where he’d been dragged a few feet after Edsel had run him over.

Edsel got out of the car, remembered the gun, then grabbed the keys from the ignition too.

I’m learning.

He walked toward the body of Bishop lying in the road, clothes in tatters, Ink showing between the rags, his right arm a huge mass of blisters that were almost black, oozing thick pus. His legs were mangled, splintered bone poking through his thigh and a shin. Bishop’s back was flayed, strips of skin peeled back revealing flesh free of Ink so far beneath what was once the surface.

But he was alive. Bishop was trying to drag himself away with his left arm, the only part of him not ruined. He was panting heavily and his chest rattled terribly, probably full of fluid.

Edsel walked slowly up to him, feeling a gentle breeze on his skin, tickling his scalp and cooling his body — a welcome relief from the hot afternoon sun. He prodded Bishop with his foot, then used it to turn him over so he was flat on his back. Bishop moaned loudly, his broken body protesting at being disturbed.

Bishop was smiling; a smile of the insane. A man who thought he was going to a better place.

Maybe he is; it can’t be any worse than this madness.

Edsel pointed the gun at Bishop’s face, but then lowered it, thinking better of it as something caught his eye.


END


“ALL OF THIS because we gave you The Ink?” hissed Bishop through smashed teeth, his lips swollen horribly, half ripped away.

Edsel looked at him, confused. “The Ink? No. I would have just run, tried to get away if I could. But you killed Kathy.”

“Kathy? I don’t understand?”

“At my house, you killed her.”

“I’m sorry, I really am. But she came at me, I had no choice.”

“No choice? LIAR!”

“It’s the truth, I swear.”

“You killed Kathy. My dog, my friend. Such a beautiful Golden Retriever, pure and innocent unlike the rest of the world now. You killed her with a poker! Like she was nothing,” spat Edsel. “She was everything to me, my little bit of normality. I loved her. Kathy.”

“This was all because of a dog? You’re insane.”

“I’m insane? Look at you. Look what you did to me. You ruined everything.” Edsel lifted the broken traffic light high above his head, towering over the prostrate figure of Bishop. He brought it down hard and fast, smashing Bishop’s face into a messy pulp of brains and bone.

“I loved that dog.”

The End


INK:Black

(INK — Book 2)


SURE?


EDSEL TURNED HIS head, the only part of him that he could move. The rest of him was strapped down tight to the gurney.

He stared at the long industrial table, sweat beading to the surface over his entire body as he did so. He looked along the rows and rows of neatly arranged bottles of ink, the blister packs of needles, the various tattoo machines, the spare parts, calibrating devices and the portable power source. He swallowed painfully, his throat restricting even at the mere thought of going through such nerve-fraying torture for a second time.

“Are you sure about this? It’s gonna hurt. A lot.”

I can’t believe I’m doing this, I’m putting myself into my own worst nightmare.

“I’m sure. As sure as I’ll ever be anyway. Do it.”

“Well, all right then, let me get everything hooked up. You want another drink first?” asked Lash, moving over to the scuffed table running the length of the crumbling red brick wall.

What’s with her? Why is she being like this? Aha, she’s playing along, pretending like I can back out if I want to.

“Are you kidding? I’ll want more than just one more,” said Edsel, gulping nervously again as Lash — the name Lashae insisted on — peeled the wrapping off a nerve-rattling needle set, before inserting it into a gleaming silver tattoo machine. She then placed everything onto a small trolley and wheeled her tools over to Edsel’s right hand side. She busied herself moving to and fro, lining up bottles of ebony black ink on her work-station, connecting the machine to the small power supply, tapping it to make sure the readout was genuine and there was plenty of charge.

Edsel watched best he could, even though he knew it was simply making matters worse.

“Um, you’ve forgotten already, haven’t you?”

Lash brushed her long black hair away from her face and stared at him with her impossibly large eyes — she was incredibly intimidating if you didn’t know her well, and if Edsel was being honest with himself then she still scared the hell out of him even now.

She’s got a temper on her that’s for sure. But god is she gorgeous. I’m a lucky man. Well, not right now, haha.

“What?” asked Lash, her face scrunching up as she tried to concentrate on getting everything organized, not enjoying the interruption.

“The drink,” prompted Edsel.

“Oh yeah, sorry.” Lash smiled in that lopsided way of hers, then walked over and grabbed the bottle of once cheap, now free, vodka — an own-label brand from a supermarket that Lash had a copious stash of, although severely dented by Edsel since she had allowed him access to such a priceless hoard. “I still don’t see why you can’t just leave your arms unstrapped and then you could do this yourself,” she said, as she put a hand behind Edsel’s head, leaning it forward slightly so he could swallow the burning spirit that she put to his mouth.

“Have you ever had The Ink?” asked Edsel, looking deep into her hazel eyes, losing himself in them like he’d done countless times before.

“Well, duh.” Lash put her arms in front of his face, showing off her own tattoos — full sleeves on both arms that were extraordinarily vibrant and incredibly intricate. They gently bled into a light olive skin tone as they crept up over her shoulders, disappearing under her black vest — the butterfly design incredible to look at for hours it was so detailed and beautiful.

“You know what I mean. That’s different, it’s not The Ink. You had it done over months, had proper medication and care from a professional before you did the last of it yourself. This is something completely different and you know it. If I’m not strapped down then I’m going to chicken out and not let you do it, or I’ll lash out, haha, and I don’t want this to hurt any more than I already know it’s going to. Another,” hinted Edsel, nodding at the bottle, mouth already open in anticipation.

Lash sighed and lifted his head to greet the bottle once more. She held it up after he’d finished, staring down disapprovingly at Edsel, shaking the fiery liquid to indicate that he’d already drunk nearly half a bottle and they hadn’t even started yet. She frowned at him, before putting the bottle down on her work station, obviously expecting that he’d want more as soon as she got started.

She knows me too well. I could do with the whole bottle… At least.

Edsel felt the vodka burn its way down his throat and greet his empty stomach — he hadn’t been able to face eating, knowing that he’d be sick if he did. The thought of Ink had been filling him with dread for days now, and when the time finally came he knew he’d be a nervous wreck, memories bubbling back to the surface just like his skin had bubbled two years ago now, when he’d been taken against his will and tied to a similar gurney and given The Ink — turning him into a patchwork, bright red abomination of a man, with skin that erupted into countless sores and flayed nerves that made him want to rip his own flesh off as it couldn’t possibly be more painful than what he was enduring as The Ink seeped deeper into the epidermis.

He let the vodka work its magic, and as he forced himself to relax so the buzz of the booze began to build.

Ugh. No, it’s not the buzz of the booze at all, it’s the needle!

“Wait. Stop.”

No way, I can’t do this. No matter how drunk I get.

With her hair tied back into a loose ponytail so it would stay away from her work, Lash had turned on the machine and was just about to start the mammoth task ahead of her. She clearly wasn’t happy at being interrupted now she was in what she had told Edsel would be her ‘Ink Zone’ once she got started. She had told him that he was not to interrupt her, he was to stay quiet and let her do her work if he didn’t want to look even worse than he did already. The deep frown on her face told Edsel that she was already in the zone and was extremely unhappy about the interruption before she’d even begun.

Lash had explained to Edsel that it was a complex business giving tattoos — it wasn’t just pick a needle and a color and off you go. The machines were delicate, they had to be set up properly, and there would be a lot of things that could go wrong and cause permanent damage if she wasn’t allowed to concentrate. She was, after all, an amateur.

“What? What’s wrong? You had your booze, you’ve used the loo, and everything’s shaved, well almost, and that’s one thing I’m not looking forward to at all. So, waddya want?” Lash moved the machine away and stared at him, hard.

“I, um, I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think I can face it after all. Turn it off, turn these damn torture machines off. Let me up, I’m not doing this again. I can’t.” Edsel felt his skin erupt with sweat once more, felt his penis shrivel and his testicles suck up inside him; he was petrified and thought he was going to die.

I can’t do this, I can’t. No more Ink, not now, not ever. Better to endure the constant reminder of what they did to me, what they did to Kathy, than go through all of this just to change the color.

“Edsel, it’s okay, it’s okay. I understand,” said Lash, full of sympathy. “But remember what you told me? What you said I was to do if you started saying that you’d changed your mind? Or if you even kicked off big time and began to shout and swear and promise you’d kill me if I touched you with any needles? Don’t answer, you remember. You said do it anyway, that I was absolutely not to listen to you try to change your mind. Right Aiden?” Lash turned her head to consult with Aiden, who was sat in a chair by the door on guard duty, just in case Edsel really did try to get out of what he had absolutely promised he wanted more than anything in the world apart from for The Ink to never have been given to him in the first place.

“Right. We went through all this Edsel. You want this. You need this. We talked in The Noise about it, all three of us, where you can’t hide emotions or feelings, and we all know that this is what you want deep down. You’re just scared is all.”

Scared? Scared!? I’m bloody petrified, even if it is just ink, not The Ink.

As his chest constricted, Edsel began to really, really panic. His heart began to hammer in his chest like a train rolling over his body. He felt slick with sweat and his throat was so dry he found it almost impossible to swallow. “No, I don’t want it,” he croaked. “You can’t do it, it’s against my will. This is a crime, it’s torture!”

Lash looked at Aiden, who nodded, and she turned the power back on.

The needles vibrated, the machine buzzed; Lash bent to her work.

Edsel screamed as the black ink was tattooed onto the back of his hand, a black stain spreading out to obliterate the red Ink that covered him from the tips of his toes to the top of his chest, only his head free of the marks of the corrupt religious order called The Eventuals.

Edsel blacked out, a welcome release from his second time being tattooed.

The buzzing of the machine was the only sound in the room as Lash was lost in the zone, her body bent over Edsel, tattooing his arm ebony black. There was a lot to do, and she worked as fast as she could, but she would never sacrifice quality for rushing just to let Edsel have release from what was a nightmare that he would have to endure for days.

The buzzing continued.

When he finally regained consciousness Edsel stared mutely at the new color that slowly began to stain his right arm black, knowing that his body was going to react more severely than the first time he’d suffered through such an ordeal.

I hope this is gonna be worth it.

Consciousness faded once more. The drone of the machine continued on, and on, and on.

Darkness crept over Edsel’s ravaged body.


NAKED


TWO YEARS HAD passed since the events in Manchester; Edsel still had nightmares most nights about them. Even during his waking hours he would find himself reminded by countless small things of the injustices done to him, the precious friendship between him and Kathy that was taken away so violently, and the itching — always the itching. It was under his skin, out of reach, a nerve-jangling sensation that could never be scratched.

The intervening years had seen his skin take The Ink in the best way it was ever going to — it wasn’t pretty. He’d obviously had an allergic reaction, in fact multiple reactions of varying degrees — not uncommon, and his body had fought against the foreign bodies injected into his skin by hundreds of thousands of individual pricks. The result was that on large parts of his body there were random raised lumps of hard scar tissue, formed when his body acted against him and treated The Ink as severe wounds — a real danger when having large tattoos with abnormal makeup.

That wasn’t all though — his whole body was a mess of varying degrees of Ink, from the pure bright red that it should have been, to lighter or darker shades ranging from dark red almost black patches to gentle shades of pink as delicate as a carnation freshly in bloom. His skin mocked him, reminded him of what had been done, what was lost, and took away something that he had taken for granted his whole life: the skin color he was born with.

As the months passed his body began to accept the new markings. The scabs slowly fell away to reveal the nature of the wounds they had hidden, and as new cells grew and took the marks then he could finally see what he was left with. He never accepted it; he couldn’t. It was a mockery of what it was to be a man, a brand that signaled him as part of the fastest growing religion humanity had ever seen. The most perverse and corrupted one too.

Even months after he and Aiden had left Manchester, his skin still erupted now and then, driving him mad with itches that refused to go away for days, sometimes weeks. It was infuriating. Sores still bubbled to the surface just to remind him of what he’d undergone, delicate parts of his body always affected the worst. The backs of his knees, his elbows, feet, hands and all around his groin and midsection, they all oozed milky liquids, got rubbed raw and healed over with varying degrees of success — a constant companion even though he simply wanted to eradicate the whole terrible ordeal from his memory. He couldn’t; it was impossible to forget.

Finally it all abated. There was no itching, no drive to scratch until he rubbed his skin raw and made new wounds of his own. It was over and The Eventuals had won. He was a red man, a young man of twenty seven disfigured with tattoos countless shades of red — not the uniform color it would have been if he’d remained under their care rather than escaping, haphazardly recovering without access to the right treatments or the luxury of remaining inactive until the skin healed naturally.

No, he’d ripped, snagged, rubbed and scraped his skin in his quest for freedom and to get home to Kathy, then protect Aiden, and himself. The result was a man that looked like he could tell a thousand tales of woe if you happened to glance at his naked body.

Which was exactly what Edsel was now doing. Lash was lying naked on the bed in their bedroom, watching him with interest while he stood in the bathroom, the door open, staring at himself in the full length mirror.

“I look like I had a fight with a bear that also knew how to give really bad tattoos. And lost,” he mumbled moodily, turning to the side, staring at a light pink patch that ran all the way around his middle at the belt line.

“Well I think it’s kind of cool. Interesting. Different,” said Lash, a name she told Edsel she had always been called, nobody calling her Lashae apart from her mum — until she went out one day and simply never came home, either lost to The Lethargy or taken by one of the growing numbers of men that were so desperate for female company that you risked your freedom if they knew how to find you.

“Cool! I look like a bloody sweater that’s been washed too often and the color has run.” Edsel could see Lash on the bed, reflected in the mirror, her perfect skin and toned body a reminder of what it was to be proud and happy with your own self-image. Yet she had tattoos too, the difference being hers were voluntary, and beautiful, some done by her own hand — a hobby she had taken up once The Lethargy left her alone in the world with nothing to do but try and survive.

Lash raised herself onto her elbows and cupped her head in her hands, staring at Edsel as he turned this way and that, inspecting his skin as he tried to come to terms with his body yet again. It had taken almost a year before he’d even allowed Lash to see him naked. He couldn’t bear it; what she would say; afraid that it would be the end of their budding relationship. He needn’t have worried, Lash wasn’t concerned by such things — if it was a part of Edsel then that was good enough for her.

It helped, but not enough. Although it had eased the obsessing quite as much over his skin, staring at his body repeatedly, the inspections becoming an infatuation that stopped him truly being able to get on with his life — the heavy burden of the memories threatening to crush him.

Edsel sighed and turned away from the mirror, knowing it was doing him no good to look at himself, understanding that his obsession was rising again, threatening his sanity once more as it had done countless times since he actually had peace and quiet and wasn’t simply running for his life.

He pulled the light cord on his way out. Lash laughed at him from the bed, where clean white sheets were crumpled, part covering her bum which made it even more exciting. Edsel smiled as he saw the dimples in her cheeks wobble as she shifted with her mirth and the cover exposed her naked body.

“Haha, forgot. I can’t believe that even after all these years it’s still just automatic to try to turn the lights on and off.” Edsel padded over to the bed and lay next to Lash, tracing invisible lines down her back toward the curves of her pert behind. He still found it difficult to be naked in her presence, but once she’d seen him in all his red glory and didn’t simply leave him there and then, telling him it was okay, he resolved to not let The Ink rule every aspect of his life. From then on he made a point of going against what he wanted to do and cover up, instead allowing his scarred body to be seen by the only woman he had ever known in an intimate way.

With giggles that sent her bum wobbling like it was made of jelly, Lash turned to him and said, “I know what you mean. I still check for my purse when I go into a store, like maybe I’ve forgotten my credit card and I’ll have that horrible thing where you get to the checkout then realize you have to put everything back because you can’t pay. Crazy.”

“That’s showing your age. I was too young to have one.”

“Oi, I’m only twenty nine, there’s hardly any difference!”

“You’re so beautiful, you know that? I can’t believe how lucky I am. How you can bear to be with me when I look like this.”

“Hey, don’t get all serious on me. And besides, there’s hardly anyone else left. You’re about the best I could find unless I wanted someone with The Lethargy.”

“Oh.”

Out of nowhere Edsel felt the punch land on his arm. “Just joking silly. Jeez, lighten up.” Lash looked him in the eye and tried to get him to smile.

“Sorry, it just gets to me is all. I know what I look like, and I know it must drive you nuts me keep going on about it too.”

“Look, it’s understandable. Seriously, I get it, I really do. But I want to be with you Edsel; I care for you. We are a team. I love you, and I love Aiden, and we may be a bunch of misfits but we are a family. I don’t care about The Ink. To me you are handsome, even if you could put on a few pounds and get buff.” Lash lifted an arm and flexed a slender bicep. “See? Like me.”

“Oh yeah, killer guns there. But thanks, and I mean it. Without you I think me and Aiden would still be living on fish, fish, and more fish.”

“Yeah, not overly keen on eating your veggies you two, are you? Men! All the same in some ways.”

“And that’s why I love you too. That and all the sex of course.”

“Sigh, the things a lady has to do to have a man protect her.”

“You being cheeky?” said Edsel, his smile growing along with another part of his anatomy.

Lash stared at him with her huge eyes, then fluttered her eyelashes and said demurely, “Who me? Absolutely not, I know my place.”

“Haha, yeah, and it’s bossing me and Aiden around and trying to keep us from doing something stupid.”

“Someone’s gotta do it.”

And thank god it’s you. I still can’t believe my luck. I love you Lash.


LASH


AS SOON AS Edsel had dealt with Bishop he returned straight back to Bob’s house to check on Aiden and uphold his promise — there was no way he was going to abandon him. They had stayed the night then buried Bob in the orchard the following morning, but by the afternoon they had both gotten very jittery, expecting a horde of Eventuals to pull up in the drive at any minute, seeking revenge for those that Edsel had killed.

One part of them knew it was remote — the most likely outcome of Edsel’s revenge being that the Manchester Ward was already replacing Bishop and that a few Eventuals wouldn’t really be missed. They didn’t know where Edsel was as far as he and Aiden knew, but still, it didn’t feel right and both of them agreed that the best course of action was to get as far away from Manchester as possible. And as fast as they could.

So Edsel drove.

They packed up the Suzuki with as much as they could fit in, picked what fruit was ripe, pulled every vegetable they could find, and rammed in all manner of items that seemed useful until the car was so loaded down that the tires looked half flat.

They didn’t even have a plan, which wasn’t really surprising, and Edsel decided that he would simply follow whatever route was open and see where it led them.

An adventure, but hopefully one of the rather more sedate kind than he’d been used to of late.

Five days later, and with a serious case of having spent too much time in too small a space together, they were both glad to finally reach what was some kind of a destination that they hoped would be permanent.

They were in a small town on the north coast of Wales, a once popular tourist destination for both British and foreign holiday makers. The place was deserted, as was to be expected, but didn’t have the feeling of degradation that larger cities had — it certainly wasn’t as depressing. It may have been the sea air, the views of the water, or the fact that the single main street that ran right long the coast wasn’t full to bursting with trash and the detritus of humanity. Whatever it was, Edsel knew he liked it; Aiden did too.

They weren’t going to stay in even this small town however. They had learned their lesson, so after carefully scouting out the town, then heading into the country the following day, they eventually came across a delightful farmhouse that was spacious yet warm, inviting and comfortable, and best of all devoid of bodies either living or dead.

Perfect.

Then it got even better. A few months later, when they’d settled into their new life together, they were walking down the ancient wooden pier that jutted far out into the Irish Sea and there she was: Lashae. She was sat on the edge, feet dangling in the air, hair whipping about her face, eyes huge and inviting, a smile on her lips that melted Edsel’s heart — Aiden’s too.

“Hello boys.”

They’d all been together ever since.

It wasn’t love at first sight, although it was certainly lust at first sight on Edsel’s side, but as time passed they grew closer as a rather unorthodox family, and Edsel and Lashae grew to be more than just friends. He couldn’t really believe his luck, thinking he would never know the body of a woman now he looked the way he did.

She was a bit of an oddball as far as Edsel was concerned, but then he wasn’t exactly an expert on what women were like. He’d been eighteen when The Lethargy took away everything, and in the seven plus years before meeting Lash he’d spoken to exactly six women. Lashae had told them both that she was to be called Lash, introducing herself as such, only later telling them her full name, one she said she hated as it made her sound too ‘girlie’.

She liked the name Lash, enjoying that it made her sound a bit more kick-ass and fitted in better with her ‘style’. Which Edsel supposed it did. She may have been extremely pretty, having gorgeous long black hair; the curls tumbling halfway down her back, but she was keen on her tattoos, went heavy on wearing black, usually with a cut off t-shirt or vest of her favorite punk or rock band from back when there were such things, and often acted quite the tomboy. So, Lash it was.

They set up home together, each of them playing their part in making a success of it. Time passed.

But Edsel grew more and more uncomfortable about one thing — his Ink. It became a total obsession, an infatuation with every part of his body that went beyond mania, growing into an overriding compulsion that threatened not only his own sanity, but that of his new family as well.

It came to a head one day, almost two years after he’d been strapped to a gurney and they began staining his feet. All three of them were out in the garden on a beautiful warm day, Aiden wearing just a pair of shorts and Lash wearing a bikini that Edsel knew was worn just to tease him. Edsel wore a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, about as much skin exposed as he could stomach.

He’d made an offhand comment about wishing he could strip down too. Lash had exploded.

“Well why the hell don’t you just strip off then and soak up some sun? It will get you a tan, your skin will darken, and then maybe you’ll shut the hell up about your Ink and just actually enjoy the fact that you aren’t sat in a corner slowly dying of The Lethargy, rather than sitting in your own garden with a beautiful woman and a great young man for company. There, I’ve said it.”

Edsel was taken aback and didn’t know what to say.

Where the hell did that come from? Maybe she’s right. I’m being selfish, and annoying.

“I’m sorry, you’re right. I know I keep going on about it, and I know it’s annoying. It’s just…”

“Edsel, we know all right? And I’m sorry I snapped. But here’s the reality of it all buster. Neither myself or Aiden could care less about what you look like. We have both seen you when you looked a lot worse, especially Aiden, and we are both still here with you. So why would we care now? I’ve seen your bright red willy, your red bum and your scars and everything else, so don’t go getting all morbid just because we are enjoying the sun and you aren’t.”

Bloody hell, I’m in for it this time.

Edsel tried to lighten the mood. “Hey, no talk about my manhood in front of Aiden. That’s personal.”

“At least she said willy,” said Aiden, who had stopped his weeding to stare open-mouthed at Lash as she began her tirade.

“Yeah,” said Lash, “At least I didn’t say dick, which is exactly what you are at times. A dick.”

Like I didn’t get it. Man, am I being that much of a pain? Really?

“Okay, sorry guys. I’m just feeling grumpy with these clothes on and it being so hot.”

“Then take them off!” Lash stamped a foot in exasperation, the effect not what it could have been if she wasn’t standing there in a rather fetching blue bikini. Her tiny breasts jigged and Edsel had to stifle a laugh.

“You dare laugh at me Edsel. I will come over there and rip your skin clean off you. You need to get a grip and stop living in the past. You have a perfect life now, so you should be the happiest man on the planet.”

Lash stormed out of the garden and banged about loudly in the kitchen where they spent most of their time if they were indoors.

Nice going Edsel, way to ruin a beautiful day.

“I’m sorry, all right?” said Edsel, holding his hands out to Aiden in apology.

“Not me you have to apologize to,” said Aiden with a smile. “I think you might have annoyed her a bit.”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

The noise from the kitchen got louder, then there was an almighty crash and Lash shouted out, “Damn,” before it went spooky quiet.

“Um, I think we better go check that she’s okay,” said Edsel, as they both rushed into the kitchen to make sure the woman they both loved more than anything in the world hadn’t hurt herself.

~~~

“Are you all right?” asked Edsel, as he got to the kitchen first, Aiden right behind him.

“I’m fine, I just dropped a plate is all. Sorry about shouting, it’s just…” Lash carried on picking up the pieces of the broken plate from the gray flagstone floor.

“It’s just that I’m really annoying at times, and won’t shut up and just appreciate how lucky I am?”

Tread carefully Edsel, say nice things. Make up for being an idiot.

“Yeah, something like that,” mumbled Lash, looking up and smiling.

Phew, close call there dude. Don’t ruin the day.

“I’m sorry. I know I keep talking about The Ink. I can’t help it, but I am sorry. It’s like an obsession I can’t get away from, can’t get rid of.”

“Well that’s not true, is it?” said Lash, joining Edsel and Aiden at the table and taking a seat.

Edsel looked at her. “What do you mean? There’s nothing to be done about it; no way to get rid of it. I’ve never heard of even powerful Awoken being able to actually change something like this. And I’m certainly not powerful enough to even try something like that. Not that I’m properly Awoken anyway.”

“Maybe not, but you could just color over it.”

It was such an innocent suggestion, but it was as if a light switched on in Edsel’s head. “Please, continue.”

Is there a way? Could I really get rid of it?

It was too much to ask, surely? Edsel thought his heart had actually stopped beating while he held his breath to wait for Lash’s explanation.

“Oh, I was just being silly, you know, to shut you up. But I suppose you could. Hmm.”

“What? How? You mean get more Ink?”

“Well, yeah, you’d have to. But that’s stupid, it would hurt even more than the first time. But you could go over it black, that would work. But then you’d be stained still, just another color.”

Edsel was getting excited; he started pacing around the room.

This is it, I could do it couldn’t I? Get new tattoos and get rid of the foul red.

“Let’s do it.”

“What!? Are you crazy? Look Edsel, it was just a joke, something stupid I said. I wasn’t being serious.”

“Well I am. It’s a great idea. Well, not a great idea but you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t know what you mean Edsel. You can’t get more Ink, it could kill you. It’s poison in such quantities. Look how you reacted when they tattooed you, look at the scars. I don’t even know if they’ll take to being tattooed at all.”

“But most of me would, right?”

She’s not going to answer, she thinks I’m mad. Aiden too.

“Right? You can do it, you know how.”

“Most of you would take black ink, yes,” mused Lash.

Not wanting to encourage me by the looks of it.

“Then let’s do it. I can’t go on like this, I really can’t. I know I’m being a pain, it’s an obsession. You can do it Lash, you learned how to tattoo. I mean, look at you.”

Lash put her head in her hands, hair tumbling over her face. “That’s not quite the same Edsel, and you know it. I learned how to do tattoos just so I could finish the work on my arms that was started before The Lethargy and my bloody tattooist died, but this is different entirely.”

“Just give me one good reason why we shouldn’t do it.”

Lash looked at Aiden and said, “Will you tell him or shall I?”

Aiden nodded and looked Edsel in the eye. “What if it’s worse? What if you hate it even more? What if you have a crazy allergic reaction as it’s simply too much ink? Or what if all the new tattoos turn into scar tissue like happened in places on you before? Is that enough of a reason not to do it?”

Well, he makes some good points.

“No, it’s not enough reason. I get it, I really do. All that. But it was your idea,” Edsel pointed at Lash, “and if you don’t want me to go through my entire life, our life together as a family, with me moaning then I simply have to get rid of this goddamn red Ink.”

There, they can’t argue with that.

They argued for the rest of the day, the sunbathing forgotten.


BLACK


EVERYTHING WAS BLACK.

Edsel came back to his senses once more, losing consciousness so many times he couldn’t even try to keep count. He stared along his naked upper body — still that sickening color. He looked at his right arm, and nearly crashed back into darkness.

Stay with it, stay with it. You wanted this. Not her, not Aiden. You.

The hand was black, beads of blood still mocking him with the color he would do anything to eradicate. But as Lash mopped at his hand once more the new ink showed itself. Black, black and pure. Dark as night and wonderful.

It’s happening, she’s doing it. Goodbye red Ink, hello beautiful black ink.

The blackness crept up his forearm, slowly taking away the reminder of everything bad in the world, replacing it with something good, pure — a darkness to hide behind. To close in on the terrible redness and allow his body and mind to rest in the dark; take away the madness.

He watched as Lash worked seriously, the machine buzzing as needles pierced his skin and the dark shading moved upward. He clenched his hand and turned it to admire the deep, ebony black that was his new skin.

Oh, bugger.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?”

“Sorry, I realized as soon as I did it. My bad.”

“Your bad indeed. Now I’ve lost my zone. It’s time for a break anyway.”

“How are you feeling?” came Aiden’s voice from out of sight.

“Um, okay I think. Not sure. How long have I been out for? My head feels funny.”

Aiden stepped into view. “You’ve been out for ages. And your head feels funny because you drank all that vodka.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot.”

Note to self: the vodka isn’t worth it. Take the pain like a man.

Lash stood and arched her back, then shook her hands, loosening up fingers that had gripped the machine for so many hours. “Ugh, I’m so stiff.”

“Yeah, I’m not feeling too great either. Anyone care to let me up?”

Lash and Aiden exchanged glances. Aiden was first to speak. “Well, you sure you’re not going to freak out like you did earlier and not want to get the rest done?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Sorry about that, I just kind of lost it. But it looks great, feels great. No, actually it hurts like hell but it’s going to be worth it.”

“Okay then,” said Lash. “As long as you’re sure? I don’t want to have to hit you over the head and do it against your will.” Lash studied him closely, eyes searching for tell-tale signs that Edsel was lying and would bolt for the door as soon as he had the chance.

“I’m sure. It’s for the best.”

They unstrapped him before jumping back rapidly, as if he was going to go on a rampage like he’d done the last time he’d been around people with tattoo machines. They both knew the story, and still marveled that it was him that had gone on such a violent killing spree. Lash actually looked at her machine, clearly picturing Edsel slamming it into a man’s eye before stabbing him in the chest for daring to give him The Ink.

I don’t look like I could beat anyone in a fight.

“What are you doing? I’m not going to go mad or anything. I’m not angry, honest. I know I said I didn’t want it, but I did really. I just got freaked out; it brought back too many memories. I’m over it now.”

“Well, okay then,” said Lash. “Come on, let’s have a cuppa and we can see how your skin reacts. I don’t want to do much more today anyway, just in case.”

“Mmm, a cuppa. I’m parched.”

“Like I said, too much vodka,” said Aiden, smiling and staring at Edsel’s new skin color.

Edsel lifted his arm, the pain shooting up to his elbow, following the progress of his new ink.

Bloody hell, I forgot how much it hurts. But look at it. Glorious.

“Well, what do you think?”

“Looks good.”

“Not bad at all. Even if I do say so myself,” said Lash, clearly pleased that her work was being appreciated. “It’s not exactly taxing me creatively, but hey, if you’re happy then I’m happy.”

“Thanks guys, I really appreciate this you know?”

“We know,” said Aiden. “Come on, I’ll put the kettle on.”

~~~

“Right, break time’s over,” said Lash, getting up and holding out a hand for Edsel.

“You sure you don’t want to call it a day?”

Calm yourself Edsel, this needs to be done.

“I’m sure. We’ll do another hour. Your skin seems to be fine — it isn’t reacting too badly at all. Then tomorrow we’ll really have a good go at it.”

“Um, okay. Any chance of more vodka?”

“Absolutely.”

Cool.

“Not.”

“Oh. Come on then, let’s get this over with. Again.”

Edsel walked reluctantly back to the room with the gurney and bottle after bottle of ink. Still, it was happening, he was losing his red branding and instead would become the dark man. He looked at his arm again, admiring the color that was so dark it was almost as if it sucked away the light. He lay down on the gurney and once again was strapped in.

This is perverse, I must need my head examined.

Lash clattered about, arranging her machines, checking power, messing about with fiddly bits on her machine that he had no idea what their purpose could be. She was in control, there was nothing for him to worry about. She may not have been a professional but she knew exactly how to give him his new tattoos in the least painful way possible — which was something at least.

Edsel closed his eyes as he heard the buzzing begin, gritting his teeth as the needles injected black into his skin, hiding the red that haunted his every waking hour, his dreams too — such dreams, maybe they would leave too?

He really hoped so.


MORNING


“HOW IS IT? You didn’t sleep very well did you?” said Lash, sitting up in bed, stroking Edsel’s shoulder.

Edsel was sat on the edge of the bed. He’d been there for hours, lost in thought, not daring to go back to sleep — the nightmares had been too much to take, he couldn’t bear them.

“The arm’s fine. I just had bad dreams. It brought it all back to me with a vengeance. Ugh, terrible times.”

“Well, it will be over soon. I’ll do as much as I can today, just to get it over with. A couple of days should do it, as long as you are up for it. It is poison you know? Doing so much so quickly isn’t how tattoos are done. Well, not normally anyway. You’ll have to keep your clothes off and be very careful, or they will get ruined just like the red Ink was.”

“Yeah, I know. They told me all about it when they did me, how I was to use the lotions, not sweat, not rub the Ink, all that. Not that I had the chance to relax, not unless I wanted to really be an Eventual and stay with them.”

“Ssh, all that’s over with now. Let me have a look.”

Edsel turned back onto the bed and showed Lash his arm. Now it was light he could get a good look at it himself. He’d just been sat on the bed half the night, once the nightmares got too bad, waiting for the sun to come up. All he could think of was that his arm would be a mass of weird lumps and bumps and maybe raised scar tissue as it would have all gone horribly wrong. It certainly felt that way — the pain was intense and it had sparked off the terrible dreams.

Lash unwrapped the cellophane from his arm. She’d put an unscented gel on the skin then wrapped it, the best way to ensure it healed properly, she’d told him, and he didn’t argue. He knew that each tattooist, or tattooer, he was never quite sure which it was, had their own preference for how best to help with the healing process, but if Lash felt this was the right course of action, and what her tattooist had told her to do, then who was he to argue?

“I feel like I’m a piece of meat brought home from the supermarket and being unwrapped.”

“Yeah, that’s all you are to me,” joked Lash, a smile dancing across her face. “Just meat for my enjoyment.”

“Hey, I will have you know I am not a sex object. I am a man with feelings, a real person,” joked Edsel in return.

What would I do without her? I’m a lucky guy.

“Well, it looks pretty good. The black ink has taken even better than I’d expected. I think this just might work. How does it feel? Hurt a bit?”

“Yeah, you could say that. Just a little.”

“I bet. Well, by the end of the day it’s going to hurt a helluva lot more. But if that’s how you want it done then I’ll do it.”

“It has to be done quick, I’ll bottle it otherwise. Plus I’ll never sleep again.”

~~~

Edsel watched as ink crept up his arm until he had a full sleeve of pure black, red droplets of blood beading on the surface, mopped gently away by Lash as she continued to eradicate the reminder of the ordeal first suffered two years ago. It all felt too surreal, actions repeated over and over: ink, pain, mop the blood. Ink, more pain, more mopping. On and on as the blackness began to shroud his body, night crawling up his skin to obliterate the hurt that went much deeper than mere physical pain.

“Okay?” asked Lash, as Edsel gasped in pain.

“Yeah, okay. Just hurting a little is all.”

“You want me to stop?”

“No, carry on. Let’s get it done.”

“Okay then. Next arm I think.”

~~~

Life lost its clarity, all there was in Edsel’s world was pain, old Ink, new ‘ink’, and buzzing of machines as Lash injected darkness into his skin. His arms, shoulders, chest and stomach were now black, black and bloody, the pain rising and rising, never reaching a crescendo. He’d begun to get confused again, sleeping the sleep of those unable to cope with reality, finding it hard to force himself to consciousness, knowing that he should stay awake, but not really sure why.

He was on his belly now, having been gently rolled over at some point — he didn’t even remember it. He felt the ink going into the rear of his shoulders, felt the tingling all up his back where she must have already finished.

Is this the same day? Or has this taken days already? It must have been days, but I’m not sure.

Edsel grunted, unable to clear his head so he could think straight. He was lost in a fog of pain and buzzing — it would never end; it would go on for eternity.

“You okay?” asked Aiden.

“Oh, hey buddy, didn’t see you there. Yeah, I’m okay… I think.”

“Is Lash going to stop, give me a break?”

Aiden stared at him in confusion.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“She’s not here. Don’t you remember?” Aiden was looking at him really funny now.

Edsel went cold inside. Something was wrong, very wrong. “No I don’t remember. What the hell is going on? Has something happened to her?”

“I think you better get up. Hang on, just let me put the machine down.”

What!? Why has Aiden got the tattoo machine?

Edsel stared in horror as his brain registered what his eyes had already seen. Aiden was holding the gleaming insectile device; he wore an apron smudged with black, and held a cloth in the other, ink and blood staining it where he’d used it to wipe at Edsel’s new color.

Edsel lost consciousness, with the distinct feeling that he never, ever, wanted to wake up again.


FUNNY


“I THOUGHT YOU were acting funny,” said Aiden, his concern more than obvious.

I must have lost my mind. What the hell is going on here?

“Okay buddy, I think you better start at the beginning. Where’s Lash, and why were you tattooing my back?”

“You really don’t remember do you?”

“No, I don’t. Yes, no, not sure. Just tell me okay?”

It’s coming back. I think. What is wrong with me?

Aiden had grown so much in two years that he hardly looked like the same boy. He was lanky, had grown his hair, and had taken to wearing dark clothes like Lash. A phase, she had called it, even though she herself had never gotten over her own ‘phase’. His voice had broken and he answered in what you would believe was the voice of an older teenager, not the fourteen year old boy he was. “You had a big row. Well, a massive screaming fight really, and she left.”

Shit. When was this?

“Okay, how long ago?”

“Um, yesterday. She said she’d be back. Well, that’s what she told me before she left. But she said she wanted some peace, some time on her own. To think. To calm down and to let you calm down.”

Damn, I really don’t remember it all, but some of it’s coming back. Uh-oh, I am in serious trouble here.

“Okay, why don’t you take it from the top and fill me in? I’m a little hazy here dude. And how the hell did I let you loose on the ink?”

“You didn’t, I was only practicing. We were almost about to start. I turned it on to begin and you… you know? You woke up and now we’re here.”

“Oh, well, that’s something. But you were going to do it?”

“Yeah. I watched Lash for long enough, I know how to do it. It’s just coloring in really,” said Aiden brightly.

Just coloring in! I suppose he does have a point.

“Well, apart from that, tell me what happened.”

~~~

Aiden filled Edsel in on the gory details — he really was in serious trouble with Lash. The second day of his new ink had left him sore, at least that’s what Aiden assumed as Edsel was grumpy and kept moaning a lot by the afternoon. Tempers began to fray all around. Edsel hurt, Aiden got annoyed with him because he kept going on about it even though it was him that wanted the new ink, and Lash was getting increasingly frustrated that Edsel kept wanting to stop, and was being really rude to her whenever it seemed like his skin was hurting more.

It kept on going like that all through the day, with little squabbles and everyone just getting more annoyed with each other. Edsel remembered that, or at least he thought he did.

The next day it all came to a head. Lash had done his arms, chest and stomach by now, and was working on his back. Aiden stayed in the room with them to try to keep Lash from just tattooing Edsel’s face out of spite — she was really getting seriously annoyed with him. Aiden could tell that she was exhausted herself, and what she was doing took a lot out of her. She was, after all, marking Edsel for life with massive amounts of ink — something Edsel seemed to pay no mind to, when the truth was that Lash was constantly verging on tears over what she was doing to the man she loved.

Edsel became half crazed with the pain, and by the evening, when his upper torso was basically black, and all that was left was the lower part of his back, things got crazy.

He didn’t seem himself at all, and began to wave his arms around wildly, ranting about The Eventuals and what they’d done to him, trying to scratch at the scabs beginning to form, getting louder and louder. Aiden had left when he and Lash got into an argument in earnest, but could hear it all from the kitchen anyway.

Lash tried to calm him down, telling him he would ruin the new ink if he scratched it and he wouldn’t heal unless he calmed down — he was already beginning to sweat and that wasn’t good. Edsel began moaning and groaning, then it sounded like he was crying, and Aiden could hear Lash soothing him.

Aiden thought everything was all right so went back in to check, but as he did it was like something went wrong in Edsel’s head and he began pacing the room talking half gibberish about being Awoken and having magic powers and that he could see into Lash’s mind and that she was enjoying the pain he was in.

Lash had tried to explain that if he saw enjoyment then it was the fact that she was happy to be helping, that she loved him, and she had thought this was going to make him happy. Lash began to cry and Edsel kind of crumpled into a squatting position, holding his head, moaning about it all being too much and that he needed to just be left alone.

He kept saying that he was feeling too much, could hear The Ink talking to him, burrowing under his skin, the red fighting with the black, vying for dominance. Didn’t she know there was a war going on? It got more and more manic, Edsel talking less and less sense. It was obvious to Aiden that the ink was too much, it had overloaded Edsel’s system.

Lash had just got up and said she was leaving. That she couldn’t take it any more.

Aiden had followed her out and she told him she’d be back, but she needed to go to her old place in the town and be alone. She’d asked for a couple of days then said she would return. Edsel obviously wasn’t up to having more ink yet — it was clearly playing havoc with his ability to stay in control.

She said she thought it was something to do with his original Ink, and that it had something in it that was causing Edsel to react strangely. Maybe it had a little bit of Varik’s essence in it, energy sent via The Noise into The Fire — the additive they put into The Ink to make the pain heightened.

“Anyway, she said she didn’t really know, that it was all just a guess. Then she left.”

“Damn. I guess I really was a little out of it. I kind of remember, vaguely, but like it was a dream or something, you know?”

“Maybe it’s to do with being partially Awoken,” mused Aiden, tucking his growing hair behind an ear.

“I don’t think so. Did you ever have anything like that happen to you?”

“Not really. But then, all I had was Martha to shout at even if I did. I did keep feeling weird for quite a while, like I wasn’t really myself; watching from above.”

“Yeah, me too. That went on for a year or so.”

And we can talk like this now can’t we?

“Hey,” said Edsel. “You know I don’t like doing that unless we have to, it’s too weird.”

Edsel, Aiden and Lash, could talk via The Noise if they were close enough to each other now, their partially Awoken states meant they were on the cusp of understanding more about The Noise, but so far the true nature of the all pervasive energy, non-energy, whatever it truly was, had evaded them. But Edsel had at least learned to shield his thoughts from both of them — it was one thing sharing things, quite another to allow your personal thoughts to be the property of others. No matter how much you loved them.

“Well?” hinted Aiden.

“Well, we’re going to go and get her, aren’t we?”

Aiden squirmed, hopping from one foot to another, avoiding eye contact.

He’s hiding something. I know him too well by now.

“Come on, spill it. What aren’t you telling me?”

“Lash said that if you did come back to yourself then you were not, and she said to repeat not, to go and get her. She would come home when she was good and ready. She wanted some time away.”

“From me?”

Aiden just nodded his head.

I can’t just leave her, what if something happens? No way am I going through that again, no matter how angry she is with me.

“And anyway,” said Aiden, brightening at what he obviously believed was a winning argument, “you can’t go, what about your new tattoos? You aren’t supposed to move much. No sweating, no physical exercise, no stuff that could make it heal funny. No clothes.” Aiden smiled, like he’d just won first prize in a debating competition.

“Haha, well, it’s a nice sunny day, it’s warm, you’ve just got your… Um, what are they? Cut-off black denims?” Aiden nodded. “So I won’t need anything but the jeans I’ve got on and maybe just a light coverlet to drape over my shoulders when we’re out in the sun.”

I win, I win.

“Fine,” sighed Aiden. “But she was seriously annoyed with you Edsel. She won’t be happy to see you.”

“What? Who wouldn’t be happy to see this?” Edsel twirled, lifting his arms parallel to the floor, looking at his new black body.

Yeah right dude. Look at you, all black and red and sores starting to form, leaking white lymph and about the least attractive thing on the planet. Still, Lash is alone, there are more important things.

Aiden looked resigned. “Okay, let’s go. But I’m driving.”

“Fine by me, you need some more practice anyway. Lots.”

He’s learned really fast, and it should help me to protect my skin.

As they locked up the house before heading out through the front garden, brimming with wild flowers, the sounds of bees buzzing and the perfume almost overwhelming, Edsel couldn’t help but get a serious case of déjà vu.

Why do I get the feeling this is not going to be the best of days?


QUIET


DAMN, I’M STARTING to sweat. Stay calm, stay calm. Everything's fine, you’re just going to get Lashae, that’s all.

Edsel smiled, recalling the few times he’d actually called her that out loud, her eyes darkening, face set into a hard blankness, telling him through gritted teeth that her name was Lash. Edsel relented, using her preferred name. It wasn’t as if he didn’t feel the same way about his own — you called him Ed at your peril. But still, it was a beautiful name, feminine and soft; shortened to Lash it was just so harsh.

But that was what she liked. She’d taken to shortening it when a teenager, engrossed in the local punk scene, such as it was, and had kept her musical preference and her penchant for what would have once been deemed an alternative way of dressing and acting, always enjoying things that were just that little bit different and cutting edge.

Lashae was twenty nine so had just left her teenage years behind when The Lethargy emptied the streets of the usual tourists and shoppers in Poen, the small tourist town on the north coast of Wales. She had left school after doing well with her A levels, but decided not to go to college. Rather, she began to work in one of the local tourist stores, selling what she always referred to as junk to people that didn’t know better. But she’d told him she actually enjoyed it, working right on the main stretch of road that ran parallel to the sea meant she spent her days people watching, making the odd sale, and spending as much time on the beach as she could.

She was a bit of an enigma to Edsel when they first met, and still was. She had the most amazing soft wavy black hair, a clear complexion and those huge hazel eyes, like a model really, but she also had her incredibly detailed tattoos all up her arms, fading only once they crept over her shoulders to her tiny breasts. She had a nose piercing, always dressed as she had before The Lethargy, and often almost blew the roof off the house with music that Edsel found just a little bit too harsh.

He loved her intensely.

After he and Aiden had met her on the pier, and she’d greeted them so casually, they had pretty much all been together ever since. She showed them where she lived, a very cool building from the nineteen fifties that had curved windows looking out to sea, and they showed her where they had settled. She’d gone with them to visit and moved in semi-permanently almost immediately, then permanently just a few weeks later.

None of them saw it as a surprising thing to do — company of any description was so limited, and the craving for human contact so overpowering for many still Whole, that if you found somebody that you could get along with then you took the opportunity while it presented itself, and stuck together.

Aiden liked her, clearly loved having a mother-figure to boss him around and add some soft femininity to the rather male dominated way of living that had been his whole world until then, and over the months they had settled into becoming a makeshift family. Edsel and Lash had grown closer until they finally became a couple.

Edsel couldn’t believe his luck, couldn’t believe she accepted him so readily when his body was such a mess and it was clear that his head was also not always quite right. His experience with The Eventuals had affected him profoundly. The death of Kathy, a dog he loved with emotions he’d never even known he could feel so deeply, and the subsequent course of action he undertook meant that he faded into dark reveries, sometimes with little to no warning. He knew he did it, tried his best to stay upbeat, but the truth of the matter was that he was sometimes simply overwhelmed with what had happened, and found it difficult to reconcile with the act of killing men — however much they deserved it.

They don’t tell you about that in the movies, that’s for sure. They don't show the hero breaking down and feeling like he isn’t worth a damn as the memories of sticking knives into human flesh, or jabbing needles into eyes, comes back and haunt your waking life. They don’t tell you what it would be like to have the reminder branded into your skin for eternity, and whenever you looked in the mirror, looked at your hand or dressed or undressed, the memory of what was done to you, and what you did to others, threatened to send you spiraling down to a deep depression that was sometimes impossible to climb out of for days.

Edsel came to realize that he probably had a combination of post-traumatic stress disorder and was borderline manic depressive.

So, not really good company. I’ve got to put it behind me. Argh.

“You okay?” asked Aiden, slowly weaving around a number of cars partially blocking a lane — that they had actually put into place themselves to deter anyone who happened to be heading towards their home. “You’ve been really quiet.”

“Sorry, just lost in thought. I’m okay, the new ink is just playing up. I think it’s beginning to scab over. Look.”

Edsel showed Aiden his arms, although with his torso bare it was easy to see what was happening with his new coloring. His arms were a mess of thick bumpy skin all the colors of the rainbow, with scabs tightening, cracking in places. The itching was rising to impossible heights.

Just like before, except I chose this. I had to — it will make things right.

“Yeah, it looks pretty nasty. You haven’t been using the lotion though have you? Lash is going to be mad.”

“No, I used it… I’m sure I did. The last few days are kind of a blur though. What the hell happened to me?”

Aiden turned to him, a quick glance before he put his eyes back on the road. “You lost it, that’s what. You really don’t remember do you?”

“Just bits, not really. But it’s only been a day right? She’ll be fine.”

“She was fine for years, she just wanted some time on her own. Do you think it was something to do with The Ink? The original Ink reacting?”

Edsel thought about it for a while, trying to recollect what had happened, but all he had were light glimpses of him shouting, him hurting, the buzzing of machines and Lash getting angry with him.

What the hell happened?

“I don’t know mate, I really don’t know. But I certainly wasn’t myself. I know I’m not always easy to be around since… you know, but I don’t shout and scream normally. Do I?”

“No, you don’t.”

Phew. Don’t want to think I’ve lost it altogether.

“Maybe it was The Ink. When they did me they said the stuff they put in it was called The Fire, or something like that. That it was blessed by Varik, and it would make the pain build and build over a few days. And boy did it do that. If he is half as powerful as the rumors would make you think, or his followers believe, then who knows what was actually in it. Concentrated pain for all I know. Something to make people stop getting different Ink over their tattoos? I dunno. But I guess we’ll never know now. It’s not like I’m going to go ask them.”

“Well, it’s done now. She’ll be fine, you’ll be fine. Things can go back to normal.”

“I hope so. We don’t do too badly do we?”

“No, we do pretty good. I’m glad we are a family now.”

“Me too Aiden, me too.”

~~~

Aiden drove carefully, paying extra attention to his gear changes, something that he was still having a few problems with. He was prone to taking his foot off the clutch too suddenly after shifting gear, resulting in the car juddering and racing, but he was doing remarkably well so Edsel kept quiet.

After a few miles they were away from the rolling hills of the countryside where they had set up a very comfortable home, complete with a number of chickens; obviously one had been named Martha II. Hopefully more animals would be added to their smallholding if they ever did find any. What Edsel wouldn’t give for a juicy steak.

The vegetables were doing well too, now that they’d got the hang of gardening. The first year was a total disaster as none of them had much of a clue as to what they were doing, but they learned from their mistakes and things got better day after day.

Edsel liked their new location, and enjoyed being so near to the coast with its glorious views and crisp, fresh air. What he loved most of all though was the quiet, and the relative cleanliness. Sure the town was still awash with litter from the days post Lethargy, but the scale was minute compared to the mounds of trash that built like organic buildings in Manchester. It was all relative, and north Wales was not exactly brimming over with people at the best of times, although the holiday seasons did always bring in a lot of tourists.

Driving was a dream in comparison to the congested city. There were two ways in and out of the town, and you didn’t have to deal with countless filthy tunnels, bridges, huge eight lane roads and the constant reminder of just how cramped and downright smelly the place was even before the bodies, the trash and cars piled up in the streets.

Poen smelled wonderful; the fact it was on the coast actually meant that trash was minimal. Strong winds blew away a lot of the litter that was left after the first few years, high tides that broke over the man-made defensive sea barriers cleaned the boardwalk, and the open spaces ensured that the air was clean and fresh. It was almost as if you had just come on holiday out of season so the streets were empty, the tourist shops closed until the summer season.

But that wasn't the truth.

The truth was that there were bodies, there were broken store fronts and raided out of town supermarkets, and there were abandoned cars, people rotting in side streets, stores, in their homes. And there were Whole people, good and bad. There were even a few Eventuals that passed through, scouring the town, as they did the rest of the country, for sign of those that would join them, murdering those that wouldn’t if they got the chance.

Nowhere was truly safe, apart from The Commorancy — something Edsel knew he couldn’t even think about trying to gain access to as he had responsibilities, and besides, for the most part he liked his life now — it was certainly more than he had ever believed he would have. Who was he kidding? — he loved his life. He had a home, he had Aiden, and he had Lash, a beautiful woman that put up, mostly, with his obsession with his Ink and what it had done to him.

They made it to the main boardwalk without seeing a soul, a simple two lane road that ran the length of the town with only a low barrier wall between them and the pristine sandy beach leading to the sea.

Lash’s old home, one she still went to on occasion and they all sometimes spent the night in (although Edsel could never settle there, now preferring the safety of the country), was coming up on the right so Aiden pulled up outside and parked the simple Ford hatchback. With fuel being such a nightmare to find, and so much hassle involved in siphoning it off, they had swapped cars a number of times until they found something as fuel efficient as possible. All they ever did was drive a few miles, so it made sense to cut down on the trouble as much as possible.

How was that? asked Aiden through The Noise.

Fine. No, great. But can we please talk out loud, you know I hate talking like this.

“Okey dokey. You’re a bit of a grumpy old man at times, you know?” said Aiden, shutting the car door and looking up and down the street nervously.

“Yeah, I know. Come on, let’s go get Lash. Well, first you can watch me squirm and apologize and — ah, shit, what the hell?” Edsel felt like his body had erupted into flame. The tightening scabs over his skin had been playing up but he kept quiet. This was something else entirely.

“What? What’s happening? Aiden stared around but there was nobody coming for them, nothing out of the ordinary.

“I don’t know, it’s like my body just caught fire. Shit, aargh. God, I’m burning. Is this what I was like when I lost it?”

“Yeah, you started ranting about being on fire then you went off on one, shouting at us, at Lash, and that’s how it all started. What is it?”

“Agh, ugh, god, I don’t know. My head feels funny. Damn, something is way out of whack here. Let’s get inside. Quick, grab the sheet will you? Maybe it’s that.”

The sun was warm, but nowhere near enough to be sending him into the crazy convulsions Edsel was now feeling all over his upper body. Aiden grabbed the sheet then locked the car up again. Edsel draped the material over his shoulders but it didn’t change a thing. Aiden opened the gate to the tiny front garden and Edsel staggered after him up to the front door.

A very cross looking Lash opened it before they had a chance to knock, before Aiden did at least, Edsel didn’t like to think what would happen if he rapped freshly tattooed knuckles on the peeling sea-blue door.

“Guess who?” said Edsel, attempting to sound jovial while screaming inside and trying not to hang off the door jamb.

“What the hell happened to you? You look like you ate a raw mussel.”

I feel like I swallowed a thousand. Hellfire, what is happening to me?

“Um, just feeling a little under the weather. Can we come in? Can I say sorry?”

“Fine, I suppose,” said Lash, stepping aside then closing the door once they were in. “But a simple sorry isn’t going to be enough Edsel. You were scary you know?”

“I really am sorry Lash. I don’t know what happened. I can barely remember any of it, but that’s no excuse. Something weird is going on. Can we sit down please? I’m… ugh.” Edsel cramped over double, his skin feeling like it was two sizes too small and that The Fire, or whatever they called what they mixed with his red Ink, was consuming his body from the inside out layer by burning layer.

“Sorry, sorry,” gasped Edsel, clutching at the nearest chair and dropping into it. He felt the tight scabs on his arms split slightly and as he stared at them he could swear he could see the black ink simply steaming off him like smoke, the red beneath revealed once more.

This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening. I’m just not feeling well. Too much too quickly, my body’s just stressed.

“EDSEL!” screamed Lash, as his face turned purple and he fell unconscious.


FIRE


“I CAN’T LOOK, did it really happen?” asked Edsel, eyes closed but feeling through The Noise that Aiden and Lash were in the same room as him.

Damn, that must have been a dream, right? Come on Edsel, be a man.

Edsel kept his eyes shut tight.

“Did what really happen?” asked Lash, her voice coming from right beside the usually comfortable chair he was sat in. Now it felt like he was sitting on a chair made of knives. Really, really sharp ones.

“Did the new ink burn off my body so now I’m just all red again? I saw it, like smoke. I’m red again, aren’t I?”

There was an uncomfortable silence, Lash and Aiden exchanging glances, Aiden twirling his finger around the side of his head.

I can feel you doing that Aiden, don’t be so cheeky. I’m losing it here, but not totally.

Sorry.

“Edsel, you need to open your eyes, see for yourself,” said Lash, sounding like she’d forgiven him for his actions the day before. “Come on.” She took hold of his arm very gently and pulled it away from his face.

I don’t want to. I just want… Well, I don’t know, but I don’t want all of this to have been for nothing.

Edsel looked. “Phew, so it wasn’t real then?”

“What? Ink floating up into the air as if by magic? No, it wasn’t real Edsel. You really did lose it didn’t you? Sorry for storming out, you just got too much.”

“Hey, I understand. Ugh, aah. Honest I do. I would leave me too… if I could.”

“Oh Edsel, I didn’t leave you, either of you,” Lash turned to look at Aiden. “You know that, right?”

“Yeah, you just needed a break,” said Aiden, clearly glad that Lash really hadn’t decided not to come back.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s happening. I’m losing things: time, where I am, what’s really happening. I could swear that the black really did just lift off my arms. But it’s still there, right?”

Edsel couldn’t trust himself; he needed confirmation. If his own eyes and mind were playing tricks on him then all he could trust was Aiden and Lash.

“It’s still there honey. My work’s of the finest quality.” Lash smiled at him sweetly, her hair tickling the skin of his shoulder as she bent and kissed him gently.

Even her hair burns my skin.

~~~

A few hours later and Edsel was feeling more like himself. Lash and Aiden had gone over in detail what had happened the day before, describing how Edsel had gone into mad rants, accusing them of tattooing him against his will, then started shouting at Lash, saying that she was going slow on purpose, totally contradicting himself, seemingly unable to understand what he was saying.

Lash had decided to leave to get some quiet time, thinking that a day or two without more ink would probably be best for Edsel anyway. The body would always react very strongly to so much tattooing — it had to try to fight it, and his immune system would have gotten an extreme beating.

How he’d coped with his original Ink over just a few days she had no idea, and Edsel explained that because he was so out of it with worry it was probably the adrenaline that had kept him going at the time. But even then he’d crashed and lost time, and after the ordeal was over he’d repeatedly kept falling asleep for weeks afterward at inopportune moments, Aiden adding that Edsel was often awake but uncooperative, or off in a daze he took hours to come back from.

Lash talked them through the effects of so much tattooing so quickly, noting that it all sounded perfectly normal really, and that he was lucky to not have reacted worse than he did. Especially without any of the proper medications, salves, extra food and vitamins to help him fight the assault on his body.

It was a wonder his central nervous system wasn’t fried permanently.

The main thing was that she had forgiven him, knowing it was probably a reaction to what they’d decided to do, and the resurfacing of memories almost too much for anyone to cope with.

Edsel was glad he was forgiven, but couldn’t help feeling that there was something else at play, something that was happening inside him that he had no control over.

It was a little like his partial Awakening — when he’d felt changes start in his body and life became hyper-real, full of clarity and wonder. They discussed it, each of them stating they had experienced something similar, although none of them had truly Awoken — such a prize was rare in the extreme and often needed help to achieve.

As they talked well into the afternoon, Lash busied herself checking on Edsel’s skin, applying a mild lotion to his body after cleaning it thoroughly and patting it gently dry. She went over the proper aftercare once more; this time Edsel promised he would follow it to the letter. He’d thought he had, but if he’d been lost to himself the day before and Lash had gone, then he clearly hadn’t done what he was supposed to. Most of his skin was beginning to show signs of healing properly, but parts of him, his hands, elbows, the crook of his arms and his armpits, were scabbing very thickly and beginning to split quite badly.

It was the dryness, so Lash made sure that he would pay attention to them properly and would try to keep movement to a minimum.

Then he got scolded for traveling — he should have stayed home.

“But I wanted to check on you. I had a horrible feeling something was wrong; that you weren’t safe,” protested Edsel.

“I’ve lived here for years without a problem, why would that change all of a sudden?”

“That’s what I told him,” said Aiden, “but he wouldn’t listen.”

“Look, it only takes one person with nothing to lose, or one man feeling a little… you know, frisky? Or an Eventual or whatever, and it could be over for you.”

“Not everyone is bad Edsel. I’ve met good people while I’ve been here. You met a few too, right?”

“Yeah, sure, I know. But where are they now, eh?”

Lash was lost in sadness for a while then answered, “Dead, all dead. Or almost, anyway.”

It was true, they had met some nice people since they arrived at the small town. Like Lash, a few even took to walking along the pier, seemingly unconcerned about what could happen to them. It was just a sign of how very different it was to the larger cities, where people fought over anything and everything.

On occasion a car would even pass and somebody would wave, but even this happened less and less as they lived there longer. People left, moved out and never came back, or finally succumbed to the all-encompassing Lethargy after thinking they were safe after so many years. Nobody was. It could happen at any time and was the legacy of all that remained on the planet. It would never go away, it was part of humanity’s fight for survival now, and always would be.

Lash busied herself for a while then came back with a bag full of bottles. Edsel knew exactly what they were; he went cold at the sight of them.

“More Ink?”

Lash nodded. “But stop that. I can hear the damn capital I. It’s just ink Edsel, nothing more.”

“Okay, I’ll try. I just automatically think of it as this big, no, massively important stuff, and can’t help think of all ‘ink’ as Ink, like The Eventuals call it.”

“I know honey, but it makes it have more meaning than it does. So, ink, okay?”

“Sure.”

When they’d decided that she would go ahead and tattoo Edsel, Lash had taken all the equipment she had managed to salvage from her long dead tattooist’s studio over to their house, but black ink was sorely lacking. They’d gone back and found his stock in the back of the building — Lash hadn’t taken all the bottles of ink at the time as she didn’t think she would have a use for it. They’d gathered it all up, taken some to their home, storing some at her house to prevent it getting taken by anyone hunting around the tattoo parlor, just in case they needed it. “I think we will probably need it. I’ve gone through a lot more than I expected already, and once it’s all healed there is sure to be some touching up that needs to be done.”

“Ooh, sounds good,” said Edsel, smiling.

Lash smiled back. “Dirty bugger, you know that’s not what I meant.”

“I know, more’s the pity.”

Ink, ink, and more ink. But maybe this will be the end to it once and for all?

~~~

The afternoon wore on into evening, and Lash agreed to go home with Edsel and Aiden. Edsel could see that Aiden was as relieved as he was. Aiden had really begun to flourish as a young man with her around, settling into the quieter, less nerve-jangling life with obvious relish. He played out in the extensive grounds of their nice home, climbed trees, helped in the garden, spent way too much time with the chickens, and often went off on his own to fish, even though Edsel felt nervous every time he did so.

Aiden loved having friends, people to talk to, and although Edsel wasn’t really old enough to have been the boy’s father, and Lash only just old enough to be his mother, it was as close to a parent and child relationship as they could all get — but with the added bonus that really they were all just friends above all else.

“Okay, shall we get going then? And again, I’m so sorry for what’s happened, I don’t know what came over me. Something isn’t right, but I’ll try to be good.” Edsel smiled sheepishly, deep down scared as hell about why he would behave in such an uncharacteristic way.

Something really isn’t right, but maybe a day or two without more pain will be the answer. Lash is probably right, I’m just run-down from all the damn needles.

Aiden was ready in minutes, so was Edsel. They waited, then Lash came out of the kitchen with something large in a plastic container.

“Okay, I’m ready. But can we have some cake when we get there?” Lash looked timid, like a small child, standing there with her arms outstretched, taking the lid off the container and showing the contents. “I made it this morning. For my birthday,” she hinted.

Shit, shit, shit. That’s why she came away. It was her birthday today and none of us had shown that we’d remembered.

“I’m so sorry Lash, I’m so selfish. I was so caught up in my own thing that I totally forgot. I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” said Aiden. “I forgot as well. Sorry.”

“It’s okay guys, I know we all had things going on.”

“Let’s have a look then,” said Edsel, walking over to Lash and kissing her on the cheek. “Sorry,” he whispered. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Idiot.

Edsel thought his heart was going to break. How could they forget about the woman they both loved more than anything in the world? How alone must she have felt?

They drove home before it got dark; nobody liked being out at night. No matter how safe it felt during the day the nighttime always brought fear bubbling to the surface.


CAKE


“I AM SO stuffed,” sighed Aiden, leaning back in his chair at the kitchen table, putting down his fork in slow motion. He was that tired.

“I’m not surprised,” laughed Lash. “I think you ate over half of it yourself.” She ruffled Aiden’s unruly hair, smiling at him maternally.

“Hey, he’s a growing boy, but would you look at that belly! It’s making your t-shirt bulge like you’re pregnant. Look at it!” Edsel pointed at Aiden’s distended stomach.

“Yeah,” sighed Aiden, “I think I might have to loosen my belt too. Man, that was some good cake though Lash, and sorry again. Happy birthday.”

“Happy birthday Lash. That was the best cake in the whole world, ever.”

“You are welcome guys. We did all right didn’t we? A whole cake in one sitting. I’m almost as full as Aiden looks though.”

“Me too, I couldn’t eat another thing.”

The last few days were forgotten as a fog of happiness descended while they sat around eating cake, Lash and Edsel drinking some rare whiskey, Aiden slurping an even rarer Pepsi. The one drawback to living somewhere small was less opportunity for anything but water and food you grew yourself — so rare sugar-loaded meals were always devoured with real gusto.

“So, you’re officially old now,” said Aiden, peering closely at Lash. “Yep, I can see the lines forming already.”

“Hey, watch it mister, or you’ll be off to bed early. I’ll have you know that thirty is not old at all. Well, it is now, what with everyone… Ugh, sorry. Must be the booze talking.”

“Yeah, let’s lighten the mood. How about some music?” prompted Edsel.

“Sounds good to me,” said Lash, jumping up and heading for the stereo hooked up to the leisure battery they all felt blessed to own. They had a roof covered with solar panels too, even though it made them all nervous that it would attract thieves as such things were incredibly sought after — the days of constant electricity still missed by all that had made it through the seeming end of the world.

Lash fiddled with the stereo. In seconds one of her favorite bands: Rudimentary Peni, were blasting through the speakers, Nick Blinko’s vocals making the windows vibrate, Lash shaking her hair around wildly, sugar-fueled energy ensuring that she’d probably crash before she managed more than a few songs.

No such luck. We’re in for the whole album, I bet.

Edsel and Aiden stared at each other, knowing that there was nothing that could be done apart from enjoy the music. Aiden jumped up and began to thrash about with Lash. Edsel stayed put, sipping his drink, knowing such violent movement would rip his body to shreds.

The lights were on, batteries charged. His belly was full, his family was with him; life was pretty good after all…

“Hello there, having a good time are we? Mmm, nice cake.”

A red-faced man licked his finger after wiping it around a plate, picking up crumbs. Aiden and Lash continued to dance, oblivious to the intruder.

Edsel’s world crashed down around him as another man stepped into the kitchen from the hallway, just as red as the one staring at Edsel with total and utter confidence.

I knew it, I knew something was wrong with my Ink. Fuckers.

Edsel shoved the table hard at the man, but he stepped back as the edge caught his thigh. Edsel grabbed a plate and slammed it at the side of his head, the crockery cracking into pieces as the man raised his hand to the blood that began to trickle down the side of his face, lost amongst Ink that was a clear marker of his belonging to The Eventuals.

Looking around manically for something to use as a weapon, Edsel just flipped the table over at the man and ran to Lash and Aiden, grabbing hold of Lash as she whirled in manic circles, hair over her eyes, lost in the music. She stopped to smile at him, saw the terror in his eyes, and took in the scene Edsel was trying to get her and Aiden away from.

Edsel grabbed Aiden’s arm, but just as he did the window in the kitchen smashed and bright lights flooded the room, blinding them all. The man at the table was already wearing a pair of wraparound sunglasses so black he looked like an alien he had seen in movies. He pulled out a small oblong box and before Edsel could see well enough to try to get away he felt his limbs spasm. His flesh erupted into searing pain as he lost control of his body and crashed to the ground.

“Sorry,” said the man, bending at the waist, peering down at Edsel like he was a specimen on a dissection table.

Nick Blinko screamed at him through the speakers before all fell silent when the music was turned off. Edsel’s world went as black as his freshly colored flesh.

Edsel watched in horror, unable to move, as Aiden was tasered in the side just as he had been. The other man grabbed him before he fell and was already carting his limp body out of the room as Edsel’s attacker walked calmly up to Lash. Edsel tried to fight through the pain and help her, but the Taser, and the effect it had on his tattooed body, meant he couldn’t move a muscle. Lash tried to run for it, heading over to the kitchen countertop, hoping to find a suitable weapon. It was no use, the cramped space in the work area meant that all she did was corner herself, not that there was anywhere else for her to have gone anyway.

The Eventual looking down at his Taser was obviously happy enough with whatever he saw, and spoke words that Edsel couldn’t hear through the pounding of the blood in his ears. Lash shook her head, her huge eyes darting with concern toward Edsel, before she too slumped to the floor, body spasming. Edsel watched as a third man came into the room, grabbed Lash by the legs and started to drag her out of the kitchen.

I’ll kill all three of you, don’t be in any doubt about it.

“You hear me? I’ll kill all—”

Edsel lost consciousness as the man tasered him again.

~~~

Edsel fought back to reality, body screaming with the after-effects of the stun gun, not to mention his recent tattoos. He was in the back of a musty smelling van, hands and legs tied together, Lash on one side of him, Aiden on the other. Both were trussed up in the same way.

How are we going to get out of this Edsel? asked a very nervous sounding Aiden via The Noise.

I’m sure we’ll come up with something, replied Edsel, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt.

Edsel tried not to think about what the plastic ties were doing to the ink on his wrists, and instead tried to focus on getting out of the van before… He had no idea, but he knew it wouldn’t be good. It would be very bad.

Ah, I have it.

“Aiden, Aiden,” whispered Edsel.

Yeah.

“Remember that thing you did with the fire when we first went fishing?”

I do, said a very nervous sounding Aiden.

“Well, have you got any better at it yet?”

This is going to hurt. A lot.


ROAST


“YEAH, I’M BETTER at it,” said Aiden, “only problem being is that we’d need a fire for me to direct.”

Bugger. Of course.

“Okay. Well, anyone got any other ideas? How are you both, you all right?”

“I’ve had better birthdays,” grumbled Lash, squirming about, trying to get into a sitting position.

“I think I’ve probably had worse ones,” muttered Edsel, trying frantically to think of a way out of the mess they were in.

They spoke in hushed tones, not sure if they were being listened to, not taking the chance. Although as far as Edsel could tell they were simply locked in the back of some kind of small van, probably a Luton judging by the space. Their captors would be riding in the cab up front no doubt, or maybe just two of them and the other, possibly with company, in another vehicle.

Edsel focused himself and tried to calm jangling nerves using the emerging power that was tantalizingly close to being his via The Noise. He reached out his mind, letting it slip between the cracks of what was usually taken for granted as reality. He let his mind open to The Noise, feeling, yet not feeling, somehow able to sense the presence of others in the infinite space that was the very essence of true reality, where so many things were possible, most not even hinted at to as simple a creature as a human being. Edsel saw the sparks of life that were Aiden and Lash: warm, friendly and generous motes of color in an infinite kaleidoscope. He saw the others, the three men. They were all up front, and pushing his abilities to the limit, abilities that were hardly even beginning to form, he searched further in front and behind, but found no other hint of life.

So it’s just them then, just the three Eventuals. What do they want us for? And how did they find us?

Edsel pondered the questions as the vehicle made its way through streets, fast then slow where the roads were obviously congested with abandoned vehicles. But he knew, he knew deep down exactly why they were there. They were there for him of course, for what he’d done.

And the how? It had to be something to do with the way he’d been behaving ever since he began to get his new tattoos. Some kind of signal maybe? The interference acting like a beacon to somebody that was incredibly powerful and could recognize the fact that the previous Ink was being if not washed away, then buried under a layer of darkness that could at least hide his shame and his constant reminder of just how easy it was for man to become warped and lose track of all that was precious in the world.

As the journey continued, so Edsel’s wrists began to grow increasingly uncomfortable, along with his whole upper body. The tightening skin all across his chest began to rip open — with his hands tied behind his back the skin was stretched too taut. With much of it already beginning to heal, it simply cracked open like a boiled egg hit with a spoon.

Not that Lash or Aiden were faring too much better. Both of them had severe cramps, and Lash said that an old shoulder injury — she’d torn her rotator cuff when young — was sending shooting pains up into her neck, almost paralyzing the arm completely. It had probably ripped again under the constant pressure — trying to break her bonds had obviously not helped in the slightest.

Hours passed, or so it seemed, and as they grew more and more uncomfortable, so the fear built until it was a palpable entity in the van.

We have to do something, we have to do it soon or it’ll be too late. Think, think, think.

“Ugh, I’ve got nothing. Come on guys we have to get out of here. Has anyone got any ideas? Any at all? It doesn’t matter how mad or stupid they sound, anything is better than nothing. At best they kill us, at worst they give you The Ink, maybe even me. Again.” At that thought Edsel began to hyperventilate. There was no way he could go through it for a third time. “And then they kill us, or… Look, let’s just say we better come up with something.”

Edsel stared into the terrified eyes of Lash, and the thoughtful eyes of Aiden — he was obviously thinking of something.

“Come on then Aiden,” said Edsel, trying to hurry him up. “Let’s hear it. Anything? Anything at all?”

“Well, it might sound crazy, but I think it could work. Maybe.”

“Tell us,” hissed Lash. “But be quick, they could stop any second and do who knows what.”

“Okay, well, I think that if there are three of them and three of us then if we…”

~~~

“Well, so much for the plan,” spat Edsel, face full of mud, lying outside the rear of the van with Aiden and Lash in similar positions — all three filthy, face down in the soggy ground.

“Sorry, I thought it would have worked.”

“Me too,” said Lash, spitting out mud, her hair plastered to her face.

“Okay, cut them loose,” came the voice of the man that had tasered all three of them.

Edsel thought he must have heard wrong. Why would they cut them loose after they had obviously just tried to escape?

Guns. They’ve got guns, so will just shoot us if we try anything.

Edsel tried in vain to think of something to do, but came up blank. He found it all the more disheartening as just a few years ago he’d been on the run with Aiden, managing to jack a car, each of them killing one of the men inside. Then Edsel killed more men, including the tattooists, and even Bishop, the foul man that had murdered the only thing that had kept him sane for so long: Kathy.

He still thought of her a lot, how kind a creature she was, how clever and intelligent. Naughty too. She had a weird thing where she would always take the keys out of the back door and hide them — he never did figure out why.

“Hey, hey!” Edsel felt pain shoot up his arm as the red menace that had tasered him shook him.

What is wrong with you? Now’s not the time for reminiscing.

Still, Edsel felt extra helpless, knowing that he’d been in such a bad situation years ago and had managed to escape.

Bide your time, something will come up. It has to, I’m not losing my family.

Edsel found himself on his feet, unaware of being manhandled from the floor. A muddy and scared looking Lash and Aiden were stood beside him, Lash looking at him with concern. The two men came over, one holding the Taser against the face of each of them in turn, while their hands were cut loose then cuffed again, this time in front of them. Lash let out a heavy moan as her shoulder eased a little under less pressure.

I’m all right. You?

Been better, said Lash silently. But I suppose it could be worse.

I think it’s about to get a lot worse. Edsel nodded his head in the direction of his most terrifying nightmare come real.

Insanity waited for Edsel. His body temperature plummeted; he was as cold as ice. Hairs once shaved off all over his body, now present only on his head and lower body, stood on end. Edsel stared ahead, past the men, into the open space of what had obviously been a car repair garage at some point. The sign was still hanging over the entry, one of those places where you could just turn up without an appointment and get tires changed, or your brake pads swapped out. They were stood just to the side, and had ended up in the grass beside the large, empty parking lot after their rather pathetic attempt at escape.

None of this was what concerned him. It was the gurney in the middle of the space, a large power supply next to it, and the rows and rows of red Ink that lined an oil stained bench along with tattoo machines and all the usual equipment associated with the trade that Edsel was beginning to see way too much of.

This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening. It’s not possible, absolutely not going to happen.

“Strap him down, and be quick about it. You two, get to work on him. Wash him down then do what you have to. We’re on the clock here, so get to it as fast as possible. I’ll check these two.” The two other Eventuals grabbed Edsel as he started to scream hysterically, sanity threatening to leave him entirely as they dragged him out of the cool night and into the bright glaring interior of the garage. Large portable spotlights lit up the open space like an operating room; Edsel could hear the humming of a generator somewhere in the back.

Not happening, not happening. No, no, no. Lash? Help me. Please.

They strapped him to the gurney, cutting his clothes off him once he was secured — they weren’t taking any chances, and even though they asked him where he had been trying to eradicate his tattoos, and he told them, they still cut up sections of his trousers just to check.

Edsel shivered uncontrollably, his new tattoos weeping badly, itching uncontrollably, cracking like a brittle paper bag, used up, thrown away. Nothing but trash.

They were going to tattoo right over it all.

Edsel was to fade to red — again.


AGAIN


EDSEL TRIED TO listen to what the man was saying to Lash and Aiden, but couldn’t quite make it out. His stress levels were far too high for him to focus on anything apart from the blister packs being opened, the machines tested before being quickly and professionally calibrated. Far worse than anything else though was the sight of bottle after bottle of the foulest liquid he had ever known: the Ink of The Eventuals lined up like soldiers.

Lash was shaking her head, staring over at Edsel, shouting at the man, pointing at her own body, saying no, waving her fully sleeved arms about, baring her belly, lifting a trouser leg and showing her calf. Aiden was doing the same, just a lot more calmly, turning to show various bits of his body to the man that was obviously in charge.

What the hell are they doing? What’s going on here? Is this really happening? Have I gone off on a mad one again?

Lash and Aiden seemed to calm considerably after another minute or so, the man talking to them constantly. Then he walked toward Edsel and turned, telling them to stay where they were.

He obviously wants a word. Goddamn, what is happening here.

“I think he’s got too much damage to his skin to do a good job of it,” said one of the men, inserting a huge needle into his machine. “A lot of his new ink has cracked and it’s oozing. There are loads of scabs, and some of it has come up in some serious scar tissue. He’s got hematomas, some localized infection, keloids too. Some of it is old, some new. Whatever we do he’s going to look pretty bad at the end of it. And it’s going to hurt like a bitch, I really wouldn’t want to be him, not for anything.”

Neither would I.

The man in charge, a large man, well muscled, which was rare now food wasn’t as readily available, stared down at Edsel, his red face impassive, much of it hidden behind shoulder length hair that was graying at the sides and a very impressive bushy beard, Edsel couldn’t help but note.

What the hell is wrong with me? Who cares about his bloody beard?

“My only concern is if there is enough skin for you to get the job done so that they won’t find him. Or us. Can you do that? I don’t care what he looks like, can you get to most of the black ink and get rid of it?”

“Probably. Yeah.”

The man standing stared at the other tattooist, cocking his head to one side.

“Yeah, we can do it. It’ll hurt like someone gnawing on your nerves though… really bad. We’ll have to just go right over the scabs, the splits, all of it, just to get as much of this new ink gone as we can. It means we’ll have to go deep with the needles.”

No way, no way, no way. They can’t, they won’t.

“Do it.” The man walked off, back to Lash and Aiden, where he said a few words. Before Edsel had a chance to say anything he heard the buzz of the machines and pain hammered at his brain as nerves were lit up and two tattooists began to stain him red all over again.

Edsel lost consciousness as the needles hit raw skin where a scab had been ripped off during his captivity.

He welcomed the peace, wondering as he lost himself to darkness if he would ever wake up again.

He had to be in hell already; he was dead and being punished. There was no other explanation for such a sadistic return to The Ink.

It couldn’t be happening again. It simply couldn’t.

~~~

Edsel awoke to a buzzing in his ears, terrible visions dancing in his head — the mother of all dreams. He couldn’t go on like this, couldn’t keep having nightmares about Ink, Ink, and more Ink. It was consuming him, taking over his life.

He should be happy, content with his lot — it was a helluva lot more than most people had that was for sure. He had Aiden, the boy he’d promised to take care of. He’d done a pretty god job of it too hadn’t he? Especially considering he knew nothing about raising a child, especially a teenage boy. And he had Lashae, his lovely Lashae, although she’d kill him if she knew he was calling her that, even in his own thoughts.

Edsel smiled despite the nightmare, and stretched, ready to face the day with thankfulness.

Except he couldn’t.

Edsel opened his eyes, and looked down at his naked torso, his hands and arms stained red once again, seeping into the black like a tide of blood washing over the peace of the night.

It’s real. It wasn’t a nightmare at all.

One of the men working on him stared him in the eye and turned his head to the side and said, “He’s awake.” Lash and Aiden came into view, looking down at him with concern, his body exploding into wave after merciless wave of pain as his nerves sent their terrible signals to his brain, confirming it was no dream, but his reality.

Why aren’t they looking scared? Why just worried? Is this really happening?

“What’s going on?” croaked Edsel through parched lips, throat rasping like he had a mouthful of sand.

“They’re giving you The Ink Edsel, they have to. It’s for your own good, and ours. I’m so sorry.” Lash was crying and looked like she had been for some time, her beautiful olive skin ruined, blotchy and puffed up from the tears he knew were for him.

“The Ink? Again? Really? I’m not dreaming? No, I am dreaming, it can’t be happening again. One man can’t cope with this, not again.”

There was a loud beeping noise that grew faster and faster, before Edsel heard it drop to nothing, a steady tone as he heard, “He’s crashing, he’s crashing.”

That’s me, that’s the sound of me giving up.

Gratefully, Edsel died.


DEAD


“HE’S DEAD, HE’S dead!” screamed Lash, as Edsel’s vital signs crashed, the line on the heart rate monitor nothing but a steady monotone.

“I told you it was too much for him,” said one of the tattooists, staring accusingly at the large man in charge.

“Well, he would have been dead anyway if we hadn’t tried. But it’s not over yet. Move out the way.”

“What are you gonna do?” screamed an hysterical Lash. “You don’t have any equipment to bring him back. You said you’d stop if his heart rate got erratic.”

The man stared at her in annoyance. “Just let me do my job. Out the way.” He pushed Lash and Aiden away from the side of Edsel’s gurney and opened a drawer. He grabbed a package and tore away the wrapping, before pulling a cap off a needle with his teeth. “Move. Now!”

Lash and Aiden moved out of the way as the man plunged the needle into Edsel’s chest and pushed down on the plunger. Edsel coughed and spluttered, came back from the dead, gasping for breath, the monitor showing vital signs once more.

“How much more to go?” asked the man that had just saved Edsel, after ordering him to be given The Ink yet again.

“We’ve nearly finished his front, and his arms, just the back to go,” said the tattooist on the left, clearly concerned about what was already asked of him, what would be asked of him next.

“Turn him over then. Do it, and do it fast. And if he dies again then he’s all out of luck, that was the only adrenaline we had.”

They turned Edsel over; the buzzing of the machines began once more.

Edsel knew nothing of any of it, he lapsed into unconsciousness as soon as he returned from The Void.

~~~

Edsel felt like he’d been skinned alive, his flesh felt like it surely must have gone, muscle underneath exposed, nails hammered into every fiber, nerves lit up like fireworks on an otherwise perfectly black night.

He’d been flayed alive, left out in the sun for the maggots to bury into his flesh, eat him piece by tiny piece. They’d be red, the maggots, eating through the deeper layers of Ink, tiny little squirming things taking away his flesh, giving him peace at last once there was nothing left but red bone.

He flexed the fingers of his right hand, amazed they still worked. Pulses of pain traveled up his arm, lighting up his head with explosions like white-hot lightning. Almost all sensation from his fingertips was gone, yet he could just about feel something soft as he clenched tighter, a fist of pain grabbing on to whatever reality he was going to find himself in.

I don’t want to look. I can’t.

“Edsel? Edsel can you hear me? It’s Lash.”

Lash can’t be here, I’m in hell. Lash would be in heaven. So beautiful.

“Aiden’s here too, aren’t you Aiden? Come on, come over here,” whispered Lash.

It is her, she’s here. Aiden too?

“Hi Edsel, how are you feeling?” asked Aiden in a whisper.

“How do you think he’s feeling,” snapped Lash. “Sorry, didn’t mean to shout.”

“It’s okay, that was stupid. Edsel, it’s us, we’re here. You’re okay. Well, not okay, but alive. And we are safe now. We got away. You’ll heal and we can carry on being a family. Just us three, like it was before.” Aiden broke down sobbing. Edsel could hear it through the pounding in his ears, the wailing of his soul.

May as well open an eye, maybe it won’t hurt. Unless…

“Did they Ink my head,” whispered Edsel, trying to focus on the faces peering at him, both with tears streaking their cheeks. Lash’s subtle makeup a mess.

“Oh honey, no. They didn’t do your face, they just went over what I’d done, nothing more. You’re still as handsome as ever.” Lash smiled weakly.

Trying to cheer me up after we’ve been captured by The Eventuals.

Something clicked in Edsel’s brain and he went over what Lash had said to him. “Wait, what do you mean we’re safe? You escaped? Got me away too? How?”

“We didn’t have to escape Edsel, we weren’t captured in the first place. Well, we were, but not in the way that you think. It’s a long story. Here, have a sip of water. No vodka I’m afraid.” Lash lifted the cup to his lips and he took a sip. “Careful, just a little.” Edsel felt the joyous liquid soften his parched throat, before letting his head fall back down onto the pillow.

Pillow? This isn’t making any sense at all.

“What’s going on? We were captured, I remember. It wasn’t a dream was it? Tell me it was, please, tell me we’re at home and you’re just making fun of me for being grumpy again. Please, tell me that. Lash?”

“No, it wasn’t a dream. But they weren’t bad men; they came to help us. To help you. They saved you Edsel, they saved you from The Eventuals.”

Edsel didn’t understand — they were Eventuals. They had The Ink, they had The Ink just like he did… But he wasn’t an Eventual either, was he? Edsel couldn’t think straight so simply let his consciousness slip away. Peace was best. Nothing in the world made sense any more.

Has it ever?


ALIVE


EDSEL WAS SAT up in bed, wrapped in plastic, a mountain of pillows behind him. Every slight movement made a rustling sound as his ravaged skin shone red and loud through the clear entombment.

Meat on display, well past the best before date, all manky and bits falling off. Nobody would want me, not even for free. Just don’t look at it.

It had been a day or maybe two — he couldn’t get it straight, and he was finally beginning to make sense of the ordeal, but he still hurt like he couldn’t believe. The pain came and went in huge pulsing waves as the now gone drugs were administered sparingly to make them go as far as possible. Then they’d run out, and he slowly and very reluctantly came back to awareness without the fog of medications to mask his hurt, and more importantly his nightmarish visions that left him alternately sweating and running an insanely high fever, or shivering and being wrapped in blankets to stop him clutching at hypothermia as an escape route from the torture.

Now he just had to deal with the pain and the situation as best he could.

And The Ink.

Again.

He shifted his position, trying to get higher up on the pile of pillows behind him, until Lash leaned him forward with a gentle push on his back and re-arranged them. He leaned back with a grateful sigh.

“Thanks, that’s better. Hey, you look good.”

“Why thank you kind sir,” said Lash, batting her eyelids flirtatiously. “Would you like me to get into bed with you?”

“Haha, maybe later. Like in a million years or so.”

“You just wait and see, you’ll be a studmuffin in no time at all. You just need to rest, relax a little and let your body heal.”

“Again.”

“Yes, again. But really, how do you feel?”

“All right I guess, under the circumstances. I still can’t believe that really happened, that they did it, that I’m back to red. Worse than I was before.”

“I know, I know. But better red than dead, right?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Edsel grimly, trying not to grimace at every tiny movement he made. His body kept twitching, sending poisons through his veins, his system trying to cope with the damage that had been done to him, his immune system so shot to pieces he felt like he surely had The Lethargy.

Have I? Has all of this taken so much away from me that I have The Lethargy? No… I don’t know.

“I’m not… am I…”

Lash stared at him in confusion, then understood what he was trying to ask. “No, you’re just terribly run-down is all, it’s taken too much out of you. Oh, plus you died. Just a bit.”

“Oh yeah, I seem to remember that… I think. Hey, where are we anyway? Not home?”

“No, not home. It isn’t safe there anymore. We did a silly thing Edsel, not that we knew,” Lash said hurriedly. “But we nearly lost everything. Those men really did save us.”

“I know, it just didn’t really feel like it at the time though.”

“I bet. I was so scared, I thought they were going to kill us all but give us The Ink first.”

“So we’re safe? You sure?”

Lash looked at him with her impossibly beautiful eyes and said, “As sure as I can be. Nothing in this world is guaranteed any more, not even taxes.”

“Haha, yeah, that’s about the only advantage there is now… apart from you of course.”

“Good save.”

“I thought so.”

“You get some sleep, it’s late. I’ll see you in the morning, and we can start to figure everything out properly. I’ll go over it all again, when you are with it and not half off your head on all those lovely drugs.”

“Okay, sounds good,” mumbled Edsel, already almost lost to sleep. “But speaking of which, I don’t suppose there are any more? Drugs I mean. This kind of smarts a little.”

“Nope, all gone. You were lucky to get any at all. And we don’t want you ending up an addict do we?”

“Heaven forbid. I just thought maybe…” Edsel was asleep, lost in a background of pain and lack of energy so deep it would take him days to even begin to be able to move properly. His immune system battled on through the night, attacking the two foreign intruders to his upper body: Red Ink and black ink. Red winning once more.

“Sleep well my brave man. You did so well Edsel, I’m really proud of you.” Lash blew out the candle on her way out and closed the door quietly behind her. Edsel wouldn’t have heard it if the house was blown to bits right around where he slept the sleep of the Inked man once more.

~~~

Edsel woke up feeling if not exactly like a new man, then at least like one that wasn’t dead — which was a bonus as far as he was concerned. He didn’t know why, but he felt kind of chirpy, definitely not normal for him, especially after what he’d been through.

Take it Edsel, you are quite often a very grumpy bugger.

Edsel noted that he was no longer wrapped up like leftovers lost in the back of the fridge, although it meant his skin was there for him to see in all its terrible glory. Instead he had on a very loose fitting pair of striped cotton pajamas — they were always striped, why was that? Blue stripes on white, which was something — if it had been red he would have ripped them off however much they were doing a good job of hiding whatever it was that was going on underneath them.

Best not to look, don’t ruin the morning. Just… Oh boy, oh boy.

Edsel realized just how much he needed to pee, like immediately. His bladder felt like it was ready to explode out of him, a dam that was definitely going to burst any second now. He looked around the room, hardly even taking in the rather elegant surroundings, but strangely without a window, and headed to an open door where he could see a beautiful shining white toilet.

It went on forever, the stream steaming as it hit the porcelain, the pain in his kidneys slowly receding, only to be replaced with the pain of The Ink.

Later, I’m not going to look. I’m not going to think about it. Lash said we were safe, that what happened had to happen. Just go with it, stay happy.

Unbidden, Edsel ran a tune through his head, an annoying pop song from before all the pop stars either died or were lucky enough to stay Whole and went to live on their own private islands, or whatever the mega-rich did if they managed it before they too succumbed, or were overrun with desperate fans trying to get a piece of them before it was too late.

Memories of Ink, black and red, came back to him. He hummed along tunelessly to the song about being happy, happy, happy, while he recalled, or tried to recall, what Lash and Aiden — he seemed to vaguely remember that Aiden came in plenty of times too — had told him of exactly why he ended up strapped to a gurney, yet again, and was Inked. This time by men that looked like Eventuals but weren’t really, and did it for his own good.

Their kidnappers, but also apparently their rescuers.

I think I better get them to tell me again; this makes no real sense.

Yet he knew he was somewhere safe, or at least safe for now, and there were people who had looked out for them, for him. Even if it had been a rather painful and terrifying way to be saved.

Time for breakfast, wonder if anyone is up yet.

~~~

Aiden, Lash, and the three red men all turned as Edsel walked into a strange kitchen and said, “Good morning, any chance of some breakfast? I feel like I haven’t eaten for a week.”

Lash got up and smiled at him. “That’s because you haven’t, silly. Welcome back to the land of the living mister sleepy. I thought you were never going to get up.”

“What? I thought it was just morning?”

“Well, it’s eleven o’clock if you call that morning, but the last time we spoke was two days ago. You just kept on sleeping and sleeping. I thought it best to just let you rest.”

“Oh, right. Well, I feel better for it… I think. Guess that’s why I needed to pee so bad.”

The large red man stood and walked over to Edsel. “Hi, I’m Frank, pleased to meet you?” He held out a hand, a huge hand, and Edsel put out his own.

“Hi, I’m Edsel, although I guess you already know that. Um, thanks? Ow, bugger, shit.” Edsel pulled his hand away from the handshake, looking at it, remembering that it wasn’t the best of moves.

Red, on black, on red. My own skin is at the bottom somewhere, underneath all the hurt.

“Oh, sorry, forgot. Now, how about some breakfast? We don’t have a Martha, but we do have oats, and milk. Toast too.”

“Sounds fantastic. Hey Aiden, how you doing buddy?”

Aiden rushed over and gave Edsel a very gentle hug. “Better now, much better. Here, come and sit by me. The porridge is quite nice, if you like that sort of thing.”

Haha, he’s a liar: he always hated porridge. God it’s good to seem them both again. So, what’s going to go wrong next?

Edsel was pretty sure that this wasn’t the end of it — it never was.


SAVED


FRANK, AIDEN AND Lash sat at the table with Edsel while the other two men, introduced as Saul and Dilyn, went off to deal with chores and rotate the guard duty they had implemented ever since they’d found the place they were staying at. Both of the men, his tattooists, were quiet and not exactly over-friendly.

While Edsel ate porridge greedily, wondering if they had enough to even make a dent in his hunger, the three of them went over the events of the night they were captured and exactly what happened afterward, and more importantly, why. Edsel kept getting flashbacks to having already been told the story, but much of it was lost in either a drug-haze, or jumbled in with pain that still showed no signs of abating.

They were like him: three men that had been taken by The Eventuals, given The Ink, and then their indoctrination began in earnest. The truth of the matter was that Frank had actually volunteered for The Ink at an extremely low point in his life, but after realizing exactly what he’d got himself into, and truly understanding that The Eventuals really were going to try to eliminate every single person from the planet, he had serious doubts.

Witnessing The Eventuals, under the guidance of either a Bishop or a Cardinal, actually taking people’s lives, reveling in the anarchy and truly believing that this was God’s Will, made him sick to his stomach — he’d realized within months that what he had thought was the true intent of The Lethargy was completely wrong. It was a familiar pattern, but most were never lucky enough to escape like Frank and his companions had.

Frank explained that he’d had a really hard time after The Lethargy took his wife and his three year old son, sinking into severe depression, wandering the streets of the small town he had lived in his whole life, uncaring about if he was attacked, robbed, even killed. He had done it for months, watching as the world fell apart, the power went down, TV and radio stopped broadcasting, the Web no longer functioned and everything just ground to a halt — a familiar story all over the country, all over the world. He talked about falling so low he contemplated suicide, believing there was nothing left for him, that all was lost.

He’d cursed The Lethargy, cursed a God that could do such a thing, but then met one of The Eventuals. A keen young man full of manic energy after recently taking his Ink. He’d told him of their beliefs, that they knew that God had sent The Lethargy to eradicate humanity for making a mess of the planet and squandering the gifts they’d been given, but it hadn’t quite finished the job.

It was God’s test: to see if those that remained would finish His work, gladly take the ever-diminishing population with them into The Void, so the earth would be free to flourish once more. The man had given him books to read, writings and pamphlets by their leader: Varik.

Varik had only started the religion a few years previously, but already it dominated the country; everyone knew about it. The word spread like wildfire. Religions thousands of years old were destroyed almost instantly, overtaken by The Eventuals, and it was easy to see why. The world was in ruins, everything that had been wrong with society escalated into anarchy in an instant, humanity showing their true colors, and it wasn’t pretty. They had no right to life, that was clear when all people did was ruin things — ruin themselves, ruin the country, exploit the earth, its animals and each other. Varik knew the answer, spoke to Him, and it was clear that mankind was no longer welcome.

Frank sucked it up like oxygen; it all made so much sense.

He joined, then realized what a bad mistake it was. Spending time with The Eventuals it was clear that these were not normal people, whatever that was any more. Some were fatalists — truly believing the word of Varik — but the majority of the ever-growing, yet still in its infancy religion, were made up of people like him: the disenfranchised, those that didn’t care, had lost everything and had nothing to live for. Or those that simply couldn’t bear to be alone, and would do absolutely anything just to have company, somebody to talk to.

This was the contradiction with The Eventuals — their main directive was to seek out, then convert or kill, anybody that was Whole. Those with The Lethargy didn’t count, although they were often dispatched anyway. Yet the church members didn’t have to worry about their own lives as long as they obeyed those above them. It was a double-edged sword that meant if you could stomach it then your life was secure, at least for now, as long as you did what you were told.

As months passed the ranks swelled, until just a handful of years after The Lethargy, and with the religion still forming as Varik honed his skills as a mythical Saviour delivering His Will, the religion dominated ever more main towns and cities, and more and more people signed up for genuine reasons or simply to save themselves.

Frank couldn’t cope with it. He’d left almost three years ago, wandering the country trying to hide, stay away from people and try to deal with his Ink.

He said the story was convoluted about how he met Saul and Dilyn, but they ended up together, and they all had something in common: they hated The Eventuals, despised what they stood for. People should be fighting back, trying to make a life for themselves, living peacefully and having children to ensure that humanity survived. It wasn’t like everyone became an Eventual, it was still a minority in terms of numbers of the populace that signed up, and a lot of them were just as afraid as those trying to live lives away from the reminders of all that they had lost.

Edsel had interrupted, feeling tired just listening, and asked what all of that had to do with them attacking his family and giving him more Ink, and he had to ask one thing first, something that had been playing on his mind ever since he’d come back to his senses and could think straight.

He wanted to know how they had put red Ink over black that itself had been used to cover up the red. He didn’t know anything about tattoos really, but the one thing he did know is that you could put a darker color over a lighter, but how the hell could you put red over black? Surely it simply wouldn’t do anything but maybe give a hint of the color at best.

Frank explained about the things he and the other guys had learned while they were Eventuals, more specifically the other two, as they had been chosen to be those with the glorious honor of giving The Ink, having both been apprentice tattooists before The Lethargy put a stop to their jobs.

The Ink was simply not normal ink, it was special. It was, if he was honest, a mystery, but it didn’t work like regular ink used by tattooists. Normal ink was made from pigment in a solution, usually alcohol and glycerin, although the carrier solution differed wildly from maker to maker, and homemade ones could be even more diverse. Then you have the pigments themselves, normally minerals, but they too can be from a number of sources. Red is one of the most risky to have in a tattoo — it had always been the color that posed the greatest risk of allergic reactions. The Ink was different.

Nobody knew what was in it, what it was made of, especially not mere acolytes. He doubted even the Bishops or Cardinals did. Their knowledge was limited to what was passed down to them from Varik himself. It was Varik that had The Ink made and supplied to the growing number of Wards. The rumors were that, and it made sense from what the three of them had seen, it was in a solution that had what they called The Fire, either that or an additive to the pigment itself. Nobody knew, but it meant that a day, two, or sometimes three days after The Ink was given, the pain became almost unbearable. Edsel had nodded at that, somehow glad that his experience had been shared and it wasn’t just him.

But that wasn’t all — whatever it was made out of meant that it overrode all other tattoos. This was The Ink after all. You could apply it over any color and it would win out, although it could be covered up if you used a darker color. Black to be precise.

“Which is what we did, right? Lash covered over it and that should have been that, no more Ink.”

“Except it isn’t is it? We took you back to red.”

“Yeah, and you still need to explain that to me again. Kidnapping us and tying us up, scaring women and children… and me.”

“I know, I know,” said Frank, holding his huge hands up in apology. “We’ll go over that again too. But we had to, there was no choice. The Ink is special, it opens up the nerves to accept pain, but there is more. Much more. Whatever it is, it can cover over even black. Obviously something in its makeup allows this. But that’s a small point in comparison to the fact that if you do try to eradicate it then it’s like setting up a huge sign in the air saying ‘Over here, I’m over here,’ to any number of powerful Eventuals.”

“I don’t get it? What do you mean?” Edsel was having to take in too much; he would have to rest again soon, he knew it.

Frank could tell Edsel was flagging so finished his explanation. “Look, Varik himself, or people close to him, make it, and he is one crazy powerful dude. Truly Awoken. He can control animals — he has a huge eagle that he can occupy and see through its mind — and all kinds of wild rumors abound about him. But this Ink, it’s special. It’s almost like a tracking beacon. Not exact, not anything like that, so they can’t tell who it is or anything. But those with The Ink are present in The Noise as a signal that they are Eventuals. If you try to get rid of it then it’s like your presence slowly fades, and that can be picked up by Awoken Eventuals. The quicker you do it, get rid of it, then the more of a signal it is to them.

“Think of it like this: it’s like a light being switched off, leaving darkness, a space that is as obvious as the light itself. That’s what you did, you covered over your red and it sent a signal that something was wrong, and that would have always stayed with you. Wherever you went you would be like a moving emptiness to them, an absence of a presence that is who knows how much stronger than if you merely had The Ink. So we put it back, we tattooed you back to red. To save you.”

“This is insane, how can they do that?”

“I’ve honestly got no idea, but it’s how it works. The other guys were taught all about it, and I heard bits and pieces during my time with them. If you have The Ink you are basically ignored, it’s like a camouflage. They don’t concern themselves with Inked, there are so many and it’s just how they want it. But if you cover it up then you stand out like a sore thumb, and they will come and get you. They will be at your home by now, you can bet on it. They will have descended on you where you first kind of went off the radar, and that was why we took you away.”

“Why didn’t you just come and tell us that? Explain?” Edsel was close to sleep, he felt his eyes getting heavy, but he needed the whole story just so it was over and done with.

Frank folded his hands together, resting his bearded chin on them, elbows on the table. “Well, let me answer with a question for you. If three men turned up at your home, all obviously Eventuals, and asked if they could have a quiet word and explained all of that, and then said that by the way they were going to give you The Ink again, right then, even though you’d just had it done, would you have agreed?”

“No bloody chance, not a hope in hell.”

“Well then, you have your answer. We couldn’t think of anything else to do apart from come and grab you and… well, you know.”

“Thanks, I think. No, thank you, but damn, it hurts. One more thing, then I really do need to sleep again.” Edsel turned to Lash and said, “Sorry. I will be back to myself soon, promise.” He turned back to Frank, “How did you know where to find me though?”

“Because we have The Ink Edsel, we can sense other Eventuals through The Noise, and we knew that as soon as you slowly began to fade the way you did then it wasn’t just an Eventual dying, it was someone trying to get rid of their Ink, and that’s the kind of person we want to know, even if they were clearly ill-informed about the consequences.”

Edsel was asleep in the chair.

Aiden pulled the bowl of porridge out of the way and gently rested Edsel’s head on the table. “I think he’s going to need a few more days of rest. He’s done for.”

“I’m just glad he’s okay,” said Lash, relieved that he had at least finally got out of bed and was clearly getting over the worst of his ordeal. “And thanks again Frank, I can’t imagine what would have happened if you hadn’t saved us.”

“My pleasure. I’m just sorry we scared you so much. We aren't really big on plans around here, we try to keep a low profile and we sort of panicked I guess.”

Edsel snored away. Slowly his body began to recover; his fried nervous system relaxing and allowing him to heal a little more each day.


WEIRD


“I DON’T LIKE this. It just doesn’t feel right.”

“Can we leave?” asked Aiden, hope in his eyes.

“Yeah, let’s get out of here. I don’t want to sound ungrateful but they give me the creeps.”

Cool, not just me then.

“I didn’t want to say anything, I thought you two liked it here?” Edsel shifted in the Adirondack chair, shuffling it back a little to stay in the shade.

“Nope, not just you. Something is just off, and to be honest I preferred it when it was only us three anyway. A family,” said Lash, eyes darting about just to be sure that they were alone.

It had been a few days since Edsel had fallen asleep in the kitchen, four days since he’d been tattooed yet again, the huge amount of foreign bodies under his skin screaming at him in the all-too-familiar way after his double dose of tattoos. His nervous system was still totally frazzled.

Their rescuers had been nothing but courteous, willing to share all they had, but something was off. There was always some kind of tension in the air, something unsaid that would clearly explode at some point — Edsel didn’t want to be around when whatever was going on finally came out in the open.

Aiden had been acting weird too — subdued. He was only fourteen, and going through a lot of changes, but he’d never been a moody kid and was always polite and fun. Sure, it was a big change, living with other men, but there was more to it than that. He obviously felt that something was wrong too, and had been very quiet. But then, it had only been a few days, and a lot had happened.

No, it was more than that. He’d been through an awful lot in the past but still somehow managed to stay chirpy and optimistic — it was like the men were draining him of his spirit, stopping him enjoying life like he used to. Lash as well. It was normally Edsel that had to be cajoled into forgetting about the bad, making the most of the good, now it seemed like all three of them had sunk into a fog of, if not Lethargy, then a slight sullenness. Purely and simply a lack of vigor.

We should be hyped up on adrenaline, keyed up because of what happened, keen to talk about what to do, our future, but we haven’t. Something isn’t right here.

“Let’s go for a walk. The three of us. In the shade. Over there, in the woods.” Edsel pointed at the trees that bordered the fields to the east, where it was shady and cool and they could be a little more assured of some privacy away from the house.

~~~

“So, what is it? You two are in a much better position than me to pick up on any weird vibes. I’ve been out of it so much.”

It was clear that neither of them really knew where to start, but Aiden spoke first. “If you ask what it is then I can’t say. It’s just something isn’t right. They are too kind of, dunno, organized or something. See,” Aiden kicked the ground in exasperation, “I told you, I don’t know what it is but something is up.”

Edsel turned to Lash, and raised an eyebrow. She just shrugged. “I’m the same. Frank seems fine, if a little bossy, and he certainly bosses the other two about, they’re like a pair of… God this is so hard to explain. They’re just like they are enjoying this whole survivalist thing they’ve got going on a little too much. Like they are preparing for something.”

“They’re just being cautious aren’t they? Keeping watch, stockpiling. Not that they have that much as they are trying to stay safe. And they saved us.”

But they aren’t telling us everything either, are they?

“I know. Everything they do makes sense if you ask them, watch what they do, or even help. Me and Aiden have been helping about the place quite a bit, and they are maybe a little too into it, but that’s understandable after what they’ve been through, like you. But they are so damn happy about it all, like they are playing a game, not really living it. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah. Okay, look, there’s no time like the present. Let’s just go. Like now. No saying we’ll stay another night, no asking for anything, nothing like that. Let’s just go back to the house, tell them we are going, and just leave. If they offer us one of the cars then great, if not then we just walk out of here and think about what to do next later? Am I mad, or is that a good idea?”

It’s mad. They haven’t done anything bad to us, they’ve been kind and generous.

“It’s rude though, isn’t it? After all they’ve done? You aren’t exactly fighting fit either, are you?” said Lash.

Aiden was uneasy, trying to say something. “I’d rather we just went, just walk off now. They might not notice for hours.”

“Okay, I’m cool with that. I could go right away. We are a family, and if we feel that something is best for us then we should do it. If it makes us look like ungrateful guests then I’d rather we did that than—”

“You aren’t going anywhere,” said Frank. He was visibly shaking with anger as he stepped out from hiding in the thick cover of the trees. “You think that you are going to just walk away without saying goodbye?”

“Frank, Frank, it’s nothing personal,” said Edsel hurriedly. “Maybe we’ve just been together as a little family unit too long, but we need to be on our own again. Nothing personal.”

“I don’t care whether it’s personal or not. Like I just said, you aren’t going anywhere. We aren’t ready yet.”

Ice gripped Edsel’s stomach; he didn’t want to ask. “Ready for what?”

“Why, for the game of course Edsel. The game. You don’t think we really gave you The Ink to save you, do you? Seriously?” Frank let out a slight chuckle, before his features creased up into a deep scowl. “Do you really think we did all this to let you escape from The Eventuals? And that Saul and Dilyn just somehow happened to be escaped Eventuals that knew how to give The Ink? That we had a stash of it just in case we ever needed to save someone? You lot really are rather stupid, you know that? You don’t ever leave The Eventuals, not unless we say you can, and we never say that. I’m almost a Bishop, almost there. I just need to show that I’m worthy. What better way than upping the numbers of my Ward with these two?” He pointed at Lash and Aiden. “But first me and the boys thought we would have some fun, see what you are really made of. The mythical Edsel, the man that got The Ink but escaped, and killed one of our own! You think everyone hasn’t heard of you? That every Bishop doesn’t want to see you dead? You’re a thorn in our side Edsel.”

“You leave them alone. You’re crazy. All of this just so you could play a game? Well we’re not playing.”

This is going to go down right now, do something. Don’t think, act.

Edsel made a charge at Frank. Even just knocking him over would give them a head start. A chance.

“Edsel!” Lash shouted a warning, but it was too late.

Next thing Edsel knew he was freezing cold, it was pitch black and he was alone. He sat up slowly, touching the back of his head gently, a huge bump telling him all that he needed to know.

These people will never leave me alone. Never.


NOTE


THERE WAS A note at the house, in the kitchen.

Hello Edsel, this is Frank (in case you hadn’t guessed). I won’t bore you with all the details, but let’s just say that you are a bit of a legend you know? No, you probably don’t. You don’t really mix in Eventuals circles now do you? No matter, we know all about you, what you did in Manchester. And here you are, with a nice little Wifey and a young lad too. How cozy.

Well, it was. Not so great now is it?

Here’s the deal buddy. If you want ‘em then come get ‘em. Here’s the address: YOUR HOME IN POEN.

That’s right, they are right back where you started. You just have to go and get them. They’re a little bit tied up at the moment (haha) and in two days if we haven’t caught you then they get The Ink, but that’s where they are. They will be given The Ink after we have our fun, and that’s where you come in my friend.

After your whack on the head we gave you a sedative which takes about 8 hours to wear off, so unless you’re dead, and we will find that out soon enough, then it should be the middle of the night for you.

Here’s what’s going to happen.

We’re coming to get you. The chase is on my friend. All you have to do is make it home and all will be well.

Just like past adventures eh? Hopefully you will make it on time rather than being late. We know what happens when you take too long, don’t we?

See you soon

Frank

XXX

p.s. Knock, knock.

Edsel stared around wildly, unable to remember if there was a clock in the kitchen or not.

Three o’clock. Shit.

He had no idea how far away he was from Poen rather than in a very vague sense. All he knew was that if Frank was serious, and he believed he was, then he and his two cronies were going to be after him. None of it made sense though. Why bother? Why go to all the trouble of giving him The Ink, looking after them all, and then playing stupid games?

Think Edsel, think. Why would Frank be doing this?

It was hard, but Edsel tried to calm himself, tried to ignore the pain over his upper body, knowing that it was going to get worse — a lot worse.

I can’t do this again. Can I?

What had Frank said before he got clobbered? That he was almost a Bishop and would then have his own Ward? Or that maybe all he had were those two with him. What did he say? Yes, that he had to prove himself, and Edsel assumed that meant that once he’d had the black tattoos he really had hit some kind of radar and Frank had been sent to find out what was going on. Then they’d given him The Ink again over the top of it just because they could, not because it made any difference to his future — which was clearly not going to be a long one if Frank had anything to do with it.

But why bother?

Life was suddenly too convoluted to make any logical sense, everything weaving back and forth amid the lies, half truths and downright deception. This was a game to Frank, he was bored and finding some amusement where he could. Why?

For something different to do, that’s why? Frank was sent to get me and he wants to play rather than just take me back to whoever he is answering to. Maybe even Varik himself.

Edsel supposed that he would have been talked about a lot by the Eventuals. Having escaped, then returned to wreak his vengeance, would not have gone down well, sot he would certainly be seen as somebody that was important to capture. And he’d given himself away because of his vanity.

Because he wanted his redness gone he’d slowly made himself known to The Eventuals. An up-and-coming Bishop in the making was the perfect choice to be sent to capture him, assuming anything Frank had told them was actually true. If so, then either Frank got him and was elevated to his position, or he failed and it was just another acolyte lost. The Eventuals wouldn’t really care, but Frank obviously did.

If I don’t save Lash and Aiden then they’ll give them The Ink, probably before they even take them back to wherever they were sent from.

Edsel tried to think, but judging by the place they had been staying the last few days then maybe this was the home of Frank and where he was based? Maybe he had set up here to build another Ward and he had just the two tattooists with him to kick-start the whole expansion. That made sense. North Wales wasn’t exactly densely populated before The Lethargy, so maybe they just set up a few people to try to recruit members in the quieter parts of the country.

Who knows? Who cares? All I know is that I’m going to go get Lash and Aiden, and kill Frank and his men.

There was no way he could make it to Poen on foot in time, if what Frank said was true. Two days then they got The Ink? He wouldn’t make it, so he needed transport. But were they really going to come looking for him? Why would they bother?

Clearly Edsel would simply make his way to them and they could just be there waiting. But maybe they really did want the fun of the chase — the hunt. So they’d be dropping Lash and Aiden off then coming for him? It was too convoluted, too much of a mess. Edsel felt his skin tightening now after the drug-haze was totally gone. It was hard to think straight, everything was a jumble in his mind. What should he do? What was the truth behind the game Frank was playing?

Can I take the chance? Can I just hang around here and wait to see if they return to come get me? Then what?

What to do for the best? If Frank was serious then all he had to do was stay put and when they came for him he just had to kill them. But what if they didn’t come? What if right now they were giving Lash and Aiden The Ink? Or something worse? Or maybe they really would wait two days like Frank promised. In the meantime come back to get him, enjoy the chase and simply play with him until finally killing him at the end of it all.

This is stupid. What kind of man does this just for sport? People that join The Eventuals and take part in the killing of others for believing something different, that’s who.

Edsel made up his mind — he’d make his way back home and deal with whatever happened on the way.

I’m coming to get you Lash, hang in there Aiden. Don’t let them hurt you, stay strong.


TALK


EDSEL TRIED TO act rationally, tried to gather together items that would be of use, but the pain was clouding his mind. The knock on the head, and the drugs they’d given him to keep him unconscious while they left, were making it hard to get enough clarity to make his body act, or allow his mind to make important decisions.

And through it all he felt the rising tide of pain from his double dose of Ink. As the black began to heal, the new red was already reaching the climax of its assault on his skin and his entire system — without any pain medication he was beginning to feel the full force of The Fire for the second time in his life. He forgot just how painful it was to get The Ink, let alone mere days after already having most of his upper body tattooed.

Too much. Too extreme for my body to deal with.

He shuffled about in a stupor, half expecting to wake up and laugh at such a stupid dream. How was he expected to save Lash and Aiden when he couldn’t even think clearly and didn't know where his attackers were waiting for him? Or even if they were waiting anywhere at all apart from right back at his home? They could just be sat around eating his food right now, laughing at his family while they gave them The Ink and Edsel tried to formulate some kind of rudimentary plan.

What had worked for him before? Back when he’d exacted his revenge? Blind luck for the most part and acting on instinct. Taking opportunities, being brave, or more likely stupid, and charging in and fighting until he came out victorious. Is that what it would take? Just making his way home as quickly as possible, hoping that he overcame the odds?

What else is there? I’ve just got to go. Now, what do I need?

Edsel stuffed whatever he thought useful into a simple black canvas duffel bag, water being most important. There were no salves, creams or lotions left for him to help with his screaming skin — it seemed that these Eventuals were not overly concerned with his Ink being perfect like his first tattooers were.

They want me to feel the pain. They want it to hurt and for it to slow me down.

Then it hit him. Of course they didn’t care about his Ink being perfect, that was the whole point. They wanted him to feel wretched; they wanted him to hurt as it was part of their game. And they had no intention of allowing him to live. There was no way he could ever be an Eventual — he’d gone against them so they wanted their revenge.

Nothing short of death would suffice, but he was clearly meant to suffer in the meantime. That was why they Inked him, gave him a few days for scabs to begin to form and The Fire to build, then withdrew the meds, took all he cared for. Now some sick form of a hunt was how they planned to finish off their payback for what he had done to the Manchester Ward.

These people are completely insane. I thought they were mad in Manchester but they were saints compared to this. The things people do to relieve the boredom of their lives. That’s it, they’re bored and this is their idea of fun, simple as that.

It suddenly went pitch black.

Damn, batteries must be out of power.

Edsel clattered about in the kitchen trying to find a light source. He remembered there were candles and a lighter close to the sink on the window sill and managed to find his way over as his eyesight adjusted. White hot pain flared across his stomach as he banged into the countertop a little too fast. He nearly crumpled, but managed to put his hands out and rest carefully against the wooden surface, waiting for the waves of nausea to pass. If this was how it started then he really didn’t fancy his chances.

Stop being a pessimist. They’re relying on you, get it together.

Thoughts whirled around in Edsel’s head as he fumbled with the lighter, finally igniting the wick on a small stump of white wax stuck onto a saucer.

Well, at least they let me have light for a while.

Edsel shielded the candle flame as he wandered over to the rather empty duffel he’d packed. What did he need? What would they have left him?

There was an emptiness inside of him, as if the outcome was a foregone conclusion. What chance did he stand when they were going to be after him and he had nothing to defend himself with? Or did he?

Edsel checked the drawers and cupboards but the best he could come up with were a few kitchen knives that were in serious need of sharpening — at least they were better than nothing.

In terms of clothing he had a light shirt on, jeans, and a pair of generic loose fit sneakers that were incredibly comfortable. He didn’t really see the need for anything else, or to spend valuable time hunting around in the dark for a chance find of something. And besides, his skin wouldn’t take anything too heavy or harsh, not after such punishment.

Edsel grabbed the duffel, flinching as the light weight still felt like it was ripping the skin off his palms. He opened the door from the kitchen and stepped out into a clear and starry night.

Right, I guess all I can do is walk; try to find a vehicle as soon as possible. Whatever is going to happen is going to happen, I just have to do my best.

Edsel was resolute. He was ice, even though his body was fire. He tried not to think of Lash and Aiden too much, that way lay madness. It was just one thing at a time, each step taking him closer to home in a sick game of copycat that these damned Eventuals somehow thought was amusing.

That’s it! Idiot. They are repeating what happened before. They are trying to teach me a lesson, make me dash for home just like I did last time, playing games with me for making them lose face like Frank said in the letter. Well, I’ll show them. Again.

Making his way out to the front of the house, before heading toward the open entry to the lane, Edsel stopped dead in his tracks. It was the silhouette of Frank, all big beard, long hair and large muscles, leaning nonchalantly against the brick wall that fronted the property. White exhalations and a spark of red showed that he was still enjoying his stash of cigarettes.

Glad I never started, or I’d be tearing my hair out for one, I’m sure.

Edsel whistled as he walked toward Frank, a nonchalance he in no way felt.

“Hello Frank, nice evening to take in the air. Beautiful sky isn’t it?” Edsel stared up at the countless stars, all a part of The Void, a reminder that people’s lives were meaningless to anyone but themselves and those that loved them. Edsel made a note to use The Noise to scan for other minds from now on — he never did get used to entering that mysterious place unless it was the few odd times he spoke to Aiden and Lash in that strange, silent way.

“Evening Edsel, lovely night for it, isn’t it?” Frank crushed his cigarette under a heavy boot, sparks dimming like fallen stars.

“So, you going to tell me what this is all really about before I go running off trying to get home, only to find that there’s nobody there and then you shoot me in the back? Something like that?” Edsel tried to look at Frank via The Noise, to see his true intent, read his thoughts, sense his aura — something, anything.

He drew a blank, Frank was closed to him.

Stay calm; don’t try anything. Look at the size of him. Plus you need to know Lash and Aiden are safe.

“Well Edsel, it’s like this. Oh, I assume you got my note by the way?” Frank turned a steely gaze on Edsel, lifting a bushy eyebrow. Edsel just nodded. “Good, so why are you still here? Shouldn’t you be frantically making your way back home to save your loved ones from the bad guys? You know, like you did before,” sneered Frank.

“Well, that right there is the problem Frank. It just doesn’t sound right to me, too much like a repeat of the last time I met a group of Eventuals and a Bishop, or Bishop-to-be in your case… If you were telling the truth at any rate. Which I doubt very much.”

“Haha, not just a pretty face then,” mused Frank. “Very astute. I thought it would have got you running straight back to the bosom of your dysfunctional family, yet here you are.”

“So, you going to tell me or not? I’m too tired for this shit Frank, and I hurt too much.”

Frank smiled, teeth a matte white under the light of the almost full moon. “So much to say, so little time to tell it all Edsel. Truth is that a lot of it was true. I’m a Bishop, almost. I just need to finish up with you and I’m guaranteed my position. The other two idiots? My only Ward members at the moment. It’s pretty quiet around these parts in case you haven’t noticed. I was given an order to get you, to deal with you, after you were picked up when you stupidly tried to get your Ink covered up. Bad move that,” noted Frank, lighting up another cigarette, drawing on it deeply, his beard sparkling orange under the glow of the ash. “The rest was up to me. Just get him, was about as extensive as my orders went. So we found you, and thought we’d try out our new equipment, let the guys get some practice in with their tattooing skills before they went rusty. Hopefully there will be plenty more soon, we haven’t been in this neck of the woods long, still finding our feet. But it’s mine Edsel. I plan on expanding, and I plan on bringing every single Whole person I find into my Ward if I possibly can. If not then it’s death for them.”

Is he ever going to get to the point? Should I just kill him? Try anyway.

Edsel wondered if he would have time to get a knife from his bag before Frank crushed his head with his huge hands. He doubted it.

“So, we thought we would have a little fun with you Edsel, take what you love away and have some games. But it doesn’t really appear to be working out like that, does it? Maybe you need a bit more of an incentive? Something to gee you up, get the action going? Boys?” shouted Frank into the night. “You ready?”

“Yes Frank,” came a reply from out of the dark.

“Edsel, Lash and Aiden truly are at your home, and they truly were to be given The Ink if you didn’t make it back there in two days. But I see now that was a folly on my part. After talking with them I see that they would never come over to our side, and even though Aiden would be invaluable as he is going to be one powerful man when he fully Awakens, I am under strict orders to only initiate those that accept our religion. They clearly don’t. So here’s the plan: you run, we come after you. If you get them first then good luck to you. If you don’t then you can watch as they get put to their death. How does that sound?”

“Like a really bad plan. How about you let me go, forget you ever saw us, and you will never hear from me again?”

Fat chance.

“Haha. Oh you are a funny one Edsel, a real character. Nope, that’s my offer. Go, run, try to save them. I’ll even give you an hour’s head start. I thought you would have awoken from the drugs earlier, so assumed you would already be on your way. As that isn’t the case then I think it best that you get going now.” Frank took a deep, relaxed draw on his cigarette, sighing contently. “You have one hour to get ahead of us. But trust me Edsel, we will be after you, we will get you, and we will kill you all. Now run.”

Edsel ran. Out into the lane, out into the clear evening where the moon shone brightly and lit his way. He had no idea exactly where he was, which direction to take or how far he had to go. He simply picked up his bag and jogged down the lane. At least there was only one way to go to start; the house was at the end of a private lane so he couldn’t get lost — yet.

Edsel eased into a steady pace as he went out of sight of the house, away and down the lane. Then he cut off into the woods.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

If they thought they had the measure of him then they were sorely mistaken. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. His mad dash across a ravaged city two years ago had taught him a valuable lesson: don’t ever do what they expect you to do.

I may hurt like hell, but I’ve been here before, and I’m no fool.


OVER


FRANK MAY HAVE acted the hard man, and coveted a powerful position in the Eventuals, but truth be told he was an idiot — his acolytes less than that. They assumed they had the measure of him but they were completely wrong. As Edsel stood talking to Frank, he realized just how inept they really were.

What kind of people played such games?

The Church Of The Eventuals may have been the stuff of nightmares, but it had its faith and it had its rules. There was no place within it for those that played with people’s lives in such a manner. It was for the truly devout, or at the very least for those willing to follow orders and carry out His Will.

Edsel crouched in the trees, catching his breath, ignoring the searing pain that was bringing his skin to life as if he was the phoenix — rising from the ashes, reborn through fire.

Edsel used the knowledge his partially Awoken state offered him, and calmed his mind, letting the moon wash away the tide of fear, stilling his thoughts, finally bringing some much needed clarity.

A car, they’ll have a car, maybe two, or the van. The van, they’ll have that. Makes sense; they’ll want space for me, my dead body. Wankers.

Edsel knew it was pointless to just run blindly toward home, even if he knew which way that was. Unless he saw a sign after heading away from the house, he could be going in the wrong direction, just waiting to be mowed down by Frank before he got anywhere. No, he had to turn the tables immediately, do what they wouldn’t expect. Edsel peeked out from behind a tree, ears straining to listen for noise — there was nothing.

So maybe good old Frank is going to keep his word and give me an hour. Yeah right.

Moving silently, Edsel made his way through the woods, cursing the brightness of the moon even as it lit his way and made his clandestine travel possible. He skirted through the lush forest, climbed over a wooden style that was an old right of way across the fields bordering the woods. He kept to the perimeter of the open space, still on the other side of the property he had just run from.

At the old stock-proof fencing he threw his duffel on top of the barbed wire and clambered over without ripping himself to shreds. Crouching low, he made it around to the back of the house and stopped to listen. He could hear muted voices and laughter, and knew that Frank and the others hadn’t made it far past the front gate back to the house — the light of their cigarettes telling him all he needed to know. Where was the van? He hadn’t seen it when he’d left, hadn’t given it a second's thought.

Strange.

Edsel looked around the large front grounds, with its various outbuildings, tin roofed open cattle sheds, the pieces of ancient rusted equipment, all manner of junk and piles of materials. There it was, reversed into one of the open barns, probably there for them to pick up something they would need later.

What’s in the barn Frank? What you playing at my friend?

Edsel went to find out. He pulled cloth he’d stuffed into his duffel out and smeared it into the ground then rubbed it over his face to at least provide a little camouflage. Then he wasted no time and quickly dashed from the cover of one building to the next, keeping low, checking the glow of cigarettes and praying they didn’t see him.

They aren’t even looking, why would they? They think they know me, they think their little game is going to start.

He was close now, hiding behind the side of the open barn, the van inside. He just had to get to it and wait.

“Get the van running Saul,” shouted Frank, as he headed back toward the house, Saul mumbling something he didn’t catch, but making his way toward the van nonetheless. Dilyn, skinny and looking even more rat-like in the silver light, waited where he was, finishing off his smoke.

Now or never Edsel, time to act.

As Saul turned to reply to Frank, Edsel slipped into the barn and ran to the back. The doors were open.

Those shit-heads, they never had any intention of me ever finding Lash and Aiden even if I got home.

They were in the van, tied up just like they were days ago. Eyes wide with fear as they heard the approaching footsteps, amazed when they realized it was Edsel.

Lash and Aiden were prone on the floor, hands tight behind their backs, tied with flex cuffs hand and foot. Both were straining their heads up to see who was coming, what was going to happen to them next. Edsel put a finger to his lips and worked quickly. He got the knife out of his bag and climbed quietly into the van. He cut the bonds at their wrists but left their legs tied together. He kept the gags on them too.

No time. It’s got to look like they are still tied.

Edsel whispered quietly to them both, before giving Lash the knife. They both nodded. Fear was making Lash tremble almost uncontrollably, and Aiden didn’t look much better, but they both knew that there wouldn’t be a second chance to escape — this was it.

“Okay, this is going to be risky, but it’s the best I’ve got. When I bang on the van be sure to cut your leg cuffs and run for your life.” Edsel whispered as quietly as he possibly could, already hearing Saul approach. He moved to the right of the van and crouched behind an old pile of pallets, watching as Saul grabbed a number of items from a large bench; the van bounced as he dropped them inside.

He closed the van door and got in on the driver side.

Well, so far so good. He obviously didn’t notice anything wrong.

The van pulled out of the barn; Edsel kept low until it was at the front of the house. Darkness closed in, the van’s lights now too far away to show him clearly. He went over to the corner where he’d spotted a large drum and a number of smaller cans for what he was praying was gasoline, and full. He checked the first one, shaking it, but it was empty. Then the second — nothing, then a large green one, the last one.

Come on. Come on, please. Yes!

It was about a third full. Edsel popped the seal, the canister deflating with a hiss as the pressure escaped. He sniffed. Gasoline. He picked up the green metal can after sealing it, and a smaller red plastic one, then quickly moved out of sight behind the pallets again. He opened both caps and began pouring the fuel into the smaller can as it would make what he had in mind a lot simpler.

Argh. Ah, bugger. Burns like crazy.

He’d forgotten. Idiot! The fuel splashed onto the hand holding the can and burned into his skin like liquid fire. The sensation was just like when he’d accidentally tipped vodka right onto his exposed flesh, but this was even worse. The darkness sent his imagination wild, picturing the flesh pouring off his hand like liquid. No time though, he had to act fast. Voices were rising outside, and Edsel knew that Frank and his two acolytes were getting ready to move, to begin their hunt.

Edsel crept out of the barn, dashing through the exposed space, praying nobody would see him.


OUT


SAUL HAD GOT out of the van and the three men were stood by the driver side talking loudly, arguing about Edsel, about what they were going to do to him.

Edsel had wondered what was in the bags Saul had got from the barn, and now he knew — he didn’t like the sound of it one little bit. They were going to chop him up! Chop him up in front of Lash and Aiden as a final attempt at conversion — taking away the hope of ever having a life of their own.

You’re not getting me, or them.

Edsel crept around to the passenger side of the van and ever so slowly opened the door a fraction. The driver side was already open and he could see the men, pale in the moonlight, features distorted, shadows dancing as they puffed on their cigarettes. He wound the window down then closed the door again. He retreated into the darkness of the abundant shrubs bordering the drive to wait.

The early morning was silent apart from the chatter of the men, their excitement building. They were clearly looking forward to their chase, confident that Edsel would be caught easily, no match for the three of them. The two acolytes congratulated Frank on devising such a pastime, thanking him for finally giving them something interesting to do, both saying how boring it was being stuck in the middle of nowhere, away from the action in the bigger cities.

Well, it ain’t gonna matter to any of you for much longer.

Less than a minute later the men got into the van. Saul was driving, so Dilyn got into the passenger side first, then Frank got in last. Edsel couldn’t help wondering what their real names were, or more appropriately weren’t. They had obviously used names as a ruse as Eventuals never had names, three random letters were all the identity they had. It didn’t matter, not now.

Clunk. Frank closed the door.

Shouldn’t have bothered with the window, it was risky.

Doubt crept into Edsel’s mind. What if his admittedly rather rushed and less than perfect plan failed? Should he have cut Aiden and Lash loose and taken his chances with them? Run away, tried to disable the van somehow? Was any of this even remotely going to work?

There was no time, the engine revved to life, smoke billowing from the rear until it began to idle quietly.

Edsel pulled the lighter he’d taken from the kitchen out of his pocket, and with a hand still burning madly from the spilled fuel he undid the cap from the canister before transferring it to his left hand. He ran to the van, heart pounding like a manic drummer. He heard the van crunch into gear, so in a mad panic he flung open the passenger door and awkwardly shook the fuel all over Frank and the interior of the cab.

I seem to have a thing about Eventuals and fire. It’s what they deserve. Finally they can be like their leader, burned and more red than ever before.

“Hello Frank,” he whispered in a growl, flinging the plastic canister over to the driver, fuel splashing everywhere. He flicked the lighter and it caught on Frank’s clothes in an instant. Frank didn’t manage to say a word, eyes wide with incomprehension for a split second before he went up with a whoosh and the whole cab burst into flames.

Edsel slammed the door shut and banged loudly on the side of the van, ignoring the pain. The doors flung open almost immediately; Lash and Aiden were out.

“This way, fast.” Edsel ran back toward the barn with Lash and Aiden following, sprinting across the open space awkwardly, clearly stiff from the position they’d been tied up in. The night was alive with fire.

The doors to the van opened and the howls of burning men broke the silence of the clear night. Frank clutched at the door, jumping out, ablaze from the waist up, his beard gone, the hair on his head already burned down to a scalp that was blistering and popping as he batted ineffectively at his face and his clothes.

Saul spilled out of the driver side, but fell and never got up. The can had drenched him and his body was black with burned flesh. As the flames licked over Saul he’d inhaled them directly into his lungs, death only moments away. Edsel could hear Dilyn still in the cab, screams rising to an impossible pitch, the van actually bouncing as he fought for his life inside, blinded by smoke and flame yet miraculously still alive and trying to escape. Soon enough the screams died down, then he fell silent.

Frank was still on his feet and Edsel shouted for Lash and Aiden to get around the back of the barn. He ran after them.

Frank was now at the rear of the van, still moving, still trying to douse the flames, a blistering giant, red Ink replaced by black as his skin peeled and soot enveloped him. Frank was trying to scream, call for help, but it was clear his throat was too badly burned, lungs no longer working. Still he staggered on, fighting what was inevitable. Then the night was alive, as bright as day, as the van interior went up with a loud bang. The windscreen shattered and fresh oxygen fueled the flames as they clawed their way up and out, white paint blistering, metal red hot, a bonfire out of control, licking higher and higher into the sky, reaching for the moon.

Finally Frank was down, his burning body slowly twitching as the flames brought the night to life. Frank stopped moving.

Will the van explode? Or does that only happen in the movies?

Edsel didn’t want to find out, so ran from where he’d stood, just in case the plan didn’t work and he had to fight, back to his family.

Boom.

Edsel found himself flat on the ground, face in the dirt. Ink screamed at him as if he too was a part of the fire, scabs tearing, pricking sharply into exposed fresh flesh, igniting nerves and promising more pain to come. Edsel didn’t care.

Guess it’s not just in the movies then.

“Are you okay?” asked Lash, peering into his eyes with concern.

“I think so. You?” Edsel got to his feet, amazed to find that he really was okay, apart from the pain all over his upper body of course, but that was becoming his life, was his life now — pain from Ink, a constant that followed him around like a loyal dog.

Edsel smiled at Lash, put his arm out and grabbed Aiden tight in a hug.

“Come on, let’s go home.”

“Um, wouldn’t we have needed the van to get us there?” quipped Aiden, smiling despite his ordeal and the men burned to a crisp on the floor.

“Bugger,” said Edsel, smiling back as the flames flickered and the heat of the burning van warmed his face and that of his family. “I guess we’re walking then.”

We made it. I saved them. We actually bloody did it and came out the winners. And I’ve still got my clothes on too, which is a first.


ROAD


NOBODY KNEW EXACTLY where they were. Frank had been vague about their location when Lash and Aiden still thought he was their friend, and besides, they had ridden in the back. At least it was finally getting light, the dawn promising that within the hour it would present a day that would be bright and warm.

They walked and walked, finally breaking free of the countryside with its overgrown hedges and almost impassible lanes, making it out onto an open main route that eventually led them to the coastal road where salt-etched signposts gave them the distance to back home.

Home. I guess that’s gone now too. Can we risk going back there? Just to get some stuff?

Nobody said much while they walked; what was there to say? Aiden and Lash were exhausted, terror draining them of energy, the come-down from the earlier adrenaline rush sapping their reserves. They had walked for hours, and there was no way that they could continue as the day warmed up and the asphalt, with the weeds poking through the crumbling edges, began to reflect back the heat.

Edsel had forgotten the bag he’d packed in his haste to get away, so they were all parched. Hunger gnawed at Edsel almost as insistently as the scabs itched on his drying skin. Throughout the morning the pain had been building, a familiar sensation he thought he would never in his life experience again, yet here it was, the side-effects of The Ink surfacing through his epidermis, bringing its poison to the surface, setting every nerve on fire — a reminder once more of what he’d endured for the second time.

“They didn’t… you know,” asked Edsel, finally asking what had been playing on his mind for hours.

“No, nothing like that,” said Lash, mindlessly putting one foot in front of the other. “It was all just a game to them Edsel, some fun before they were going to give us The Ink. That’s what they said anyway. It was weird.”

“Those guys were crazy,” said Aiden, stopping and staring at the water now they were on the coastal road. “After they smacked you over the head, Frank injected you and then they got out these plastic handcuff things, tied us up and shoved us in the van. Frank said something about writing you a note and then they just sat around outside the van drinking and smoking. They were bored is all. Frank, he really was sent to get you, but he was breaking orders by deciding to have some fun. They were off their rockers.”

“Did any of them say anything else? About other Eventuals? What they were going to do next?”

“Not that I heard, no,” said Aiden, turning to Lash. “You?”

Lash shook her head, “No. Nothing I can think of. They were just waiting for you Edsel, so you would run off and they could chase you, kill you. Sick.”

“Well, it’s over now, or at least that is,” said Edsel with a sigh.

Who knows what’s next though. It’s not over, it never is.

By now they had all stopped, just stood in the road, the breeze from the sea cooling them, Lash’s hair stirring like a sail catching the wind. “What do you mean?” she said. “It’s done, you killed them.”

“I know,” said Edsel, “but it doesn’t feel right. It doesn’t sit well. Look, they were idiots, no doubt about it, probably given this part of the country as whoever Frank answered to knew he wasn’t exactly the most intelligent of guys. Keeping them out of the way I guess. But they were sent, so somebody else knew where I was. What Frank said about how they found me? Does that sound right to you? It doesn’t to me.”

“About them finding you because someone sensed The Ink was being covered up? Makes sense to me,” said Lash.

“Me too,” said Aiden.

“But what if that isn’t how it works? What if they knew all along where I was, or I somehow just now came on their radar as someone with power in The Noise happened to be close enough to pick me up, or even that big eagle flew over and spotted us, or could sense me? I dunno, something like that. I’m just thinking out loud I suppose.”

“It would make sense I guess. I believed Frank, as it seemed that otherwise they would have got you ages ago, but you’re right, it could be someone was just close enough to discover your presence in The Noise and they sent him as he was closest. Or…”

Edsel nodded. “Go on. No, don’t bother. You get it now, right?” said Edsel to Lash.

“What?” asked Aiden, “Get what?”

“Or,” said Lash, “they sent Frank first and didn’t really care what happened to him, but were going to come and do the job themselves if Frank didn’t return with us, you, or whatever it was he was supposed to have done.”

“Exactly. That back there? It was too easy, but too messed up at the same time. That’s not how proper Eventuals act. Frank was playing, not doing what he was supposed to do, I’m sure of it.”

Screeee.

Edsel looked up into the sky. “There, I was right, it’s that bird. Remember Aiden? Back in the tunnel in Manchester, we saw it then? You said it was quite nice really. Someone’s watching through its eyes.”

“I see it,” said Aiden, looking up and shielding his eyes with his hand. They all watched the bird for a few minutes as it circled high overhead, before it finally flew off, back toward the east where it was lost as the sun shone too brightly to watch it.

“It’s nice, it doesn’t mean us any harm. It’s called Bird. And you’re right, someone is in its head, watching.”

“Varik, the leader. He does that, if the rumors are to be believed, and I’m guessing they are. It’s his bird.”

“No, it’s Bird, capital B,” interrupted Aiden.

“Fine. Bird. As I was saying, Varik found us and he sent his orders down the chain of command and here we are, here I am. Covered in Ink upon ink upon Ink, a target for them. I’m a danger to you both. It’s Bird, I’m sure. Varik sensed me via Bird and sent people after us. Which means there will be more.”

That’s what happened, I’m sure of it. It makes sense, it all makes sense. I’ll always be putting them at risk, no matter where I go, they’ll find me.

“I have to go, go somewhere far away. Alone.”

No happiness for you Edsel, you’re a marked man, no family for you. It was a dream, too good to be true. You are to be alone.

Edsel came back to himself to find his body eating itself from the inside out, then he realized his skin was hurting so much because he was being hugged so tightly by Lash and Aiden. It would hurt anyway, regardless of the state of his skin.

“You aren’t going anywhere mister, not alone anyway. We are a family and family stick together through the good and the bad.” Lash squeezed him tighter; Edsel tried not to scream with pain even as his heart danced with joy — and fear. For what his family would go through if they stayed with him.

“Lash is right Edsel, we’re a team, a family. Where you go, we go.”

“Thanks guys, that means the world to me, but you know they will be after me, after us, right?” He held them at arms length, his family, his life, his reason for carrying on, and looked them both in the eyes. There was no doubt, there was love, there was fear, there was certainly tiredness, but there was no doubt.

God I love them. I love you both.

Edsel felt so lucky, and so proud of his family that he knew he wasn’t worthy. Here they were, having gone through such a terrible ordeal, standing by his side forever. Aiden, a fine young man now, and Lash, so beautiful with her lush hair, her incredible eyes and her patience, such patience he truly didn’t understand how she put up with him. They wanted to be with him, would never leave, and he felt truly humbled by such devotion.

“Come on, we need to get some water, some food if possible. And certainly some sleep.” Edsel wiped his eyes, turning to look out to the sea, but he knew they saw him cry. He didn’t care.

They moved onto the sidewalk as the road was basically gone. A section that ran over a bridge had almost totally collapsed, the road falling away down the cliff to the sea below. The made their way slowly across, holding on to the rail where it was still intact, trying not to think about what would happen if the rest gave way.

Once across, the land rose quite sharply and they trudged even slower up the hill, the drop off down to the sea growing ever more dizzying. The top revealed a magnificent view of the coastline heading west, the curve of the land revealed in all its glory. Edsel could see the silhouettes of buildings up ahead, just one of countless small towns that dotted the coast, most relying on the spillover of tourists from the better known and larger ones.

At least the broken road will slow anyone down trying to get to us. They’ll have a bit of a detour if they can even get through another way.

Edsel turned and looked at the almost impassible bridge. His heart nearly stopped as the narrow remaining section gave way.

Someone’s on our side at least.

He turned and caught up with his family, and together they headed for the nameless town spread out in front of them. Signposts were long gone so close to the sea and the encroaching wilderness, the few that there had been always written in both English and Welsh — the same as it had been over the whole of Wales.

What a life, happy for a few years then I almost lost everything again. I can’t stand this, I will not lose anyone I love ever again. Look what it’s done to them.

Edsel looked at his family, knowing they were far from okay. He knew it had been terrifying for them both, more for Lash than Aiden really, as he’d grown up in a city where terrors were a daily reality. Lash had led a much quieter life, away from anywhere anybody concerned themselves with. Now their quiet life was shattered, replaced with fear, and for Edsel the return of his nightmares, this time compounded: ink and then the terrible Ink, fear, death and insanity chasing at his heels. Murder and madness and the corrupt hearts of men playing games with the lives of others.

Edsel scratched at an armpit absently.

Ah, shit, shit, shit. What is wrong with you?


PATCH


AS THEY APPROACHED the town it was clear that next to nothing had been done to deal with The Lethargy that took hold what seemed like a lifetime ago to Edsel. This was the first time he’d been this way — when he and Aiden had arrived in Poen it had been via a different route, criss-crossing back and forth through the country trying to avoid anywhere that could hold Eventuals. There was little choice now, and Edsel reasoned that if there had been more in the area then they would have certainly been charged with helping Frank to capture him.

Wandering warily through the town, the signs of a once proud community fallen to ruin were more than obvious. The small arcade was little more than glass and broken machinery, people having raided it for the countless pound coins the slot machines held, only to soon realize money was no longer worth anything. Cars were abandoned in the streets, tourists and locals sitting there uncaring as the engines slowly died along with their bodies housing minds lost to The Lethargy.

There were small fenced-off areas between each side of the road, once packed full of fast growing annuals planted every spring by enthusiastic volunteers — now all they contained were weeds, grass higher than the fences, and the saddest thing Edsel thought he had seen in his whole life: a couple sat on one of the benches, still holding hands, their bodies little more than bone and cloth, the flesh pecked from their faces and hands, yet the grip unbreakable.

Together forever in death. A suicide pact probably, and not that long ago.

He’d seen it a few times over the years: people just sat at once popular landmarks, staring up at a library, a museum, or out to sea like these two were. Sometimes he found couples in a park, on a bench like this pair, waiting for their pills to work if they were lucky, or their last ever bout of Lethargy if they weren’t so lucky.

Edsel had thought for a long time that everything would get better eventually, but from what he saw of the lives of others back when he was in the city, it seemed to just get worse.

It was the quiet. It did funny things to you, to your head.

There always used to be noise. Noise from cars, planes, traffic of all description. Chatter of people on buses, busy shopping centers, the endless muzak in elevators, the hum of electricity. Plus TV, radio and the Web — endless ways to never truly be alone with your thoughts. Then BAM! — nobody to talk to, nobody to listen to, no soap operas to lose yourself in, no traffic updates on the radio or new inane pop songs to get annoyed about. Just silence. Just you and your thoughts, watching those you cared about slip away a little more each day until you had to put an end to their lives yourself once you knew it was over for them.

I did that, I killed my own family just because I couldn’t stand to see them like that for another minute.

What he’d done to his mother and sister haunted him still; he knew it always would. His sister was worse, as he was just waiting for it, waiting for her to sink too deep into The Lethargy for her to ever open her eyes and smile at him again. Then he did it, he killed her, as much for him to escape the misery as her — sororicide, he’d looked it up, somehow needing to know there was a word for such an act. It didn’t help; why would it?

Edsel shook himself. Now was definitely not the time to dwell on such morbid subject matter. He had responsibilities again, and they weighed heavily on shoulders that felt like his thrice Inked flesh was erupting into a new skin as hard and rough as the cliffs themselves.

They walked on, the silence deafening, forcing thoughts down and dark. There were no flowers to brighten the sunny day, just dead people on benches and abandoned pushchairs outside looted stores where babies had been left to cry until they could cry no more, the parents having wandered off, no longer knowing themselves, let alone that they had a newborn by their side mere moments ago.

This could get seriously depressing.

“Come on, over there,” said Edsel, pointing to what appeared to be a large children’s play area, complete with a boating lake, park, and various small buildings that may or may not hold something worthwhile. Lash and Aiden, too tired to even speak, just followed him in silence, one foot in front of the other. All that was left in them to do.

~~~

The small store that served the visitors was completely trashed, ice-creams melted years ago, snacks devoured by hungry looters or wild animals. Bottled water taken, cash registers emptied, the cashier dead behind the counter. Dying while she stood there, having gone to work as she didn’t know what else to do, until The Lethargy took her as she stared forlornly out at the boating lake — a once happy scene that no longer featured children on the small pedal boats their parents hired out for half an hours peace at an exorbitant price.

But there was a prize, two in fact. Under the fallen display shelving Edsel found two cans of liquid he would normally rather die than drink: Fanta. But it felt like he’d won the lottery.

They sat on a bench looking at the quiet lake while Edsel carefully pulled the ring pulls on the dreaded cans, his fingertip peeling a little at the resistance. He couldn’t even bear to look; he was lost in a daze of pain already.

“Look at your hands,” said a nervous sounding Aiden, pointing at them.

Why do I have a bad feeling about this?

Edsel looked at his hands and the drink fell to the floor, the orange fizzy liquid bubbling as it seeped into the moss covered concrete.

Will this never end? How much more of this can I take without just losing the plot and jumping in this damn lake or off a cliff?

His hands, once a natural skin color, then red, then black then red again, were now looking like what he could only think of as charred meat left in a fire until the flesh was well and truly overdone.

The black, the beautiful dark skin that had been erased with new red, was coming through in random places. His hands were a patchwork of blisters, peeling skin and scabs. A strange, totally clear liquid was seeping between the cracks as if they wept for the punishment they had been given, filling in the gaps like a river new to such rough terrain. Amid the ruin of his skin was an obvious mish-mash of pigment vying for dominance.

Lash and Aiden’s eyes went wide as Edsel stood and slowly undid the buttons on his shirt; he carefully peeled it off his sticky, rough skin.

Edsel spoke without looking. “It’s all the same, isn’t it? I’m the jigsaw man. I’m the perfect camouflage for anywhere that is predominantly red and black, like Hell for instance.”

That’s where I am. I’m in hell and it will go on for eternity.

Edsel waited for them to speak, but they just kept on looking.

“Turn around,” said Lash softly. “Let’s see your back.”

Edsel turned in a slow circle, eyes closed against the horror, feeling the warm sun on his skin, ignoring the temptation of the cool lake, colors dancing behind eyelids that he never wanted to open again.

“It’s the same,” said Aiden. “It’s kind of… interesting. I like it.”

“Me too,” said Lash, “Very enigmatic.”

These guys, they really do love me.

“That’s me, a real man of mystery. Well, let’s have a look at the damage then.” Edsel opened his eyes and looked down at his arms, stomach and chest. His skin was the same as his hands. As the pain from the tight, and now very dry skin made every movement feel like he was entombed in an iron maiden, so now his sight would feel like pins were jabbing at his eyeballs — yet another reminder of the ordeals he had just gone through. He lifted an arm and actually heard the new skin crack, his armpit wet with liquid that trickled down his side, unable to feel it as it meandered over thick scabs as dry as rhino hide.

There was no clear delineation, no pattern or sharp edges. His skin was simply red and black, one blending into the other, some patches of color tiny, others larger — both were pure in their intensity before fading into the next. If it stayed as it was then there appeared to be an equilibrium, a delicate balancing act between the two, neither able to claim victory.

The sun was burning his exposed flesh, so Edsel carefully put his shirt back on and did up the buttons with inflamed and peeling fingers. He was too clumsy to do them all so Lash helped him, smiling at him sweetly through her exhaustion, never flinching at his appearance, showing her love and how little such things mattered to one as beautiful and clear of complexion as her.

“Well,” sighed Edsel, “at least life hasn’t been boring lately, right?”

“You can say that again,” said Lash, kissing him warmly on the lips.

“Get a room,” said Aiden, the poor guy looking like he was about to keel over himself.

“God, what I wouldn’t give for boring though. Right now I could happily be bored out of my mind for eternity rather than… Well, whatever it is that’s coming next.”

Edsel tried to jolly himself up, to not even think about what was going on with his body. There was absolutely nothing he could do about it, so he decided to simply focus on what he could do, and that was to try to get himself and his family safe. “Right. A plan, we need ourselves a very, and I do mean very, good plan. Any ideas?”

Nope, didn’t think so.

“Me neither.”

Edsel sat down between Lash and Aiden — they passed the one can of drink between them, each trying not to be too greedy and ensure they got equal shares. They finished it all too soon and sat in silence, watching the ducks on the lake, oblivious to the games of man.

That’d be nice, just bobbing about. I wonder what ducks eat?

Edsel lifted his arms, ignored the cracking of skin, and put one over the shoulder of each of the two people he loved more than anything in the world.

I wonder if this is gross?

“A little, but I don’t mind,” said Aiden, smiling weakly.

“Thanks buddy, means a lot.”

Edsel closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind of horrors; they weren’t going anywhere though.


HOME


EDSEL GOT UP with a start, realizing they had all fallen asleep on the bench. “Right,” he said loudly, waking Lash and Aiden, “we’re going home.”

“But we can’t,” protested Aiden. “Not now. They’ll be after us.”

“That’s what I thought too, and I’m sure they will, but we have a little time I think. Bear with me, okay?” Lash nodded, and Aiden got up and stretched his legs, waiting eagerly to hear what Edsel had to say.

“Okay, look, it was only early this morning that Frank and the others… well, you know. Up until then they were acting on their own, under orders that they clearly weren’t strictly obeying. But it was just them, told to get me, you two as well I have no doubt. I assume that they were meant to take us somewhere, you at any rate. Well, that won’t happen now, so I would assume that since they are no longer alive that will be noticed soon enough, probably pretty quickly. The Eventuals have Awoken that will pick up on them dropping out of The Noise. That’s how it works, right?”

They both nodded in agreement.

“So, they will have to come to find out what happened, and to get us. Actually they already know what happened, because of Bird. But they still have to get here. Even if the minute Bird saw us his master gave orders to come here, there isn’t anyone that close or they would have been here with Frank from the start, so they have to travel. With that bridge down it’s a slow drive to get to us, through the lanes, all over the place to make detours to arrive here. So we can go home, pack some stuff, then make our move.”

“What’s our move?” asked an excited Aiden.

Edsel scratched nervously at his cheek. “Well, I haven’t got that far yet, but at least we have a start on what we’re doing. You both good with that? Any suggestions?”

“Sounds good to me,” said Aiden.

“It makes sense,” said Lash, “but we’ll have to be quick, and we really do need to decide what to do. First, let’s get into town here and find a vehicle, something comfortable. My back is killing me from being tied up and my shoulder really hurts.”

“All right then, let’s go.”

Stay positive, don’t think about The Ink… Damn.

As the sun climbed higher in the sky they made their way into the main street of the town, where the cool breeze from the sea and the smell of salt could make you believe, just for an instant, that you were on your two week vacation. But now every day was a vacation from a reality previously brimming with people eating ice-cream and eagerly stuffing piping hot fish and chips into their mouths after a morning enjoying the beach, or playing in the arcades of a small coastal town in north Wales.

Mmm, fish and chips.

~~~

At the far end of the small town, past the rusting railings, once as blue as the sea, that ran along the road parallel to broken or burned out buildings, they still hadn’t found a suitable vehicle. They were either too small, empty of fuel, or windows were smashed. Just as they’d about given up hope Lash spotted something that looked ideal down a side street, so they went to investigate.

“It looks perfect, right? Fingers crossed.” Lash tried the door and it opened, spilling out the corpse of a once well dressed man. Why he was driving an almost brand new, pre-Lethargy Land Rover around such once easy to travel roads Edsel had no idea, but he had obviously died right there sat in the driver seat. Aiden dragged the man out of the way as carefully as he could, the body almost mummified from the enclosed space that had been his coffin for years.

Lash got in and turned the key. “Yes!” The car hummed quietly, still thunderous after the silence of the streets.

I’ll never get used to the silence. It’s only when it’s broken you realize just how quiet everything is now.

“I’m driving,” said Lash. “You two get in the back.”

Aiden got in first and Edsel followed, closing the door with a satisfying clunk. “How’s the fuel level? Good?”

“Yep. Our departed friend must have topped it up as it’s full by the looks of it.”

“Cool, let’s go then. And make it snappy, I am absolutely starving. I could even eat a McDonald’s, it’s that bad.”

“Me too. What’s that? Burgers, right?” said Aiden, his stomach rumbling at the reminder of how empty it was.

“Sort of, I suppose,” muttered Edsel. He never did quite understand how they managed to make them so flat and tiny, maybe they were different in the US? It didn’t matter now.

Lash drove out onto the coastal road and headed back home.

What was home? Where is that going to be now?

They drove in silence for a while until Lash said what had obviously been on her mind for a while. “Are you okay Edsel? I don’t mean about The Ink, I know that must be incredibly painful. I mean about killing those men. You okay with it?”

“You know what? I am. I’m fine about it. It wasn’t nice, but I didn’t know what else to do, and I don’t regret it. Years ago, when it was just me and Aiden and I was on a bit of a rampage, I felt it deeply: taking a life. I stopped until they came after us and wouldn’t leave us alone. Back then it felt so wrong, as if it should be more dramatic and a lot harder to take somebody’s life. This felt different. Spur of the moment type thing, not cold and calculating and just out of revenge. This was definitely us or them, so it had to be them.”

“Good,” said Lash. “Because I’m glad they’re dead.”

“Look out, look out. Lash!” Edsel screamed at her, and she reacted just in time. She slammed on the brakes and pulled up short of the man crossing the road.

“Bloody hell, that was close. What’s he doing?”

“Crossing the road by the looks of it,” noted Edsel, the surreal sight of a darkly tanned, well dressed man in a suit and clean white shirt but no tie, just crossing the road like it was a normal nice day and he was on his lunch break.

“Weird,” said Aiden, watching the man just like Edsel and Lash were, bemused and feeling strange about what would have once been the most normal thing in the world. Sights Aiden had missed — life was different by the time he was old enough to know much about anything at all.

The man turned and stared at the car and its occupants, obviously lost in his own thoughts until the screeching of the tires brought him back to reality.

“Sorry, wasn’t looking out for traffic,” he shouted, his voice coming in clear through the open windows. He walked to the driver side and peered in at Lash, craning his head to look at Aiden and Edsel in the rear. “Hi, I do beg your pardon. Sorry about that, I was miles away. Going somewhere nice? Out for a drive on a nice day are you?”

“Um, something like that,” said a confused sounding Lash. “And you? Doing anything interesting.” Aiden tried not to snigger in the back; Edsel nudged him in the ribs.

This is only weird because it was once normal. Don’t panic or just assume he’s going to want to pickle your head in a jar. What’s that smell? Ah, coconut oil. This dude takes his tanning seriously.

“Nice day for it,” blurted Edsel before he could control himself.

Idiot.

“Hmm? Oh, yes, it is isn’t it? And to answer your question my dear, I’m just out for a stroll, stretch the legs and get some of this refreshing sea air.” The man stood up straight, saluting them smartly. “Have a nice day, and sorry about not looking out for traffic. Bye.”

“Oh, bye,” said Lash.

Edsel and Aiden said their goodbyes too, and as the man stepped back onto the curb to allow Lash to drive past he saluted again, smiling broadly.

“That was weird,” said Aiden.

“Only because it was normal, or what was normal.”

“He seemed nice though,” offered up Lash. “It’s a good reminder, don’t you think? That not everyone is out to be mean. Some people are just getting on with life and are happy.”

“Yeah, gives you hope, doesn’t it?”

“Are we there yet?” asked Aiden, knowing it was what kids were supposed to say if they were on a road trip.

“Haha, very funny,” said Lash sharply. “Ask again and you’ll be walking. Smartass.”

~~~

They made it home by early afternoon, meeting nobody else, not getting attacked, not having to find new routes as roads had fallen into the sea. It was unnerving in its normality, as if they were just out for a nice quiet drive in their new car and now they could have a lovely cuppa and think about what to do for the rest of the day.

If only. Something is sure to go belly up soon enough. And we need to figure out what to do.

Pulling up to their home the first thing Edsel noted was the broken window — an instant reminder of recent events. The damage brought reality crashing in for Edsel, sharp and clear, making the fact that just that very morning he had set three men alight and watched them burn hit home for the first time. He felt like he was one of them, stood outside the front of his house, the insects chirping, the birds singing, bees dancing between flowers for nectar, the sun beating down strongly. He was a burning man too, alive with flame in the form of Ink that was fire and blackness, his skin weeping for the sins of others, and maybe, just maybe, for his own sins too.

Edsel wiped back hair that had grown fast in the two years since he’d had his whole body forcibly shaved, but he did lament the fact that it had a lot more gray than it should for somebody of his years.

Stress, and lots of it.

He often wondered about the true teachings of The Eventuals, and whether in fact they were onto something. Not the crazies, not those like Frank or whatever his real name was. Not those caught up in the madness, but those that saw the religion as a philosophy as much as an actual faith. It was easy to see why people joined when he looked back on what society had once been like.

If he thought about how the country was now, how everything was gradually returning to its natural state, then a lot of the religion made sense. The country was certainly becoming more beautiful as roads gradually became full of grass and wild plants, the expanding forests making tentative steps towards reclaiming the almost barren farmland that had been loaded with chemicals for decades and decades.

There were certainly more insects now, more birds, more wild animals, more everything really. Nature was making a comeback and that was no bad thing. And that was what The Eventuals wanted. They believed that mankind had its chance and blew it, The Lethargy just a result of their own madness, the way they treated themselves, each other, the planet as a whole.

The true faith was one based on the belief that humanity had made a mess of things and that He had sent down The Lethargy to wipe the planet clean, or at least mostly clean. Some believed that those left were to be Awoken, to climb out of the madness and revel in the space, at a second chance of salvation, able to truly understand the world they were blessed to be in. Others, like The Eventuals, felt that those that Awoke were given the gift of helping Him bring about peace on earth — no more humans.

It was an argument that was easy to make at times when Edsel thought back to the world that had been left behind. The crazed consumerism, gluts of food in some countries, yet still their own people starved. Polluted air and waterways, overcrowding and constant noise, people fighting over the latest phone or toy.

Yet it was beautiful too, and you couldn’t help but marvel at the many feats of engineering and incredible accomplishments: landing on the moon, satellites orbiting the planet, the way the Web made the planet truly a global village for the first time.

Edsel knew that given the chance then humanity would strive to make things right, build a new world differently, not ruin things — take the best and discard the rest.

He hoped so anyway.

“Hey, we’ve got packing to do,” said Lash, putting an arm gently to Edsel’s shoulder. “You okay?”

Edsel looked into the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. “Yep, I’m fine. Come on, let’s eat, drink, then go. We just need to decide where to.”

“Now that you mention it, I do have an idea, if you’re interested?”

“Oh yes, it’s about time somebody had one.”

“Well, how about we…”


NORTH


“SCOTLAND!” SAID AN incredulous Aiden, “What’s in Scotland?”

“Nothing, or not a lot anyway, and that’s the point,” said Lash, trying to be patient after already going over it once. Aiden frowned, really trying to vibe Lash into coming up with a better idea.

“But it’s cold there, it rains all the time, and it snows. Plus it’s really windy.”

“Yes, yes and yes. I know all that. But it will be safer… maybe.”

“Ha, exactly. You don’t even really know. I’ve read all about Scotland, and Dad told me about it too, and he always said that the further north you go the worse the weather and the more depressing it gets. It gets dark at like two in the afternoon in the winter there, you do know that right?” Aiden accused.

“Yes, well, if you made a point of getting up in the morning like normal people then that wouldn’t be just as soon as you woke up, now would it?”

“Hey, teenagers need a lot of sleep, it’s biological. Nothing I can do about it.”

Lash ruffled his hair and said jokingly, “Then maybe you can just hibernate when it’s winter and dark and cold.”

“Well it sounds awful to me, I’d rather be chased by Eventuals and stay here.”

Edsel tried to intervene and maybe find a middle ground. “Aiden, Lash is right. It may not be ideal, although lots of people do like it up there, and—”

“Who? Who likes it up there? Or liked it anyway.”

Edsel stared at Aiden, then stared at Lash. “Well, the Scots for a start. You know, the people that make Scotland, well… Scotland! Am I missing something here?”

“Yeah well, they were born there, they didn’t have any choice.”

“And lots of them loved it or they would have moved. Anyway, stop interrupting. My point was that maybe it doesn’t have to be Scotland.”

“I thought we’d agreed?” said Lash.

“We did, but he does have a point Lash, it is bloody cold up there. Right up north it’s pretty fierce weather, and it really does get dark very early.”

“Fine, what’s your great idea then?”

“Here’s how I see it. If we go to Scotland it will take forever, we will have to head right back in the direction Frank and his cronies came from, and you can bet there are others on their way right now. So we’re just setting ourselves up for more trouble. So why not just keep heading west?”

“To where?” asked Lash.

“As far west in Wales as we can get. And if need be we can just follow the coastline right around. At least we will stick to the edge and be where it’s quiet. There are no motorways, no huge roads, so chances are it will be a nightmare for anyone to follow us. And let’s face it, how many people are they going to bother to send just to get one person? I bet they only sent Frank as he was entirely expendable. If they send more it’ll be only a few, if that, more to check on Frank than anything else. But if we head back into England then we have to pass close to cities and big towns, it’s unavoidable. That’s where The Eventuals are in their greatest numbers. Well?”

Lash and Aiden were looking at him funny. “What?”

That was all right wasn’t it? A good idea?

“Who are you? That was a great idea. I can’t really find fault with it. I’m in.” Lash held her hand up to high-five, Edsel just stared at her and showed her his palm. “Oh yeah, right. Sorry.”

“It sounds better than Lash’s plan, that’s for sure,” said Aiden.

“Good, that’s settled then. Let’s go.”

“What? Now?” protested Lash.

“Yes, now. The Land Rover’s loaded, we’ve eaten, so we should go. Better now than later.”

~~~

Edsel turned around in the back seat of their plush new ride and stared at their home. They’d been happy there, a family. For two glorious years all three of them had enjoyed the peace, the illusion of safety, and now it was ruined, just like it always was. Things had unraveled quickly and he was finding it hard to come to terms with it all. Was it really just a few days ago that Lash had begun giving him black tattoos? And then all hell broke loose when they’d been captured, he’d been Inked red again, they’d been let go, he’d been hit over the head, his family tied up, he’d used three men as human bonfires? It was dizzying, confusing and totally surreal — events conspired to send him out of his mind, as the pain eddied like a broken bottle on the shore of oblivion.

Lash drove for hours, their home lost to them forever. Past burned out villages, past still postcard perfect towns, over clear asphalt still gleaming like new and roads little more than forests of weeds, everything too contrary, nothing truly making sense — it hadn’t for so many years now Edsel wasn’t in the least bit surprised.

On and on they went, away from everything they knew: their home, their lives, their regrets.

Nobody said a lot — too much had happened too quickly. In just a few short days the life they thought they had was ripped apart, replaced by Ink and death.

“I’m sorry, I have to do this.” Edsel felt all eyes on him as he slowly wriggled about in the back seat, trying not to whack Aiden in the face as he undid the shirt he’d changed into before they left. Even the light cotton was irritating his skin like he couldn’t believe. He had to take it off, let the air at his flesh; maybe it would help.

“Edsel, you don’t have to apologize. And anyway, I kind of like it. It’s… different. Interesting.” Lash caught his eye in the rear-view mirror and smiled that gorgeous smile of hers.

“Thanks honey, love you too.” Edsel managed a smile even though the pain was getting pretty unbearable as he reached the peak of The Fire, which somehow seemed to have been delayed longer than last time.

Last time. I still can’t believe this has happened again.

“Ah, fuck it. This hurts like hell, I hate it, I hate it, I hate it. Those motherfuckers, I’ll chop them all into little bits and feed them to wild dogs, and laugh as they scream, and I’ll pour Ink down their throats, and rip off their limbs, and stab them in the balls with needles, and make them walk on their stumps after I chop off their feet and make them eat them. I’ll, ugh, whatever.”

Oops.

“Feel better now?” asked a shocked Lash.

“You know what? I do, yes.”

“Good.”

Nobody could help it, they all burst out laughing. Laughing at the brutality, the fear that was pent up in all of them, the pleasure of each others company and the chance to be free, on the road, away from Eventuals. Just them. They laughed at Edsel’s outburst, all of them, including him, understanding that it had to be released, that they were all feeling the same, that they just wanted to be left alone, not hurt anyone, just be a family, grow vegetables, have a pet chicken named Martha and not have to live in constant fear.

They laughed until it became hysterical and the tears rolled down their cheeks; finally Lash had to stop the car. They laughed until their sides hurt, and Edsel thought he must have surely ripped open every scab covering his black and red skin.

Then Edsel went cold and he said, “Um, Lash, I think you better drive.”

“Sorry. I couldn’t see for laughing.”

“I know, but can you please drive now. Look.” Edsel pointed out of the rear window.

The largest horse Edsel had ever seen in his life, actually the first, but it was really big, was trotting down the road behind them with a rider on its back, long hair drifting out behind him lazily like a flag on a gentle breeze.

“He isn’t going to be a friend is he?” said Lash, putting the car into first gear and pulling away sharply.

“With a face as red as that I very much doubt it,” said Edsel.

Here we go again.


SPEED


LASH PUT HER foot down and sped away from the man on horseback, but as she gained speed so did he. Edsel could see the horse clearly, a huge pure white animal, the rider in stark contrast with his red face and hands, hair almost as pale as the horse’s mane billowing wildly as he gained on them.

How fast can horses go? And for how long?

Edsel tried to catch sight of more pursuers but there seemed to be only one — he didn’t know if that was a good sign or a very bad one. Maybe more Eventuals were waiting for them up ahead. Logic told him no, but since when did they ever work logically?

Horses are a damn good idea. Easy to get through blocked roads, you can go cross-country; anywhere. Should have thought of it. And maybe learned how to ride one. What do they eat though?

The man seemed to be closing the distance with ease, and Lash had to slow as the road became congested the closer they got to another small coastal town.

“Faster, go faster,” shouted Aiden, looking through the rear window, watching the horse as it ate up the distance with incredible speed.

“I’m going as fast as I can, have you seen the state of the road?” It was true, Edsel could see that it had obviously been in need of repair nine years ago right when the last road crew no longer showed up for work. Potholes had gradually filled with leaf matter then rotted down, surprisingly large trees had taken hold in the perfect pockets of soil. The road was almost a green carpet of mosses and sturdy grasses, the fast-growing trees looking wicked with bent branches, gnarled and lichen-covered, leaning away from the prevailing winds. It was as much a forest in the making as it was a genuine road. Cars and delivery vehicles were backed up as something ahead had obviously blocked the way through, and Lash ended up striding the curb to make any kind of progress. All the while the horse easily skirted any obstacle, seemingly without needing to slow down in the slightest.

That man knows what he’s doing. He’s going to catch up with us.

Lash muttered under her breath about it not being fair, then dropped a gear, turning sharply to avoid a corpse in the way and then sped up as she sailed past an open-topped tourist bus that was parked across the street almost blocking the road. She sped up, going faster and faster, and soon enough the small one street town, maybe home to a handful of people at most, was left behind them.

The road opened out in front of them and Lash really let the power of the vehicle do its thing. Edsel pressed a button and his window closed, then Lash shut the rest — there was nothing but silence and the road ahead, clear and open, the water sparkling silver and pure as the coastline gently curved to the left.

They sped into the emptiness, the clear day belying the nightmare of a morning, the chase of the afternoon.

Lash slowed and flipped down the sun visor as the sun beat them to the west, the raw asphalt of the better road surface reflecting the light, almost the color of the sea it skirted.

“Keep on going I guess?” said Lash, checking the rear-view.

That’s our life now, running. Or is it?

“No, get to the next town and stop. Anyway, what are we doing? Why are we running away from him? We, well, I, will sort out this mess.”

“How?” asked Lash.

“Just put your foot down, get us into the town, and then I’m going to deal with him. I don’t know how, but I will. You two need to get somewhere safe first, then I’m going to put an end to this.”

Again. Maybe he’ll be the last. I can’t see that they are going to keep sending people, they probably only sent anybody at all as they were close enough. They won’t really be bothered about me, will they?

It was a matter of minutes before Lash slowed as they approached the largest town on the north coast of Wales: Hwyl. This was the go-to destination for the majority of people looking for a beach vacation and had a number of resorts, piers, a whole strip of amusement arcades and more fish and chip shops than any other town in the country. It was once it’s claim to fame, now it didn’t have anything going for it but the recollections of those that still hung on to the memories its glory days.

As they slowed to weave between yet more stationary vehicles, the skyline ahead was dominated by the amusement park that had been the draw for so many families. The large rollercoaster, once a listed landmark of interest by English Heritage, was silhouetted against the sun, a black line like a child’s doodle across the sky. A huge ferris wheel sat to one side, dwarfed by the rollercoaster, smaller rides could be seen lost in the haze close to the ground.

“Head toward the amusement park please,” said Edsel, face set in grim determination.

“Candy floss?” joked Lash.

“Yeah, something like that,” muttered Edsel, lost in thoughts of pain.

“Look, over there,” pointed Aiden, craning over Edsel to get a better look.

Lash slowed the car and drove slowly past a now familiar creature.

Bird, the familiar of Varik. Not good.

As they coasted slowly past the huge eagle perched on a railing, it turned it’s huge head and watched from vastly intelligent eyes. Edsel got a hint of its mind through The Noise, Bird a silent presence, giving nothing away apart from the fact that he was truly Awoken, intelligent beyond belief and knowing he would live for many hundreds of years — long after man had ceased his games and the country was his.

Bird spread his wings as he readied for flight, the span impossibly wide, like dark sails unfurling, ready for the wind to take them where he wanted.

“That is one big bird,” noted Lash.

“You can say that again. Spooky guy isn’t he?” said Edsel.

“I think he’s cool,” said a smiling Aiden. “He’s amazing. I wonder what it’s like to be in his mind as he soars on the thermals?”

“Probably better than running away from Eventuals,” muttered Edsel.

They were past him moments later, Bird’s head turning to follow their progress, his beak larger than a man’s hand and as deadly as any weapon ever invented.

“Did you see his feet?” said an excited Aiden. “Those talons were huge, they were probably as big as my head.”

“Just don’t get on the wrong side of him,” warned Edsel. “It’s one thing having men after us, but if Bird decides to attack then you better be wearing some serious protection — like a helmet,” added Edsel, wondering if Bird could be made to attack if Varik wanted to. More concerning was the fact that with Bird here he was getting a rather bad feeling about just who it was riding the horse.

He doubted it was Varik himself, but it would be somebody fairly high up. Horses were more precious than just about anything in a world where roads were so hard to navigate by vehicle — leaving much of the country isolated in small pockets people could only escape from if they traveled by foot.

So who’s the mystery man then? I guess I’m going to find out soon enough. Gotta get Lash and Aiden safe first though. But can I leave them? Dare I leave them?

Thoughts swirled around Edsel’s head at dizzying speed as Lash drove carefully through the streets of the large town, often taking to cycle lanes or the wide open pedestrian areas where vehicles were once banned. She made good progress and it wasn’t long before the amusement park was so close it dominated the whole skyline.

That’s one large rollercoaster. Bet it was great. Where can Lash and Aiden hide? What if they get attacked?

Edsel didn’t know if he could bear to risk leaving them; what if the same thing happened as it did to Kathy? But being with him meant they were definitely in danger, didn’t it?

The day’s gone too fast, too much is happening too quickly, it feels like we only just left the last nightmare. Well, guess the choice is out of my hands now.

Lash stopped the car at the entrance to the amusement park, the large gates to control the non-existent crowds open wide, access now free and easy. Or it would have been if it wasn’t for a man on horseback with Bird perched on a misshapen shoulder, scar tissue catching the light beneath his huge talons.

Varik.

“Wait here, and drive away, fast, if anything happens to me.”

“Edsel, don't—” Edsel was out of the car before Lash managed to finish her sentence, and before Aiden could grab his arm and try to stop him.


LEADER


“SO, YOU’RE WHAT all the fuss is about are you?” said the man on the horse, eyes as pale and cold as Bird’s. His hair was long and an almost white blond, his skin pure and as red as perfect Ink could get. There was no misshapen skin from horrendous burns though, as the myths around Varik told, so maybe this wasn’t him?

“I guess so, yeah,” said Edsel, shrugging, realizing he still had his shirt off.

“Interesting. Oh, I’m Varik by the way.”

Shit.

Edsel stood mute as he felt the air around him warp, time jumbling into a meaningless abstract concept. He sensed his mind invaded by a force he could do nothing to control. He was as helpless as a newborn, and felt just as vulnerable. This man was truly Awoken, could do with him what he wished. It made his life feel ridiculous, knowing there were those that could enter his head and take control with such ease.

He fought it, fought for his own mind and sanity, pushing back the presence that tried to occupy his head and take up residence to control his actions. Edsel began to shake uncontrollably with the effort it took, and he went deeper into The Noise than he ever had before. Then as quickly as it had begun it was over.

Varik smiled down at Edsel, shaking and sweating, but still standing. Bird nuzzled at Varik’s ear, gently and with care; Varik nodded his head. He was silent for a moment, as if holding a conversation with the huge creature, and then a decision was obviously made.

“I had to see what all the fuss was about, and now I have seen. Luckily I was in the area on church business, but I must say you are a slippery one. So, here you are, and here I am.”

“Yep, guess so.”

Nice one Edsel, very smart. Not.

“It isn’t often somebody is Inked twice you know? In fact you are the first. But what is more of interest to you is that I agree with what you did in Manchester. If you hadn’t dealt with it then I surely would.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“What I mean is that nobody is to be given The Ink unless they truly believe. Bishop was wrong, and he deserved his punishment. And Frank? Well, I knew he wasn’t the smartest, but I didn’t think he was that stupid.” Varik sighed, disturbing Bird who took to the sky. “So, you have my apologies, it shouldn’t have happened. You know, you really are an interesting one. Red then black then red again, and now… Both? Neither? I honestly don’t care, but I wanted to see for myself. It will be of assistance ensuring that The Ink can never be tampered with in the future. I can see there is obviously still some work to be done with the formula.”

Edsel felt like a lab specimen, stared at and studied, expecting Varik to begin the dissection at any moment, or prod him with sticks like a helpless monkey in a cage.

I don’t stand a chance against him.

No, you don’t, came confirmation from Varik via The Noise. I could crush you like a bug.

“But for the degradations from those no longer members of my church I apologize. I have dealt with all that had any role to play in your forcible taking of The Ink, believe me. I do not condone torture or forcing anyone into the church; only those that come of their own volition are accepted.”

“But you kill those that don’t accept.”

“Oh yes. The world must be emptied of humanity, for the things they did, the things they sadly still do. And I am here to see His Will carried out. But I never condone cruelty. You have my word on that.” Varik turned his horse, great snorts coming from the beast. They began to move away.

What? That’s it?

“Is it over? You’re just leaving?”

“Bird has asked. He likes the boy,” said Varik, turning in the saddle, then pointing at the car. “For the wrongs done in my name I will give you this one chance. But be warned — if our paths cross again I shall deal with you. But don’t think that you are to live happily ever after Edsel, my church may not reach this far yet but it will. You forget that The Eventuals actually make the country a better place. We control things, stop the madness, deal with those we find that will not accept His Word. You are far from saved my friend. I see countless timelines unraveling around you Edsel, and each and every one of them will put your very soul to the test.” Varik turned back in the saddle, then with a slight movement of his legs the horse obeyed and the creature trotted away, past the car. They were out of sight in a minute as Edsel stood there not quite believing what had happened.

What did he mean about being far from saved? Timelines? I don’t even know what he means by that.

Edsel walked back to the car as Lash and Aiden scrambled out. Lash ran to him and hugged him tightly, while Edsel tried not to collapse with the pain.

“He just went? He didn’t do anything? I can’t believe it.”

“Me neither. That was very, very weird. He could have killed me without even getting off his horse.” Edsel turned to Aiden. “It seems you have your friend Bird to thank for us still being alive. He likes you.”

Aiden beamed and looked into the sky, empty of any sign of the eagle. “Cool.”

“Well?” said Lash impatiently, “What did he say?”

“He said he would give me a pass for what The Eventuals did, but then he said something weird.”

“What?”

“He said I was far from saved. I think he meant all of us. But he said that The Eventuals aren’t this far into Wales yet, but that it is them that control the madness, something like that anyway. And he said he saw different timelines, and none of them are going to be good.”

“So that’s it? We’re safe? Or for now, at least?” said Lash.

Edsel shrugged. “I guess. As long as we don’t ever cross paths with him, that’s what he said. But… I dunno, he was telling me something.”

“Um, I think I know what,” said Aiden, staring down the street, pointing.

Lash and Edsel followed his finger. Edsel knew in a split second what Varik had meant. No Eventuals to control the desperate, the needy, or the downright greedy and evil, meant that Varik didn't need to dirty his hands with the likes of Edsel.

“Run,” shouted Edsel, as five men emerged from a house in single file, staring the way Varik had left then turning their attention to them. The men fanned out, walking abreast, taking up the width of the road. There was a quick glance at him and Aiden then all eyes were on Lash, eyes greedily taking in her beauty, her slender figure.

Now we have more to worry about than Ink.

They ran toward the amusement park, through the open gates and into a place built to give families happy memories of their vacations through too many thrills and spills and sugar laden food and drink.

“It’s been a bit of a busy few days hasn’t it?” quipped Lash, dashing forward, taking the lead, grabbing Aiden’s hand and trying to look everywhere at once.

“You can say that again. Come on, over there.”

Edsel led the way deeper into the huge amusement park, glancing over his shoulder to see that the men were spread out wider, seemingly not in any hurry.

Trying to be menacing. Well, they picked the wrong day and the wrong people to mess with.

“Hey, hey,” came a shout from one of the men, before Edsel and his family got deeper into the amusement park and they were lost to sight.

Unbelievable. I survive meeting the most powerful leader of a religion we’ve had for millennia only to be chased by thugs out for our blood. Unbelievable!

They ran past all the usual ways you are greeted at an amusement park: numerous hot-dog and burger franchises, amusement arcades, candy floss stalls and no end of small rides dotted about the vast open space designed for the younger kids. But the main feature of the relatively new attraction was the old rollercoaster that had stood on the same spot for over a hundred years. The new amusement park had been built around it, home to countless death-defying rides of all description that guaranteed thrills for families that could easily while away a day sampling the various attractions, often spending most of the time queuing in dizzying mazes of temporary barriers designed to keep order.

Now it was empty. No children were screaming with delight, no fathers with green faces, staggering about after their bravado faded once they got onto the rides. No, all that was left was litter in huge piles, wrecked stalls where people had scavenged for any food or drink they could find, and the never ending call of hundreds of seagulls that had taken up permanent residence amid the steel girders and the salty wind-battered wood.


HIDE


I JUST WANT peace, to go back home and moan about the vegetables in the garden. Why does this keep happening?

They jogged past rides small and large, aware that the five men were behind them, unsure how to deal with it. Edsel had nothing with him, not even his shirt, and the sun and fear was making him sweat, which made his skin more and more painful. Lash was gripping his hand for dear life, obviously getting more and more panicked the more she thought about what would happen if the men caught her.

We need to deal with them.

“Okay, we need to hide. See what they do, where they go. Okay?”

Lash just squeezed his hand tighter; Edsel gritted his teeth and let her squeeze.

Aiden just said, “Okay.”

There was a simple building to the right, some kind of novelty store, so with no better option they ran inside and crouched low behind a serving counter, the whole room eerie as nothing had been disturbed in all the intervening years. Soft toys and postcards, keyrings and countless cheap plastic trinkets lined the shelves and display racks, all waiting to be paid for, taken home and forgotten about.

“Stay low, I’m going to see what they are doing. Just stay here.”

Lash looked terrified. “Edsel, don’t go, they might see you.”

“I’ll be fine, just wait.”

Edsel crept close to the door, hiding behind a large display case of the large bear mascot for the amusement park. He peered out cautiously.

Just one guy. They must have split up to cover more ground.

Edsel watched the man scanning all around, walking slowly, cocking his head to one side to listen. He was scruffy with unkempt hair, scraggly beard and greasy jeans. He looked like trouble; he looked mean and like a weasel. Edsel didn’t even want to think about what five men would do to Lash, understanding that him and Aiden would be long dead before he got the chance anyway.

We are gonna have to stay together. If they have split up then they could come across Lash and Aiden if I’m not with them. But we need weapons. Something. Anything. Should have kept the bag with me.

Edsel crept back to Lash and Aiden, then they all moved forward in the store so Edsel could keep an eye on the man.

Edsel whispered, even though he knew he should speak via The Noise — he just couldn’t get the hang of it. “We need to pick them off. They’ve split up, so we need to act fast, take them out.” He could see the fear in their eyes, knowing it had been a crazy few days, and a lot had happened since the early hours of the morning when they had been trussed up and shoved into the van. “Look, I know, all right? It’s scary as hell, you are knackered and freaked out; me too. And I hurt like you wouldn’t believe, but we have got to do this.”

“Let’s do it,” said Lash, trying to look confident, emanating fear, a mix of adrenaline and sweat.

Edsel turned to Aiden who just nodded.

“Okay, that guy has a bat. If we want a chance then we just need to charge him… quietly. Come on.”

They stepped silently out into the warm afternoon, watching as the man was lost behind a small merry-go-round for toddlers. They moved forward nervously, Edsel frantically looking around. All three of them went half into The Noise, trying to sense others in the vicinity. Aiden was the best at it, Edsel and Lash not very adept at all, but it was something.

Stay focused, don’t think about losing, get close, run, get the bat. Simple.

As they crept through the shadows of the countless outlets lining the side of the huge open walkway they saw the man stop and sit with his back to them, the bat propped up next to him. He was fumbling around and then the familiar smell of cigarette smoke wafted gently toward them on the salty breeze.

This is going to be a bit of a mad dash, but if I can just… Damn.

“Aiden,” whispered Edsel, trying to grab hold of him but it was too late. Aiden ran fast and silently toward the man — there was no choice in the matter, Edsel ran after him.

He’s gonna get himself killed.

Edsel watched as Aiden made it to the man, who still hadn’t heard him. He turned to check the area, cigarette dangling from his lips, just as Aiden reached him. He spotted him and went for the bat but he missed in his hurried actions and it clattered to the floor, ringing out like a bell it the silence.

Aiden lunged for the bat, a look of terror on his face, understanding his life was at risk. “Hey, wait,” Edsel heard the man shout, before Aiden grabbed the bat, shoved the man with his shoulder, and swung ferociously.

It hit with a sickening crunch and the man toppled to the floor. Edsel heard the crack and knew that the man’s skull was fractured even before he bent and checked. Aiden was just standing there, numb, the bat clutched tightly in his hand, hanging at his side like a dead weight.

“You should have let me,” said Edsel, gently taking the bat from Aiden, who just stared down at the man, a small trickle of blood matting the greasy lank hair.

Lash came up beside them, concern and worry evident. “Is he dead?”

“I think so,” said Edsel, more worried about what it would do to Aiden than the man himself. “I’ll check.” Edsel bent and felt for a pulse, he hated being out in the open where they could be seen, but they had to know. “He’s dead. Come on Lash, grab his legs.”

They manhandled him to the nearest building and put him as far back as they possibly could.

One down, four to go.

Aiden was too quiet. Edsel could see he was very upset and wished he could take what he’d done off him, carry the burden himself, but it was too late.

Young kids shouldn’t have to do such things. Shouldn’t even see such violence, let alone perpetrate it.

Even though Aiden had killed before, hands-on contact like that was always going to effect you badly.

“I felt his head split when I hit him. The shock ran right up my arm.”

“I know buddy, I know. I’m sorry. Let me take care of the rest, okay? No arguments.” Aiden just nodded as Lash hugged him tightly.

There’s no time, you have to stay ahead of them. Find the rest.

“I’m sorry, but we need to keep moving. You are not to try anything with the others, do we have a deal?”

Aiden’s face was buried in Lash’s shoulder and she looked up at him, nodding for Aiden, knowing that he really wouldn’t want to be involved in such heroics any time soon. “Okay, let’s go then.” Edsel led the way out into the fire and the pain, then dashed back into the tourist outlet quickly, re-appearing wearing an ‘I ♥ Wales’ t-shirt.

“Very fetching,” said Lash, smiling.

Even Aiden smiled at the sight of Edsel with red and black blotchy arms and a white t-shirt with a red heart in the middle.

Not exactly gangsta, but it’ll have to do. Better than nothing.

“Now, on with the hunt. When this is over we are definitely going somewhere so out of the way nobody will bother us. We are going to barricade roads, make it impossible for anyone to get in unless we say so. Deal.”

“Definitely a deal,” said Aiden, a little light returning to his eyes.

“I can’t think of anything I’d like more right now,” said Lash, her beautiful tattooed arms in such stark contrast to the mess that were Edsel’s, as they held hands and he looked at the mismatched limbs.

Time to go hunting. What a life!


HUNT


THERE WAS NOTHING to do but try to get away, but with the men spread out it wasn’t going to be so easy. And what then? If they just left, if they could, then surely they would be seen. Would it then just be a chase? A greater risk of them getting caught if they tried to drive away? All the men grouped together in a vehicle, chasing them down and doing who knew what? All of this and more whirled around Edsel’s mind as they crept through the amusement park, huge rides looming like broken reminders of happier days.

“Should we just leave? Hope they don’t come after us?” whispered Edsel.

“No,” said Aiden firmly. “I can’t stand it any more. If we try to leave they’ll just chase us, then what? Let’s just be done with it now. We have the upper hand; they think they’re looking for us, that we’re scared.”

“Well, we are scared aren’t we?” said Edsel.

I know I am. I think I have been since I was eighteen.

“Well, yeah,” smirked Aiden. “But, you know, that’s normal. I want to go, but we should deal with them. If we don’t you can bet they’ve got some way of stopping us anyway. Five men like that, they will have a plan. Well, four.”

“Okay then, stick together. Let me deal with them, and let’s get this done.”

I can’t believe I’m doing this again, hunting men like they were animals. What a world we live in.

All three of them opened up as best they could to their tiny power in The Noise and felt around for the presence of other human beings. As usual it was Aiden that was most proficient and discovered where the men were. The next man was just a short distance away, and as they crept closer, having to move slowly then make mad dashes between suitable hiding places, Edsel saw that he was leaning against what looked like a real palm tree but was nothing more than a fake, set between other fake plants — all part of the branding for that part of the amusement park.

They moved into a cramped space that served as a donut shop, the door wedged open for customers that never came, the staff having just wandered off, never coming back to close up shop. Edsel hunted around in the tiny room, looking for something that he could use — finally he found it. A simple spoon for those that wanted ice-cream on one of the countless donuts that were now little more than patches of green mold in the windows, the few that remained.

“Wait here, unless you see others coming.” Edsel looked Aiden and Lash in the eyes, making them promise him, before nodding and moving silently out into the heat. The man was across a crowded space, full of fake molded statues of animals and pockets of real greenery mixed in with fake plants that would never grow in the UK. Edsel could just make out the man still by the plastic tree, seemingly having given up the hunt. He wasn’t even really bothering to look around, just standing there; waiting.

Waiting for his mates I guess. Or us.

Edsel got close, then threw the spoon over to the right where it clattered noisily against a large sign showing the layout of the park, a big red dot telling you where you were. The man turned and looked about, saw nobody, then sauntered over to the sign to check on the noise. Edsel crept forward, bat in hand, already over his shoulder, ready to strike.

Stay quiet, stay quiet. Wait, wait. Okay, go, don’t think about it.

Edsel ran as fast and as quietly as he could as soon as the man bent down. His quarry picked up the spoon and Edsel reached him just as he was about to stand up, a look of confusion on his face. He looked up as realization dawned; he saw Edsel charging him with the bat.

Not perfect, but swing. Swing!

Edsel brought the bat around in a fast arc, his arms rubbing across his chest, skin scratchy and scabs staining the white t-shirt red as skin split yet again. The man tried to dodge out of the way but Edsel caught him a hard hit to the side of the head and he went down. Edsel came to a stop and turned quickly, just in time as the man was already up and grabbing for a knife from a sheath at his belt. He put his other hand up to his head, frowning as his hand came away dark and wet.

“Are you mad? What the—” Edsel swung again, but the man was ready, dodging out the way, his face dark with anger yet clearly dizzy from the blow. He stabbed out with his knife but missed, vision blurred, co-ordination lost. Edsel swung down at the hand with the knife, each fast movement tearing his flesh, the effects from his Ink at least waning now, past its peak.

Still hurts like hell and this guy is tough.

The man was large, clean looking unlike the other one, and Edsel would be no match for him without a weapon. His blow reverberated up the bat making Edsel almost drop it as pain shot through fried nerves. Thankfully, the man let go of the knife and it clattered to the floor.

“You broke my arm! It’s broken. I’m going to kill you. Help!”

Bugger, the rest will be here now.

The man lunged for the knife with his good hand but Edsel was faster, smacking the bat into his head and he went down. But he kicked out violently at Edsel before he had the chance to recover from his swing and Edsel fell to the ground. Edsel put a knee on the broken arm and the man screamed out in pain, another call for help Edsel had to stop. He put a hand over the man’s mouth and he bucked wildly, trying to get Edsel off. A knee came up and smacked into Edsel and his opponent used his good hand to claw at Edsel’s face, making him roll off and away.

Edsel grabbed for the knife, cutting his hand as his fingers closed around the blade and handle awkwardly. He quickly adjusted his grip and stabbed down hard, the knife puncturing the man’s chest through a checkered shirt, blood staining instantly in a huge pool.

He looked down unbelieving at his chest, the knife buried up to the hilt. He stared at Edsel, pleading for him to do something.

“I’m sorry, it was you or us. That’s not really a choice is it?”

There was no answer; he was dead. Empty eyes stared back at Edsel accusingly.

Another death on my hands. I’m sorry.

Edsel pulled the knife out and wiped it on the dark-stained shirt, getting to his feet shakily. His skin felt ragged, like it was being scratched off with a blunt knife, scraped like his hide was being readied for a tannery, sold as a reminder of everything a man should definitely not look like.

Gotta go, his mates will have heard him shout and scream.

Aiden and Lash were there, right beside him, worried and frightened. He took their help gratefully and they staggered off, moving as fast as they could away from the scene — it was pointless trying to hide their bloody deeds now, the others would know that the tables were being turned and would be on them soon enough.

“I think we should just run, this isn’t going to end well,” said Lash, trying to steer Edsel back to the entrance and to their car.

“Okay. I don’t think I can cope with much more fighting anyway.” Edsel knew he was going to find it impossible to fight three more men if it went as badly as the one he’d just had.

“I agree. Let’s go,” said Aiden, clearly coming out of his shock, realizing just how dangerous the game was they were playing.

They ran.

Footsteps pounded the open space, echoing through the amusement park, reverberating in Edsel’s head like the buzz of the tattoo machine as the needles punctured his skin.

He could see the entrance, the open gates and the car. He no longer knew if this was a good idea or a bad one, only knowing that fighting was too risky and maybe it was best just to try and get away.

Lash ran ahead, pulled open the door and jumped in. She was out in a second.

“No key, they took the key!” she shouted hysterically, running back to them. “What are we going to do? They have the key.”

It was too late, two men came running at them, a third visible in the distance, closing the gap fast.

“That way,” said Aiden, pointing around to the left of the entrance, where there was a much tighter grouping of various food and merchandise stores. Aiden began running, but it was no good, the two men were upon them, one of them grabbed him and shouted at Aiden, “What did you do? You killed our friend. You’re gonna pay for that, all of you.”

Edsel began to run at the man holding Aiden, but Aiden just shook his head, warning him off, then went limp, eyes rolling into the back of his head.

He’s gone deep into The Noise.

Edsel knew what was coming so charged at the other man. He had the knife, he’d given the bat to Lash, so ran at the man with the knife out in front of him — the approach of someone who had zero experience in a knife fight.

Maybe my skin will scare him to death.

Edsel collided with the man with a bang that took the wind out of them both. They crashed into each other hard and Edsel felt his chest pop as a number of liquid filled blisters split, soaking his bloody t-shirt, the heart lost amid the blood from his ruptured skin and the person he’d just killed.

Edsel tried to stab but his arm was pinned by the man and he punched Edsel hard in the face, eyes welling up with tears, his vision blurred. Edsel headbutted his enemy as hard as he could, not a perfect hit to the nose but pretty good, and blood spurted into his face as the grip on him was released.

Then he was just standing there, free, his opponent on the floor, blood all over his face, head split open as Lash swung again at the man, pounding the bat down right in the center of his head. The man’s legs twitched violently, feet kicking empty air, then he was still.

Aiden!

The overwhelmed Aiden was just standing there, not moving, the guy that had grabbed him lying at his feet. “Come on,” said Edsel to Lash, and they ran to Aiden. The other was almost on them now, another few seconds at the most.

“Are you all right?” asked Lash, hugging Aiden.

“I think so. I couldn’t do it though, he’s not dead.”

“That’s okay buddy, I’m glad you didn’t. Come on. Let’s go.”

They ran from the nightmare, back into the maze of rides and stores, where once the smell of their fast food drew excited children and tired adults like flies to corpses.

As they ran Aiden said, “I went into The Noise really deep, and I could feel him, but he seemed scared. He didn’t want to kill me so I just shut him down, made him stop. Go unconscious. Did I do wrong?”

“You did right Aiden. I don’t want you having deaths on your hands. I’ll deal with it, or try anyway. I haven’t been doing the best job of it so far.”

Edsel turned and could see that the last of their pursuers had arrived. He was crouched over the body of Aiden’s attacker, checking if he was all right. He couldn’t hear what was said, but the man got up from the ground, shaking his head in confusion as they both looked in the direction of Edsel and his family.

Only two left. You can do it Edsel. Protect your family.

The two men began to run after them as Edsel steered Lash and Aiden around the Log Flume and they ran into the heart of the amusement park, towards the dominating presence of the rollercoaster.


AWOKEN


IT WAS NO use, every time Edsel turned to check on their pursuers the one that had attacked Aiden was closer and closer. His legs burned from lactic acid, his torso was screaming as sweat soaked his body, stinging like vinegar poured on his taut skin, and he knew the others weren’t faring much better. Adrenaline reserves became depleted, the need to keep moving no longer enough to maintain their flight. They all began to slow.

The guy behind them was obviously fit and he left his companion behind who was clearly flagging, unused to running, maybe also realizing that they had picked the wrong people to try to get the better of.

He runs like a sprinter and has the body for it.

The man was gaining on them, legs eating up the gap fast, arms pumping furiously, his stocky body a machine intent on their destruction.

Just keep running. Keep going and protect your family.

“Move faster. Go.” Lash and Aiden picked up speed a little and Edsel struggled onward, ignoring the burning in his legs, a familiar cramp returning to his calf, a reminder of similar flights for survival from years past in what seemed like another life.

I’m parched. I feel like I’m desiccating in the sun.

Edsel could feel the minerals seeping out of his body along with the sweat, electrolyte levels dangerously low, motor functions threatening to close down on him — this was not how you recovered from a double bout of tattooing over half your body. He felt the energy draining out of him with every step, his immune system shot so badly that it was probably irreparable.

Lash and Aiden didn’t look much better, but they kept on running, one foot in front of the other, nothing else to do but run. Edsel glanced behind and saw the man was still gaining, his thick body declaring his strength through a t-shirt and shorts that showed thick bunched calf muscles, the veins pumped with blood.

He’s going to snap us like twigs.

The rollercoaster was up ahead, a huge monolith, a statue to fun that was slowly peeling paint, getting eaten away by the abrasive salt air. Edsel was panting so heavily he knew he couldn’t go much further, and his lungs were feeling cold, like ice. He didn’t know what that signified but knew it wasn’t good.

I’m going to have to fight him, no choice.

Edsel slowed a little, making sure Lash and Aiden were still running for all they were worth, then he stopped. He turned and faced the solid lump of muscle heading straight for him with seemingly no intention whatsoever of stopping just because he was in the man’s path.

This is going to hurt.

Oompf.

It does.

Edsel was crushed, hammered into the ground by a human wrecking ball, nothing but his thoughts and pain left. He felt like he had been steamrollered, now as flat as a pancake, every nerve and fiber of his body stretched out taut on the hot concrete, there to be dried in the sun — a non-man, just pain.

The man had bent forward at the last minute and shoulder-charged him. Edsel flew through the air and landed heavily on his back, scraping skin and scabs as he scratched across the rough ground. His elbows were rubbed raw, already bleeding, his back feeling like he’d taken a thousand lashes for sins against his fellow man.

His attacker came to a stop and turned to face him, a sheen of sweat on his thick brow, hardly even breathing heavily after his chase.

Uh-oh.

The man approached him and Edsel knew it would all be over. He couldn’t expect to win against such an opponent; not in the state he was in now, not even if he was in perfect health.

Screeee.

Edsel lay on his back, looking up into the clear blue sky. Suddenly it went dark, the air sucked out of the atmosphere leaving a void of silence that was not just quiet, but a pure absence of sound. The very air parting to let Bird through.

There were terrible screams as Bird swept past Edsel’s foe, feet as large as the man’s head with talons sharper than twice-forged steel, their keratin hard edges honed to points so fine it was impossible to actually see where they ended — like an infinity blade that could reach from the sky and slice you in two.

Bird pierced the man’s face as he swept past, ripping with one set of talons, leaving a gaping series of wounds right across his nose and eyes as the other clutched its prize, an ear looking as small as a baby’s in the huge talons. The man was screaming madly, hands clutching at his face, unable to understand what had happened to him.

Edsel wasted no time, he climbed to his feet as he saw Lash and Aiden turn and watch in wonder as Bird flew toward them, then alighted on Aiden’s shoulder, his t-shirt stained with blood instantly, Bird dropping the ear at his feet — his offering of friendship. Bird turned his huge head, as pointed as an arrowhead, and stared at Aiden for a second before spreading his wings and taking to the air. Aiden’s hair blew about madly as feathers fanned his head.

Bird was gone in seconds, away and into the sky, soaring higher and higher on the thermals, heading back to his master. Edsel grabbed the man’s knife from the ground where he’d dropped it after Bird’s attack and stabbed out at a human being lost in pain and confusion.

In the throat, then it’s done.

He didn’t even feel it, so wrapped was he in the pain already inflicted. The man just dropped to the ground, whimpering as the life bled out of him.

“I told you Bird was nice,” said Aiden. “I asked him through The Noise and he came to help me. Us.”

“Varik didn’t send him?” asked Edsel, still totally shocked that his life had been saved.

“No, he doesn’t know. Bird won’t tell him. He has his own ideas about what is right and wrong. He liked us, well, me anyway,” said Aiden sheepishly.

“Well, um, good? Yeah, very good.”

Lash looked down at the corpse. “What did Bird do? Look at this guy; it didn’t even slow Bird down. I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of him that’s for sure.”

“Me neither,” mumbled Edsel.

“This has got to stop, Edsel. All this killing, it’s madness.”

“I couldn’t agree more, but tell it to this guy.” Edsel pointed at the last of the five men, slowing to a walk as he realized he was the last man left alive out of all five of them.

“What did you just do to him? And what did you do to me?” The man pointed at Aiden, clearly scared now he didn’t have any backup.

“Let’s just say we had a little help stopping your buddy from killing us, and what was done to you was you getting off very lightly, that’s what.” Edsel was spent. He just wanted the day to be over; the pain to be over. Maybe the man would just leave them alone now he was the only one left.

“Did you kill everyone? All my friends? You did, didn’t you?”

“Yes, and if you know what’s good for you then you’ll get the hell out of here.”

He seemed to be weighing up his situation, considering what to do. Then without warning, without a hint of having come to a decision, he screamed loudly and just ran at Edsel, pulling a scary as hell looking curved parang machete out from behind his back, swinging it about like a madman.


LAST


“I’M GONNA CUT you up into little bits and feed you to the seagulls,” shouted the last of the men, charging toward them, steel glinting orange as the waning sun caught the finely honed blade.

Edsel grabbed hold of Lash and pulled her away — she seemed mesmerized by the death on the ground and a faraway look in her eyes meant that she was going to get herself killed if Edsel didn’t act, and fast.

Edsel shouted to Aiden, “Can you do anything in The Noise?” but Aiden just shook his head.

He needs to be right up close, maybe touching the person.

They ran underneath the huge upright struts supporting the crazy twists and turns of the rollercoaster, their enemy hollering behind them, screaming like a banshee, swishing the long blade around in random arcs, serious damage guaranteed for anyone that got in his way. Short grass grew where years of debris and dirt had piled up, catching on the huge concrete foundations of the pillars, a soft blanket underfoot after the hard concrete that stretched out in all directions.

One more, then it’s over. Peace, rest, recovery. Just do it.

Edsel pushed Lash away, momentum and pumped muscles keeping her moving. Aiden was in front, not knowing Edsel had turned and stopped again.

Edsel held the knife just used to finish off the man Bird had attacked out and to the side, ready to swipe across the final opponent as he ran wildly toward him. It was clear their last pursuer had no plan, that was more than apparent, and was certainly no fighter.

Just like me.

As they closed on each other the man slowed and Edsel took the lead, charging forward, then sidestepping to his left as he lashed out with his right hand, cutting deeply across the man’s abdomen. He was past and turning ready for another attack when Edsel noted he himself had caught a wound, blood seeping through his shirt in a red line, the heart on his t-shirt sliced right through the center, revealing his patchwork skin beneath.

Ignore it, it’s nothing. You hardly even feel it Edsel, everything else hurts so much more.

The final adversary swung wildly, almost cutting Edsel’s throat, but he ducked back and then ran forward, diving to the ground, kicking out hard with a foot that made contact on the shin, sending the other man dancing backward, arms flailing as he tried to keep his balance.

Now. End it.

Edsel jumped up, ignoring everything, focusing on the man. He ignored the screams of his split skin, the bloody elbows, the bruised face, the cut across his middle, the crazed colors, the terrible chafing of his jeans as the fabric rubbed through multiple layers of Ink, taking the crusty flesh that had never had a chance to heal with it. He ignored it all, thinking only of his family, his will dominating his body, urging it onward even though he was totally spent and his limbs felt like dead weights, his mouth as dry as his flaking skin.

Edsel saw it in his opponent’s eyes, saw that he understood Edsel’s spirit was stronger, that he would not, could not stop; driven forward by sheer force of will. With a sharp stab out, the knife an extension of his hand, Edsel jabbed at the man and caught him in a lung, hearing the air escape the puncture wound as the knife was pulled out, the fear in the man’s eyes as he clutched at his side, dread creeping over his face as he understood the consequences.

Again, Edsel stabbed out, lower this time, the femoral artery in the thigh sliced through, the man’s life spurting then dripping to the grass, running down his leg under his jeans, the blue now almost black, totally drenched with pints of his own blood.

The defeated attacker was in a panic, not knowing what to do, confusion clear as he clutched ineffectively at one wound then the other, grabbing hold of a strut and managing miraculously to stay standing as his life flowed out of him into the ground.

It’s over. Done.

Edsel stared past the fading life and out to sea, watching as the sun lit up the water like a funeral pyre, the gentle breeze washing away the last of his terror, his energy and his will to carry on.

The man was saying something, pleading with Edsel to come closer, the words a whisper.

Do I care?

Edsel moved forward, kicking away the dropped machete, his own weapon still clutched tightly in a hand slick with the blood of others.


END


“WHY…? WHY DID you… do this to us?” gasped the man.

What is wrong with people? Does he think I would just give myself and Aiden up? Let them take Lash?

The man coughed and spluttered, his wounds oozing blood into the grass at his feet, the wooden strut at the base of the rollercoaster slick with red hand prints as he clung to it with waning strength. Edsel stared at him with cold eyes and answered. “It’s what you deserve. Is there no decency left? You came after us, five of you, I saw you, we all saw you. So we did what was needed to survive.”

“No, no,” the man bent over, coughing up blood and wiping ineffectively at his red-stained lips, “you’ve got it wrong. We came to see if we could help. Our wives, in the house, they saw you, told us Varik was there. We were scared, so we watched,” more coughing, “and waited. I’m sorry. Then… then we came to help, to see if you needed anything. Food, water, somewhere safe to stay for a while, even join us.”

Edsel felt like he’d been pick-axed in the spine. “Oh my god. We thought you were coming after us, were sure of it. I thought you wanted Lash. The woman,” added Edsel, when the man looked confused about what he meant.

“Haha.” The man was overcome with more coughing, more like a rattle than a cough now. “I live in a house with four other guys and five women, I don’t want another woman. We just wanted to help.” He slipped to the ground, his grip gone, the blood pooling thickly, the green grass stained dark.

He died.

Edsel had killed him. They had killed five innocents. Five people that wanted to help in a world that they thought no longer contained good people — just those out to do them harm.

He had been wrong.

Edsel clawed at his arm, a thick scab falling free, revealing the desecrated skin beneath.

Turns out I deserved the punishment I’ve had after all.

Edsel turned away.

They heard.

Lash and Aiden were stood behind him, eyes streaming tears, faces ashen, broken with grief and guilt.

“They were coming to help us,” said Lash between sobs. “They wanted to help us and we just assumed they were bad people.”

Edsel just nodded. What else was there to do?

“What does that say about us Edsel? That we assume such things? Kill without question?”

“I wish I knew. I really wish I did.”

The sun beat down on Edsel’s skin. Black and red, covered in half-healed raw skin, scabs peeling and itching as they absorbed the sun’s rays.

I deserve worse, much worse.

“Come on, we have some explaining to do.”

The End


INK:Blue

(INK — Book 3)


SAFE


EDSEL COULDN’T REMEMBER the last time he’d felt so safe — maybe he never had. He’d become so accustomed to only being able to stop worrying about the possibility of attack for a few blissful minutes if he was lucky. Or he’d worry that he’d somehow turn up on The Eventuals radar and find himself mixed up in some complicated situation that spiraled out of control.

Now things were different, some kind of balance had finally been achieved — he felt genuinely free from danger, wonderfully carefree.

It had been months since he actually felt any deep-seated worry about the security of himself and his family, and that in itself was unnerving.

Worried about not being worried. That just about sums me up.

Given Edsel’s current location it was amazing he felt anything even resembling safe — few would if they were in his situation.

Edsel dangled his legs over the rough bare rock, the heat of the day radiating out, warming the backs of his bright red, now rather well muscled calves — calves that he left visible, finally convinced by Lash and Aiden that they really couldn’t care less if he exposed his tattooed flesh or not.

The wind was gentle and warm, the sky was clear, the views magnificent, the birds happy, drifting on the thermals, uninterested in the man watching them as if his life was nothing but a dream. Edsel felt the dry currents tickle his skin — skin that for once didn’t hurt, wasn’t screaming at him, didn’t itch or burn or make him wanted to rip it off and hide in a dark cave letting the world pass him by — it just felt like normal skin.

It was weird. For so many years it was a constant reminder of what had been done to him, and each time it began to feel better he ended up worse than before. Now, after five years living his remote life with Lash and Aiden, the poisons, the nightmares and the humiliation had faded into nothing but bitter memories he found the courage to ignore, letting them fade as The Ink unfortunately refused to do.

It never would.

The lower half of his body was red; his torso was a patchwork of red and black — a strange kind of camouflage made up of random blotches of one color or the other, no rhyme or reason to it as far as he could uncover. There were large vivid patches of one color that gently bled into the other, or countless small areas where the edges were still crisp and sharp, as if a child had cut out shapes from a book made of only two colors before sticking them haphazardly to a man that objected vehemently to such sacrilege.

But at least it didn’t cause him constant pain, didn’t suddenly flare up into weird pustules or scabs as if from nowhere. For almost three years since he had been given The Ink for a second time it had revolted in ways he found unimaginable.

Each day was a nightmare of hurt and bitterness, a constant reminder of his disfigurement, leaving him him unable to eat or sleep properly, every movement bringing with it an explosion of pain. It was like having constant pins and needles all over his torso, but multiplied ten-fold. Then out of nowhere a blister would appear, or a scab, or his skin would suddenly fight The Ink and the result would be random lines or shapes of scar tissue where his skin over-compensated for the foreign bodies. The result? He was left with a raised livid pink scar that turned back to the color of his initial Ink once it settled, but the thick raised welts remained.

Nightmare after nightmare.

It went on like that for years, making him curse his futile attempt to cover up The Ink and the terrible result of what had happened because of it. Not just to him but to others: innocents. People he, Lash and Aiden had committed atrocious crimes against for no other reason than that they lost their way and could think of other human beings as nothing but evil, out to do them harm — forgetting that there was still good in the world and not everybody wanted to hurt them, or worse.

The events at the amusement park nearly ruined the family. The days after the terrible ordeal were so dark all three of them had come close to going their own separate ways. They were lost to each other, to themselves and to the joy of life. But they managed to cling to the tatters of their humanity and claw back to themselves day by day, piece by piece.

They stayed a family, helping each other through to the other side, out of the madness, the shame, and the guilt of what they had done when their minds were crazed with fear — assuming five men had come to harm them when all they had in mind was to help.

The men had wives, the extended family living together, trying to rebuild a community that they hoped would flourish, then Edsel, Lash and Aiden took it all way from them in the most terrible of ways. They had tried to explain to the women, tried to help make amends, but it was impossible. How could you forgive such actions? They didn’t, and Edsel didn’t expect them to, but they had to try, if only so they could continue with their own lives. In the end they’d left, there was nothing for them in the quiet town, nothing but a reminder of the crimes they’d committed and the sadness they’d caused because of their loss of humanity. Bitterness and resentment that they deserved for ruining the lives of five women, taking their future and twisting it into one of pain, loss and loneliness.

Five women were left without husbands, without the chance to become mothers, with nothing but their memories and their hatred — Edsel didn’t blame them one little bit. So he left with his own family. Three people that were brought together by chance and found that they loved each other, were a team, a unity, a family. A murder squad — that was what Edsel thought of his family in the darkest days after they’d realized what they had done.

Life was grim at first, none of them able to really comprehend how they had made such a terrible mistake. But they fought through it, tried to heal themselves and each other, until finally things settled into an equilibrium where bouts of intense depression fought with acceptance, and finally they put it behind them. Just as Edsel’s physical pain receded so did the mental anguish brought on by the atrocities committed.

So here he was, skin feeling normal, the colors accepted, the past put behind him, the wind in his now long hair, the beauty of the day and the place he found himself almost overpowering in the way it reminded him of just how insignificant he was, how everything was nothing but the product of a tiny disturbance in The Void, life given for a moment before a return to nothingness — the all enduring Void, the only constant. Everything else but the blink of a cosmic eye.

How beautiful it is though, however brief or long it may be.

Edsel stood up on the ledge, his legs warm from the rock, his back the same. The ledge was only a few steps deep yet it didn’t worry him in the slightest. Edsel had learned over the years to unlock something inside of himself that made him at one with the rock, with his body, with everything: The Flow. That connection between body and nature that meant there was no falling, there was no wrong hand or foot placement that would mean his certain death.

All there was when he climbed, with nothing on but a pair of shorts and a bag of chalk he’d crushed himself, was the next perfect movement, the rock and the air he breathed, everything functioning as it should. No fear, no risk of death, no concern over the dizzying heights, just The Flow. A perfect freedom that opened up his mind to The Noise, allowing him to focus deeply yet think of nothing, just move and gradually make it to the top of whatever large rock-face he had decided to climb that day.

It was safety, a grounding of himself with nature that put everything into perspective and allowed him to sleep at night without nightmares.

Edsel stretched out his limbs and smiled, thinking of the first time he’d had a strange urge to connect with a towering rock-face that dominated the place they now called home. He’d gone back to the house euphoric, telling Lash and Aiden of his accomplishment, explaining the feeling, the connection. Lash went ballistic.

Man, she’s still a wild one. Good job she loves me.

~~~

“You did what!? What do you mean you climbed it? The bloody thing is vertical.” Lash looked like she was about to smack Edsel over the head with the frying pan she'd just cracked eggs into — forgetting to turn the heat down in her fury the eggs were now spitting as she muttered, “You’re off your head; a total nut-job.”

“Calm down, calm down,” smiled Edsel, the euphoria still making him feel like he really, truly had Awoken.

“Calm down! Are you out of your mind? What if you’d fallen? After everything we’ve been through and you risk your life to… oh, I don’t know. You’re an idiot.” Lash looked completely exasperated. Like he’d been told off for repeatedly not looking when crossing the road — not that there really were any roads where they lived now, just a long meandering track through the valley to their stone cottage.

“You’ve got it all wrong Lash, it was beautiful. I wouldn’t have fallen, I can’t.”

“Of course you can fall, you don’t know how to rock climb for a start. Your not a bloody mountain goat or Spiderman. No, unless I’m very much mistaken, you, my dear Edsel, are nothing but a complete idiot! When people did stuff like that they had ropes, those carabiner things, special shoes and someone with them to call for a helicopter if they were so stupid as to get stuck. You did it in your shorts. Your shorts!”

“I know, crazy eh?” Edsel couldn’t stop smiling, it was the best experience of his life. “The eggs,” hinted Edsel.

“Forget the damn eggs. You could have died and left me and Aiden alone. What would happen to us then?”

“We’d be all right,” said Aiden, smiling at Lash’s histrionics.

Lash turned to him and scowled. “Don’t you encourage him, it’s a really stupid thing to do.”

Aiden held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not going to, but I am almost twenty now. I’m not a little boy any more.”

“Yes, well,” said Lash, getting back control of the eggs, “you will always be that little boy to me, that I love more than anything. Anything.” She turned to Edsel, he wasn’t off the hook yet. “Especially more than stupid grown men that go climbing rocks and risking their life. For what? Is this some kind of macho thing? Trying to prove a point are we?”

“No, it’s not like that Lash. Honest. I just… I’m not sure really, just had to do it. I felt The Flow, the connection to the rock. I couldn’t fall.”

“I’ve heard of that,” said Aiden. “I read about it. It’s like when you are totally in the zone right? You feel things different.”

“Exactly. Thank you Aiden. See? He understands.”

~~~

It had gone on like that for some time, but Lash still wasn’t happy about his climbing. Edsel found it hard to truly explain it to her, but he had promised never to take Aiden, and had been true to his word.

Edsel smiled again, his limbs stretched out, feeling loose and full of vitality.

It’s great to be alive. No pain, no itching, no Fire. Just empty space, me and the rock.

Edsel retied his long hair streaked with gray, reveling in the feeling of it whipping about his face until he got it under control once more. He stared up at the rock above him, his mind unconsciously mapping out his route, his body already practicing the moves he would make without conscious thought.

Edsel put his foot into a small crevice, felt the power in his thigh as he vaulted up, fingertips catching the smallest of handholds.

He climbed higher and higher. At peace.

Happy.


NEW


LIFE SINCE EDSEL’S experiences with The Ink had been forged with tears. The consequences of their manhunt in an amusement park had been far-reaching and devastating: they had killed innocent men and paid the price for their lack of faith in humanity.

All three of them had traveled away from the scene of their crimes in a fog of utter helplessness — walking dead without minds of their own, so sunk in the horror they hardly spoke, ate or slept for the first week. They just traveled. Away. On and on, just walking, sleeping when they could no longer push their bodies to take another step, huddling together in bushes, houses if they found them, the signs of human presence and their influence on the landscape lessening as they headed further and further away from their actions and the people they left behind, to try to somehow pick up the pieces.

It was hard for Edsel to remember now; five years felt like five lifetimes, and those first few weeks were lived on auto-pilot, their minds almost totally shutting down just to escape their actions.

Slowly, over the months, then the years, it was all left behind. They became re-united with each other, Lash and Edsel bonding like they never knew possible, becoming more than intimate, becoming bound by blood and tears and the horrors not of what was done to them, but what they had done to others, what The Lethargy had reduced them to — people that deserved what The Eventuals wanted: oblivion and a return to The Void.

But that was the easy way out, they all knew that, so they forged ahead, rebuilding their minds and their lives, their family unit, until they finally found themselves Whole again, closer than ever. A family that had been making a life as best they knew how, far away from what was left of the ruined society they had played a part in reducing even further, a stain on the future chances of humanity’s survival, a scourge on the planet that deserved to be wiped clean.

Forgiveness came. Slowly, but it did come.

There were countless conversations late into the night, going over the events, trying to come to terms with it all. Finally all they could settle for was the admission of guilt, the events leading up to it all conspiring to play a part in their inability to even know when others were offering assistance or when they should run for their lives.

After all, that was what they expected wasn’t it? Or what Edsel expected anyway — to have to always run, be on your guard, trust no one.

Edsel had been in so much pain, so caught up in the moment, that it hadn’t even crossed his mind the men would help. He saw nothing but murder and the men forcing themselves on Lash, his discomfort and anguish shutting down the part of his mind that could take stock of a situation and act rationally.

It all faded, everything but The Ink.

One day Edsel had realized that they were all happy again. It had been a few years since the beginning of their enforced isolation by then, and as they sat in the kitchen, eating their evening meal, chatting away, cracking bad jokes, he wept tears of happiness as the understanding dawned on him that they were back, a family again. The past not forgotten but accepted as a part of them, a bond that could never be broken — forged in blood and emotion.

More years passed. Aiden changed so much it still amazed Edsel that the man that stood before him with the deep voice and the well built body was the same young boy he’d first encountered, more concerned over his chicken Martha than what The Eventuals would do to him. Now Aiden was nineteen, coming up on twenty, and a man. Yet so much was missing from his life, so much he would never know — making Edsel yearn for times long past, if for no other reason than so Aiden could have experienced all that the world once had to offer — good and bad.

And me? I’m just getting grayer and older, and I have never been happier in my life.

Edsel whistled as he made his way back home across the lush grass of the wild countryside, the craggy hills and mountains dominating the skyline of the peaceful valley where they now lived, cut off from the cities and the towns, relying on themselves and nothing else.

As Edsel got closer to home and saw the smoke drifting lazily from the chimney, settling like a fog in the valley, he smiled happily and then continued whistling.

Another day in paradise for those that could cope with the isolation.

Edsel loved it. He had his family; he felt alive. What more could a man ask for?

He wandered past row after row of vegetables, past the expansive herb garden and the large pond, the fenced off area for the chickens, now having lost track of what generation Martha they were up to, and felt as content as he could ever be as he heard the voices of Lash and Aiden tumbling out of the open kitchen door.

~~~

“Still alive then,” noted Lash, before ignoring him and turning back to Aiden to continue their conversation.

Is she going to say that every time I go climbing? Probably.

“Well where do you want to go then?”

Edsel sat down at the scrubbed kitchen table and listened in on the conversation, totally ignored by his family.

“I don’t know. Just somewhere. Look, I love it here, I love you guys too, but well… you know, it’s been five years and I kind of miss seeing stuff.”

“Stuff? What stuff?” Lash raised an eyebrow sarcastically. “The dead bodies in the streets? The piles of trash? Cars blocking roads? Or maybe it’s the buildings falling to the ground? Or the people after you, or Eventuals chasing you? Which of those do you miss Aiden?”

“That’s not fair, there’s more than that and you know it. I miss seeing things people did. Walking along the side of a canal, looking at buildings. Nice buildings. Even shopping malls, and yes, the streets, even if they are messy. All the rest of the things I used to see, just… Oh, I don’t know. Stuff.”

Edsel looked at Lash, as if to say to give Aiden a break. They both knew what he meant really, he just missed parts of his old life: familiar houses, signs of life, or at least life that had once been. The mark of man on his surroundings; it was what they had all grown up with, after all.

But it’s all gone now, nothing is getting better. It will be a lot worse after five years too. A lot worse.

“Come on, you guys understand, right? I know it’s silly but I feel like I’m missing out. I was too young to remember what it was like before The Lethargy, then it was just me and Dad. Then us guys, but we were still close to things, to towns and I was still really young anyway. Now I’m older and I kind of simply want to go see things. We haven’t gone anywhere for five years, that’s like my whole young adult life. I just want to go and do something.”

“You’re bored,” said Edsel.

“Not really, no. We do loads of stuff, and there is always plenty to keep me busy, but we are in the middle of nowhere. You wouldn’t know there was another person alive on the planet, wouldn’t know people had built roads and houses, that there are amusement parks, oops, sorry, and that there are boats and skyscrapers and all those things. Libraries full of books, and movies and even a little bit of the Web. I want to go see it all, experience it all. Heck, even if just to get some new TV shows and see if we can get some better solar equipment — our batteries don’t hold the charge like they used to. Basically, yeah, I guess I’m bored and I want to do something. Have an adventure.”

“Fair enough,” said Edsel.

Lash turned to him. “Not you too? You bored as well?”

“No, I am absolutely not bored. I love it here. I haven’t felt so at peace in my entire life; I don’t miss anything. But I, you too Lash, we lived through more, were older, had music, movies, TV and Internet. We went to school, ate junk food, got on buses and went for trips and all the normal stuff. Aiden didn’t have all that, he was too young. So I get it, he wants to go do something.”

“But it’s not safe,” protested Lash. “I don’t want anything bad to happen.”

“Neither do I,” said Aiden. “But isn’t that a part of life: taking risks? I’m not saying we should go to a huge city and stand outside an Eventuals church saying ‘Come chase me’, I’m just saying it would be quite nice to see somewhere different, get some things for here, and travel around a bit. And…” Aiden started blushing, then stopped talking.

Damn, I hadn’t really thought about that.

“Sorry buddy, I really am. I hadn’t truly thought much about that when it comes to you. I still see you as that young kid clutching Martha under his arms running down the street. Remember?”

“Haha. Yeah, I remember.”

“What? What are you two going on about?”

“You know, girls,” said Edsel, spelling it out for Lash.

“Oh. Right. Of course. Silly of me. You’re a man now, and men…” There was an uncomfortable silence, then Aiden spoke up.

“Look, I don't want to dwell on this as it’s kind of embarrassing, but, you know, I’m nearly twenty. I haven’t even kissed a girl, let alone… I don’t expect to just go traveling for a few days and suddenly meet hundreds of girls or anything, but I have to think about these things, and, well, I kind of can’t stop thinking about these things anyway.”

“God yeah, when I was your age I couldn’t think of anything else. Not that I had any luck either.”

“Okay, okay. I get it guys, jeez. So, basically what you’re saying is you want to start going out into the world again and find a girl?”

“Stupid, isn’t it?”

“No, not at all. It’s our duty to try to find somebody for you. Maybe you’ll have children, and that is the most important thing in the world if people aren’t just to die off entirely. You’re right, it’s selfish of us to live here, not letting you have any chance at all of finding somebody nice. We’ve been selfish.”

Poor kid, he must be about ready to explode, all those hormones raging.

“Let’s not turn this into a hunt for a girlfriend or anything, please,” said Aiden uncomfortably. “But let’s at least do something. I am a lot more powerful in The Noise now; I should be able to pick up if there are people about a lot easier. Plus, well, you never know. Right?”

“That’s the spirit,” said Edsel, slapping Aiden across the back, his red and black hand no longer making him wince every time he looked at it.

Edsel kept up the pretense of how much fun it would be to go on a trip as the conversation continued.

This is all going to go horribly wrong, I can guarantee it.


BORED


EDSEL AND LASH talked about the trip they had promised to go on late into the night in their room. Edsel lay on the bed naked beside a timelessly beautiful Lash, still counting his lucky stars he had somehow managed to attract such a stunning and intelligent woman. He traced the curve of her perfect bum, marveled at her glossy black hair, stroked her back.

Such perfect skin.

Edsel resisted the urge to sink his teeth lovingly into such a perfect behind; it would be the end of the conversation if he did.

Lash was well into her thirties now and had been twenty three when The Lethargy changed everything. So although older than Edsel by five years it meant that both of them had at least been old enough to remember a world full of endless people and countless things to do. It was different for Aiden — he’d had none of it. Just a small child left alone with his father. Now he wanted to do things, and who could blame him?

They went over and over the same conversation: Lash worrying about their safety if they left, Edsel saying he was concerned too, but that Aiden had a right to experience life, to do things, and yes, look for a companion. Edsel shared his fears, telling Lash that he had a bad feeling about it, but that it was probably just him being silly, her too, after the peace they had enjoyed for years now. But what was the alternative? To let Aiden go alone? What if something did happen and they weren’t there to at least try to help? That would be a lot worse.

They should have seen the signs, they should have noticed how much he’d grown, turned into a man that had wants and needs and a desire to participate in what was left of the society he’d grown up in, however difficult that was going to be.

They talked on, making plans, thinking about how best to travel, where to travel, and what they could do to satisfy the inquiring mind of a nineteen year old boy who never had a normal childhood and certainly hadn’t had anything like a normal adolescence. The bottom line was that they had been negligent by hiding him away for so long — the boy, a man now, needed to meet people, begin to maybe make a life for himself, one that could even be away from them, at which point Lash started to cry.

Edsel talked to cheer her up, saying that maybe if he did find somebody then they could all live together, but that at the very least they should make the effort to go and do something on a semi-regular basis just so Aiden didn’t go stir crazy.

They’d had their time in the midst of everything that humanity had to offer, either before The Lethargy or directly afterward when not everything had fallen apart. Aiden hadn’t, and he wanted to venture back into whatever it was that remained after another five years had passed.

A lot could have happened since they’d shut themselves away. They talked about what the towns would be like now. Would buildings still be standing? What would the roads be like? How much more popular would The Eventuals be? They even discussed The Commorancy, wondering if people still went there, if it was something Aiden could maybe do. But as he’d not really spoken of it for some time now they both agreed it was best not to bring it up — if the rumors had been true then you went there to Awaken to your full potential, and that could take anything from a few years to who knew how long?

Yet at the same time both of them knew that their partial Awoken selves were not really aging as they would otherwise have. There had been talk right from the term Awoken first being coined, that Awoken could change their internal body chemistry, never age a day. There seemed no end to what the special few could do with the countless possibilities through access to The Noise — some that could enter the minds of both creatures and people, but it was easy to dismiss it all as mere myth. Yet at the same time it felt right, like there really was a lot of hidden potential that one day they might decide to try to unlock, but it would mean a dramatic change to a life they had come to love as much as they loved each other.

They fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms, Edsel reveling in the touch of his soul-mate. His skin sensitive to her warmth, the touch of her fingers, no longer ashamed of his Ink, just grateful that the pain was gone, that he had the ability to enjoy her caresses once more — he’d thought it was gone for good. Now he felt himself the luckiest man alive every time she touched him and he could enjoy it rather than steel himself for the pain, or want to hide himself because his body was less than perfect. Yet here she was, and her skin was perfect, just like their life.

The island was beautiful if somewhat barren, but it wasn’t depressing in its ruggedness, it was what made it so inspiring. Edsel marveled at the tiny wild flowers you had to get down on your hands and knees to truly appreciate. He loved the sound of the sea, the smell of the salty air, the call of the birds he wished he knew the names for. He lost himself for full days watching the seals on the stony beaches, the young as needing of their mothers as babies of all species, astounded by the kindness and the brutality all creatures seemed to possess within them when it came to the protection of themselves and their family.

It was a quiet yet wondrous existence, nature at its finest, unblemished and untainted by the urge to change it to fit in with some kind of man-made order. It was just how it should be, and Edsel was blessed to be a part of it all — a caretaker of sorts, there just to document, never to interfere.

It was a shame it was about to change. Wasn’t it?


TRIP


THE PLAN WAS that there shouldn’t be too much of a plan, apart from ensuring that they stayed well away from any Eventuals — something Edsel didn’t need to insist on, it went without saying. It might have been five years but there was no saying what would happen if they bumped into any that still remembered Edsel, or knew of his story. The best you could hope for is that they would hunt you and kill you, and all three of them knew what the worst could be. It was impossible to know just how rampant the religion had become in the intervening years; all of them knew it was wishful thinking to believe it had just died along with the probably ever-diminishing populace.

Edsel’s guts squirmed and tightened just thinking about The Eventuals — forever linked in his mind to Ink, gurneys, searing pain and humiliation.

They would go directly across to England, using the same boat they had arrived on five years ago. They’d had their pick of vessels when Edsel had come up with the idea, and although none of them had any sailing experience it came as a surprise to Edsel how easy it was to get the hang of controlling the rather powerful boat they had finally chosen.

Life on the island north of Wales had been one of pure isolation and a feeling of safety, and they didn’t want to risk going back to Wales — there were simply too many bad memories and there wasn’t much choice in terms of large towns, which Aiden was keen on exploring. So they would head east from the island and in only a handful of miles they would hit the west coast of England. They could move up or down the coast by boat, staying hidden from the mainland until they decided to go ashore. All they needed was a suitable mooring point, and there were countless towns and cities, large and small, that had marinas or harbors that would allow them to dock the boat, hopefully without any problems.

For two days Aiden was like a small child again, running around manically, chatting non-stop about what he wanted to do, books he wanted to get, TV shows he wanted to look for, ones he had watched trailers for repeatedly on the few DVDs they had taken with them when they had loaded up the boat, still in a daze after what had happened, leaving for a new life away from anything and everything.

But that time was gone; they had been half-asleep, hardly thinking through the things they needed for long term existence away from everything they had always taken for granted even after The Lethargy. But they managed, they thrived, with Edsel making a few tentative trips to the various small islands dotted around the Welsh north coast, never finding another person alive on the few islands that once had tiny communities making their lives away from the society that was.

He’d found great quality solar equipment though, even chickens — which made Aiden enormously happy — and other comforts that made their life better. But the longer they had peace, the less inclined Edsel was to go hunting for more things — the risk seemed so much greater the longer their lives were peaceful and uninterrupted.

Edsel found it strange to think of all the countless items that had seemed like necessities back when he lived in the city, or even when they moved to the country — life on the island had shown them all just how simply people could live and still be happy. At least, he thought they were happy, but all things must come to an end he supposed.

Now it was clear that Aiden had needed more, had just been too reticent to bring it up. He’d never moaned, never insisted he go with Edsel on the trips, always accepted his and Lash’s decision.

Probably too scared we would say he could never leave.

Once the big trip was planned though, he was like a shaken can of cola; he really was just about ready to pop. He talked endlessly, exhausting Edsel and Lash, a whirlwind that was doing one chore one minute then off to do something else the next. He made lists, discussed them ad nauseam with Edsel and Lash, redid them, expanded them, crossed some things off, and hardly slept he was so excited.

It was hard to get their home organized with Aiden rushing around, forgetting what he was doing, abandoning a job half finished, actually making everything more difficult rather than helping to secure things for when they returned. Systems needed to be put in place to feed the chickens, vegetable plots needed to be tended, precious seed sown so they would have the food they were accustomed to when they came home. The house needed sorting, tools needed to be cleaned and put away, and on it went — countless small jobs that all added up to a very busy few days for them all, especially Edsel and Lash, who spent half their time clearing away after the whirlwind that was Aiden — more excited than they had ever seen him.

Then the day was upon them, and they awoke to a heavy mist in the valley that cleared by the time they’d eaten breakfast. Edsel closed the front door and locked it, not that it made any difference, but it was symbolic. He had the horrible feeling that he would never be unlocking the door again. It must have rubbed off on the others as there was silence as they walked down the path away from the house, Lash drifting a hand over the tops of her herb garden as she passed, the bees buzzing angrily at the intrusions, a welcome sight, as this was the first year there had been any kind of real insect life — nothing had escaped The Lethargy, not even the insects.

There was no car, it would have been useless even if there was one. The island was deserted, the only building was a remarkably large and comfortable stone cottage restored by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds for the few months of the year when a team descended to take detailed records of the migrating species that Edsel hadn’t seen a single sign of in their years as the sole inhabitants. The road was but a dirt track that led to their home, but it was a relatively short walk to the tiny wharf that had been constructed so that boats could easily dock with supplies, or the teams that came and went.

Once the island had been home to a few families, mostly making a living by keeping sheep — that fared very well on the lush grass and abundance of wild herbs, selling for a premium once taken to the mainland. But that had been long before The Lethargy, and the island had been uninhabited for decades before it was given to the RSPB so they could help understand the routes certain birds took when they migrated through Europe to warmer climes.

Aiden bounced down to the boat along the rickety wooden pier, checking that Lash and Edsel were hurrying too, not wanting to miss the opportunity to get going on what was a perfect day for an adventure. A calm sea, a bright clear sky, and a boat full of essentials for an extended trip all conspired to make Aiden practically salivate in anticipation of adventures to be had.

They hadn’t discussed how long they were to be away for — it would break the magic of adventure for Aiden, but Edsel and Lash had talked privately and had agreed that they would simply play it by ear but that a month would be the absolute longest. After that they would return home and see how Aiden felt about future trips. For all they knew the reality might be too much for him, dashing his expectations and making him long for their quiet life. Neither of them really believed it though. They knew that once they were back in the middle of what was once civilization then it was going to be hard to convince Aiden to leave it all behind again. But a promise of a return trip would be enough, hopefully, to ensure that at least for the majority of the time the family was safe and happy.

“Come on, come on, we want to get our early start don’t we?”

“Yes Aiden, sorry Aiden, I do apologize Aiden.” Edsel smiled at Lash as Aiden turned and stood on the tiny jetty, vibing them to hurry up.

He’ll leave without us if we don’t get a move on. Poor guy, he’s still like a kid in some respects.

Aiden had done most of the loading of the boat, a vessel that Edsel found himself growing surprisingly fond of the few times he used it, enjoying traveling alone, at peace out in the sea with nothing but birds for company. Clothes, food and water took up the bulk of their supplies, along with other basic necessities and a number of weapons. But food and water, as always, were the main concerns so they had packed much more than they thought they could use before it turned bad. Lash had become quite the expert at preserving their limited food choices, and although Edsel wasn’t overly fond of canned vegetables, dried meats and fish, it was certainly better than wondering where your next meal was coming from.

On the Jeanneau, an offshore cruiser Edsel had pretty much picked at random as he knew nothing at all about boats, the accommodation was quite luxurious, and even though it was Edsel that had used the boat the most, Lash and Aiden made themselves at home and familiarized themselves with the space again quickly in the days leading up to the trip. So once they boarded, and Edsel checked over everything, it was time to go within less than half an hour.

As Edsel pulled away from the shore of their private island he looked across to Lash and smiled reassuringly.

She’s thinking the same thing as me: will we ever come home? Will life ever be as peaceful and stress-free again? Will we remain a family?

“You okay? It’ll be all right, just a bit of fun, like going back in time.”

“I’m okay. I miss it already though. It’s been a great few years Edsel, just us, nothing to worry about apart from what generation Martha we are up to and if the beetroot will grow this year. I can’t help but feel like it’s all over now.”

“We can always just stay, you know?”

“Haha, try telling that to Aiden. Look at him.” Lash stared out of the cabin window at Aiden standing at the bow clutching the rail, staring out to sea practically willing the boat to move faster and get them to the mainland.

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right. But what else can we do? We may be happy but it’s not fair on Aiden to keep him locked away from the world is it? He has to get out and do things, have adventures now he’s old enough. And I don’t know about you but I can’t imagine just staying at home and letting him go off on his own. Can you?”

“What? No way. I’d be a nervous wreck in less than a day. I have to admit, I do kind of feel like a proper mum, you know? Even though he’d already lost his family I really feel like we are his family. I’m his mum, which I could be, just.”

“Just about, yeah. I’m not old enough to be his real dad but I still feel like I am, sort of. I guess I think of him as my best friend, just like you, but with the added parental responsibility. So we have to let him spread his wings. Anyway, he honestly might hate it. I can’t see what there is that will make him want to stay in towns really. Five years is a long time, I very much doubt anything will have got better.”

“Well, you never know. And don’t tell Aiden but I am quite looking forward to doing something different for a while. As long as we come home,” added Lash hurriedly.

Let’s pray that we do.


LAND


THE SEA WAS like glass: still and bright as the sun climbed higher in the sky. Edsel found it hard to make his mood match the perfect day. Just knowing he was approaching the mainland brought buried emotions and memories bubbling to the surface — everything revolved around The Ink.

A heaviness settled over Edsel, like he’d sunk to the bottom of the ocean and the weight of the world was bearing down on him, threatening to crush the happiness he’d finally accepted as the reality he now enjoyed.

He thought back to Kathy, the dog that had kept him sane for so long. His only companion; all he thought that he’d needed. He had been wrong though, he needed human company, conversation, talks late at night, somebody to hold and to hold him. Kathy had been a beautiful creature though, so gentle and kind, and she certainly didn’t deserve what had happened to her — death by the hand of a man that had accepted a religion where they stated they wanted humans gone from the planet so the animals could inherit the earth. Well, he had a funny way of showing it.

He got what he deserved though. Ugh, I haven’t thought about this for a long time now.

Edsel shook his head, trying to dispel the dark thoughts, memories he had gone over so many times over the years, then put behind him like a bad fever that had run its course, finally able to live in the moment and enjoy the place he found himself in.

The sea could do funny things to your head — with nothing but water all around you it was easy to get lost in your thoughts, and as the journey continued so Edsel’s mind wandered further from his current situation, thinking back to all that had happened in the past, and what had led him to the life he’d been leading, the family he loved so much.

Well, guess I’m just going to have to face what happened, and make the most of it while we are back in the middle of what we used to call home.

As he spotted land, and Aiden began shouting and pointing, Edsel felt it all coming back, trying to drag him down into a dark place, a heaviness on his mind that had always been hard to surface from.

Don’t let it win Edsel. Think happy thoughts, remember the good times; be thankful for what you have.

Edsel put his arm around Lash’s shoulder and smiled at her. It was clear that she was struggling with the same demons — they’d run away from a lot of bad stuff, and even seeing the coastline brought it back for the both of them.

“Don’t worry, it’ll be fun.”

Lash turned to him and smiled, then kissed him on the cheek. “Look at him, he can’t wait. So, what’s first then? Where are we going to actually stop?”

“I think maybe we better let Aiden pick, don’t you?”

“Good idea. I’ll go get him.”

~~~

Good god, what on earth happened here?

Edsel took an age to actually get the boat into position — the water was a mess of litter and vessels that had lost their moorings, bobbing about randomly, many capsized, seen just below the surface of the water as they approached the marina.

The harbor wall, that acted as a barrier to the worst the sea could offer, meant that the shallow water was full of debris, the usual maintenance long abandoned. Finally he managed to weave his way through to the mooring spots and there were plenty of free spaces — so many tethers had rotted through, or people had taken boats then returned them without mooring them properly, that it was like playing dodge the boat; they had a number of gentle knocks until he eventually got them to a safe spot.

Aiden jumped off and carefully tethered the boat; Edsel didn’t need to tell him how important a job it was. With a final check that he’d shut everything down, Edsel stood on the mainland of the United Kingdom for the first time in five years. They had lightweight bags packed with food and water, weapons of choice and basic supplies that would come in handy if they found themselves having to stay away from the boat for a while — Edsel really hoped they wouldn’t, and that there were to be no nasty surprises.

Feels weird, like I’ve come to a different country, not home. Good to be on solid ground again though.

Aiden was already walking along the large open space surrounding the marina. It had been part of a huge rejuvenation project before The Lethargy, totally renovated with huge expanses laid with fishbone paving, nautically themed restaurants and cafes where boat owners and visitors could enjoy the sight of vessels of all sizes coming and going. The small parks now overgrown and claiming back the once tamed land, spilling out of their tidy confines, breaking the paving, now almost invisible under the onslaught of vigorous native grass.

And everywhere the signs of man’s downfall.

Lash and Edsel caught up with Aiden and it was clear immediately that the feeling of abandon was seeping into his head just as it was theirs. The lights had dimmed somewhat, already the expectation not living up to the reality.

“You okay buddy?”

“Huh? Yeah, I guess I just got a little too excited, forgetting what it would actually be like. It’s so messy, such a waste.”

“I know, but don’t think of it like that. Think of it as a chance to explore, see new things. We can go wherever we want, do what we want.”

Just a shame the restaurants are closed now.

Edsel found it hard to imagine that once the marina would have been buzzing with people excited to be going out to sea for the day, hundreds of them sitting down, drinking coffee and beer, being served by smartly dressed men waiting on them, taking their orders and their money. It was a lifetime ago; a different world.

How could it have all been taken away so quickly? One minute you were going out with your mates, thinking about girls and nightclubs and being able to drink legally, thoughts and conversations dominated by TV and games, music and more talk of girls, the next it was all gone and you were watching your family fall apart, sink into nothingness as everything in the whole world came to a grinding halt. Just like that — everything gone, changed forever.

It had been five years since he’d seen what the world had become, and in minutes he knew that he could never live anywhere near the constant reminders of all that was lost. It was just too damn depressing.

Edsel looked about him, taking it all in with fresh eyes — no longer accustomed to the sights that had been so familiar.

And this is probably as good as it gets. What was it like in Manchester? It must have been apocalyptic. Look at this place.

The plants were dominating, taking over anywhere they could get a foothold. Buildings were covered in moss, buddleia growing in gutters, on roofs, poking out of windows and crumbling away the brick. Roads and sidewalks blurred into a lush green carpet, and everywhere there was trash. Piles of it, blown into corners, building ever higher, plastic and metal, rags and children’s dolls.

This is nothing. It’s clean in comparison to the city; I must have been living with my eyes closed.

People; dead people. Some deceased years ago, little more than skeletons, many in pieces where their flesh had been fought over by the ever-growing number of creatures that crept out of the shadows and found the way clear of humans. Other people had been dead only a short time, making a final trip to a familiar landmark, sitting and letting memories of better days wash over them before they succumbed to The Lethargy for the final time, or took their own lives as they couldn’t stand the loneliness or the constant fight for survival.

This is depressing as hell. It’s just going to take more time for people to adjust, that’s all. It was too sudden, no time to come to terms with how different things were. It hasn’t been long, not really, it will get better. It just has to.

Edsel let Lash and Aiden get ahead, and he took the opportunity to look closely at the strange place he found himself in, but he also couldn’t help but admire Lash and how good, great actually, she was with Aiden. She had an arm around his shoulder, pointing out various things, smiling and chatting away, obviously trying to lift his spirits, to not let the air of neglect and total craziness get to him. She really was a great woman. She was still as slim as ever, still wearing black most of the time, her trademark vest still showing off her firm limbs, the intricate tattoos as bright and clear as ever, full sleeves that truly were beautiful.

Unlike mine.

Edsel noted the way that the area had become so overgrown so quickly, and assumed a lot of the rest of the country would be similar. Once the plants got a foothold there was no stopping them. As drainage backed up and more and more areas flooded so the ground gradually became covered in a layer of silt that was perfect for grasses and seeds of all description to really take hold. Year on year it would be better for them, and already he could see that large parts of the open marina would be a true forest before too long.

Everything is going back to how it once was, before we intervened and made it our own.

Edsel peered into the distance at the town, and could see a series of high rise apartment blocks that somehow seemed more out of place than ever before. They were like alien oblongs that had no right to sit amongst the trees and the plants that slowly crept over everything, swamping man-made structures, now little more than breeding grounds for the life that had been held back by construction and more construction.

Just try to enjoy it. It isn’t all bad.

Edsel walked fast and caught up with his family. “Let’s go over there,” he said, pointing to the apartment blocks. “If we go to the top we should have one hell of a view. It will be interesting to see what things look like, and that’s about the highest spot around these parts.”

“Good idea,” said Aiden, smiling, pleased to have a plan.


HIGH


EDSEL HATED IT, he knew he would, just not quite how much. He found it incredible that he had lived in cities for so long after The Lethargy, only leaving after it all fell apart in Manchester. It just didn’t compare, not even slightly.

The cleanliness and naturalness of the countryside compared to the dead and dirt of towns and cities made his head spin. He couldn’t imagine what it had been like with a constant flow of traffic, people everywhere, all that noise.

You just get used to it. You like the ease of everything; all the luxuries you take for granted.

As they walked toward the high rise buildings it all came flooding back to him; he tried his best to ignore the bad. It wasn’t easy. Yet there was a beauty to it as well — the level of achievement was staggering when you thought about it. Thought about what went into buildings, roads and bridges, infrastructure on such a scale, and that it all really did used to work. Traffic lights, buildings, mains water, electricity, gas, sewage, and all the rest, it was quite hard to understand just how such complex systems functioned so well.

People. It was all down to people. Now it’s broken.

They grew silent the more the buildings hemmed them in on either side, conscious of the lack of movement apart from the odd dog that eyed them warily, or fat pigeons fluttering away at the echoing footsteps. Seagulls were everywhere, a background noise that was a constant. It was as if the place was taking away their carefree attitude, making them huddle up inside themselves, withdrawing into a protective shell.

They saw nobody, yet Edsel had the uneasy feeling that they were being watched from behind dark and dirty windows.

The entrance to one of the apartment buildings was open, the once state-of-the-art electronic door system with retina detection technology now nothing but a bare metal frame, the thick glass swept aside into a neat pile by one meticulous resident.

Maybe they still live here; the world isn’t empty yet.

The large foyer was a bit of a mess, but Edsel had seen a lot worse. There was even still a fake potted plant over by the old reception desk, used by security guards for their shifts to monitor the cameras and to help out the residents when needed — this was an expensive place to live and yet there had been a long waiting list because of the marina.

There were piles of debris, but they were tidy piles, and the floor was rather clean. No rats, no bad smells, meaning either there was nobody left to mess things up or somebody had been doing their best to maintain the area.

Stay positive, they are probably long gone.

Nobody even bothered to check the elevators, it would just be a waste of time so they took to the stairs, all marveling at just how impressive it was, fake marble walls and even modern, or once modern at least, art still on the walls.

“Hey, we should’ve had paintings at home. The walls are pretty bare.” Aiden stopped to look at an abstract piece, turning his head from side to side. “Nothing like any of these though,” he muttered.

“Phew, you had me worried there for a little bit,” joked Lash. “But you’re right, we don’t have much of anything at all on the walls. Some pictures would be nice. Right Edsel? Edsel?”

“Eh? Oh, absolutely. We should go to a museum though. I bet we can get originals.”

Assuming they weren’t all looted by people thinking they would actually be worth money.

They climbed from floor to floor, seeing nothing, hearing or smelling nothing either. The whole building was silent, but it had clearly been maintained well after The Lethargy. At the top of the last flight they found themselves in a wide corridor with a single door to the left and an exit sign above a door that led onto the roof at the far end.

“This could be a pretty good base for exploring, as long as the penthouse isn’t occupied,” said Aiden. “It seems quiet so far. What do you think?”

“Sounds good to me. Let’s check out the view first, then the penthouse. Lash?”

“Absolutely. It’ll be nice to be up high, and to sleep somewhere that doesn’t wobble about. I’d feel safer here than on the boat, that’s for sure. Let’s take a look at this view then.”

The door was unlocked, as Edsel suspected it would be. Why would anyone have bothered to lock it back up? By the way the place was maintained there was no doubt that somebody would have gone through the rooms and taken what they needed, and he guessed that the roof would be one of the best places to take stock of the surrounding area.

They left the door open so they could see, then went up the short flight of stairs to another door that led out to the roof.

“Okay, let me go first, just in case.”

“In case of what?” said Lash, putting a hand to the door to stop Edsel from opening it.

“I don’t know. Rabid pigeons, killer rats, men with sharp sticks — anything. Just wait a second, okay?”

“Okay, sorry. You just made me nervous.”

“Good. And that goes for you too Aiden, you should be nervous. You remember our lives before we left all this behind? It’s dangerous out here; some people are not to be trusted.”

“And some people are,” said Lash, a reminder to them all of what they had done.

“I know, I remember.” Edsel opened the door and light flooded into the corridor. They were facing out to sea and the clear sky reflected a perfect blue on the still water. Seagulls could be heard, their cries the only sound.

Edsel stepped out onto the flat roof and began to walk around, turning five seconds later at the sound of footsteps, his heart beating at double time, adrenaline ramping up instantly.

They’re gonna give me a heart attack. What happened to staying put?

Lash held up a hand in apology. “Sorry, we couldn’t wait.”

“What if there had been someone out here? It could have been dangerous.”

“Ahem. Actually there is someone out here, but don’t worry, I don’t bite,” came a voice.

Edsel spun in a circle.

Where is he? Bloody hell, we’ve only just got here and we get a surprise already.

Knives were drawn, panicked looks were exchanged, and sweat began to bead brows.

“Over here,” came the voice again.

They followed the sound around the exterior of the narrow stairwell that led them up to the roof level. A hand was waving from behind a deck chair, its back facing them. The man was turning in his chair, craning to see who had interrupted his solitude.

Well, whoever this is he’s pretty trusting.

Edsel stepped out in front of the deck chair, to see who they had interrupted.

Maybe not so trusting after all.

The man held a pistol firmly in a slender hand that was darkly tanned. He was stripped down to a pair of denim shorts and clearly spent a lot of his time sunning himself. He was deep golden brown like a chestnut, skin shining, with pale wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. His white hair was in stark contrast to his dark skin, and the weirdest thing of all was that he seemed perfectly relaxed, if a little cautious, which was more than understandable.

So, the first person we meet and he could kill us all if he wanted.

Edsel did something he never really got the feel for and spoke via The Noise. I told you to wait at the door. If he’s unfriendly he could kill us all.

Sorry.

Sorry.

Let’s not be so carefree in the future, okay?

The man was staring at them funnily, clearly wondering why they were standing there mute.

Guess I should introduce us, it’s only polite.

“Hi, I’m Edsel. Sorry about the interruption, we didn’t expect anyone to be here.” Edsel paused, suddenly thinking back over the years, a chance encounter trying to surface in his memory. “Do I know you? Have we met before?”

“I don’t think so, although I have met a few people in my time, and I’m not as young as I once was. My name is Michael, pleased to meet you.” Michael lowered the gun and got to his feet, surprisingly sprightly for someone of his age — he must have been in his seventies.

Where do I know him from? It’s not like I’ve met hundreds of people. He’s the first in five years. What's that smell?

“I know you,” said Aiden. “Oh, hi, I’m Aiden, and this is Lash.”

“Pleased to meet you Aiden. And Lash, that’s a rather harsh name for such a beautiful lady.” Michael shook Aiden’s hand, and kissed Lash’s.

“Her real name’s Lashae,” said Aiden, stepping away so he didn’t get a whack around the head.

“Lashae, how beautiful.”

“Well, thank you, and nice to meet you Michael, but everyone calls me Lash. Everyone.”

There it is, there’s that hard stare you wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of.

“If you insist,” said Michael, smiling widely, the personification of a gentleman, even if he did only have a pair of shorts on. “Now young man, how do you know me? I certainly don’t recall.”

“It was five years ago, we were in a car, passing through a town in Wales. We nearly hit you when you were crossing the road.”

Ah, that’s it. He’s got a good memory. Coconut oil, that's the smell. He uses it to tan.

“Well, that is a coincidence I must say. I do get around quite a lot. So much to see and do.”

“Do you live here now?” asked Edsel, wondering how the man had managed to stay alive so long if he traveled alone, and a lot, judging by the large muscles in his calves even though he was of very slight build.

“In the penthouse, yes. I gave the whole building a good clean and my home is very comfortable now, but I’m not staying permanently. This is just one of the many places I seem to come back to for a bit of a rest. Would you like to come and have a drink with me? I have coffee you know.”

Coffee, what I wouldn’t give for a cuppa. It’s been years.

Lash was practically salivating at the mouth, Aiden wasn’t overly impressed as he’d never gotten the taste for it, but Edsel found it hard to not drool down his chin.

“That would be lovely. Thank you Michael, most generous.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement. Edsel was sure she was flirting with Michael the way she kept fluttering those huge eyelashes of hers and repeatedly brushed her hair with the tips of her fingers.

“Well, come along then. I can put some more clothes on too. It’s hardly appropriate when I have company to be walking around like this.”

It’s not weird, it’s not weird. This is just what it’s supposed to be like when you meet people.

Edsel tried to convince himself, but he couldn’t shake the uneasiness in the pit of his stomach.

It’s just because you’ve been in your own little bubble for so long.


HOST


MICHAEL WAS THE perfect host, and he and Aiden seemed to really hit it off almost immediately. Michael was one of those men that really enjoyed telling stories, and he had plenty to tell. Aiden would sit and listen with total focus, soaking up tales of meetings with other people, encounters with Eventuals and all manner of what were obviously exaggerated, if not totally made up tales. It didn’t matter though, it was what Aiden needed: a new person to talk to, reminders of what the country was like now, and what it had been like before. All from a different perspective, from an older man who had a lot more life experience and had stayed at the heart of what was left of society, however fragmented it was.

Michael invited them to take up residence in his home, saying that he planned to stay put for a few weeks maybe, just rest, sunbathe and sit on the roof. He’d had enough adventure for a little while and was physically tired from so much traveling, so he was doing what he often did — picking a comfortable home and staying for anything from a few days to a few weeks, usually until he got bored or felt himself suitably rejuvenated.

It seemed like Michael had a few favorite places that he took his time to make as comfortable as possible, stocked with necessities, then visited again when his travels took him in the appropriate direction. This was one of his favorites and there was no doubt the view was stunning, the apartment comfortable.

He was a generous man, and after a little discussion they had decided to take him up on his offer. To Edsel it didn’t seem like they had a choice anyway. Aiden fell straight into Michael’s company and it was evening before they knew it, so with no other plans they agreed to stay.

The next few days saw Aiden and Michael spend a lot of time together, and all four of them wandered around the town with Michael pointing out things of interest, also discussing where would be best to travel to and what they could expect.

Edsel was surprised to hear that Michael traveled quite as much as he did, thinking that the more you did then the higher the risk of encountering people you really should try to avoid. But Michael seemed to think of things differently, obviously a keen adventurer believing that the new things he learned were more than worth the risk. He had to admit it, he admired the old man.

Once they felt settled and had brought more of their belongings from the boat into the apartment, Edsel began to understand just how much he had missed being surrounded by what was, after all, home. It was as if life on the island had put them into a kind of happy stupor, wrapped in cotton wool, happy, but forgetting what else there was to life. Now they were back it was clear that all three of them missed what they had thought best to leave behind. Yet there was the constant worry about Aiden and Lash — Edsel’s experiences over the years were still too much of a reminder of quite how dangerous life could be, even for the wary.

Edsel was the first to admit that it came as quite a surprise that he was enjoying being back. He’d hated it when they first arrived, but the old familiarity was a comfort, and there was no denying that it felt like he belonged. But there was still fear.

After a few days even the fears faded somewhat, and Edsel began to understand that he was enjoying having company, hearing Michael’s tall tales, and the concerns over their safety seemed to wake up his body, bring it back to life, almost like a high when rock climbing.

I need this. I wanted this. Aiden was right.

~~~

Two days after their arrival, and after walking around the town and getting to know their base of operations, it was time to begin exploring in earnest. Michael decided to stay behind, so Edsel, Lash and Aiden packed up some supplies, loaded up three bicycles that would have cost a month’s wages back when they were state of the art mountain bikes weighing just a few ounces, and set off for a few days exploring, with the intention of camping as and when they found somewhere that took their fancy.

As Edsel pedaled gently and stared to the left at Lash and Aiden, he was overcome by just how normal he felt. It was like they were a proper family — off for a day of cycling, a picnic and then camping for the night.

Like ordinary people do. Or did, anyway.

Edsel smiled, actually looking forward to the days ahead, pleased that Aiden had convinced them to leave their safe but quiet lives behind.

Adventure. I missed it.

Lash smiled back at him, eyes shining, hair blowing behind her, before she began to pedal hard, speeding off in front. “Come on, I’ll race you. Last one to the next village has to make supper.”

“You two are too old, you’ll never beat me!” shouted Aiden, smiling giddily, racing to catch up with Lash.

“You both better watch out, here I come.” Edsel pedaled hard, laughing as he could see that Lash was already getting tired.

Well, it’s been a while since we rode bikes.


NICE


THEY ARRIVED AT a small village by early afternoon; hot, sweaty, tired and happy. Aiden was clearly enjoying the day immensely, coming alive like Edsel hadn’t seen in years, actually forgetting how full of energy Aiden was, or used to be.

Am I the same? Have we been living a half life just so we can stay safe?

Edsel knew the answer, and just looking at Lash he could tell that she was thinking similar thoughts. However dangerous it was to be living somewhere other people could be encountered, the fact was that it had brought them back to life.

They were enjoying themselves. Edsel had believed he would never miss seeing a road, a crumbling building or a dead corpse in the street, and to some extent he was right, but there was more, much more to the country of his birth than death and deprivation. There were boats and marinas and piers. There were seagulls and memories of fish and chips and ice-cream. There were fine buildings still standing, and there were a multitude of plants and animals, insects and changes to the landscape that took your breath away — they’d locked all of that out of their lives, convinced themselves that they missed none of it.

We were wrong. I was wrong. This is a part of us, it’s in our blood.

Edsel slowed to a halt, coasting to a stop to pull up beside Lash and Aiden. They were at the edge of a large flat expanse of grass that was impossibly short, lush beyond belief, and as flat as a sheet of just-printed paper.

“It’s a bowling green,” said Edsel. “An actual bowling green. No way.”

“Well, it's obvious someone is maintaining it, and doing a damn fine job of it too,” said Lash, getting off her bike and resting it on the ground. Edsel and Aiden did the same and all three of them stared in amazement at a sight that was once common in every town and village in the United Kingdom.

“I used to love bowls, even if it was an old man’s game really,” said Edsel. “They had a small bowling green in the park back home, and we used to go there every day in the summer.”

“I don’t get it, what’s it for?” asked Aiden.

“I guess you are too young to have ever seen one, or one like this anyway,” said Edsel. “It’s for a game. Think of it like a snooker table, you know about that, right?” Aiden nodded his head. “Good. But instead of green felt there is perfect grass, usually mowed twice a day and as flat as the snooker table. You have a small white ball called a jack that you put at the far end of the green, and then you have a number of larger black balls, kind of weirdly shaped, that you roll down the bowling green. Whoever gets their ball closest to the white jack is the winner.”

“Sounds cool. So the grass has to be cut all the time to keep it looking like this?”

“Oh yeah, it takes a load of work to maintain. They roller it, sow new seed, feed it, mow it, all that kind of stuff. And this one is exceptional.”

“Which means…” offered Lash.

“Which means that somebody is going to be along any minute to mow the grass,” finished Edsel.

“Should we hide?”

“I don’t think so. I can’t imagine that anyone who feels this strongly about keeping the grass neat is going to turn out to be too much of a threat.”

They left their bikes and walked over to the pavilion, in just as good condition as the grass, and settled down on the benches, silent, admiring the perfection of a true artist.

Edsel let his mind wander, lost in thoughts of perfect summers where the holiday from school felt like it stretched out in front of him for eternity, but then always seemed to be over in a flash. He thought back to friends and the games they’d played: football, baseball, even bowls. The game turned out to be really enjoyable, even though they had always made fun of the old men and women dressed in their white outfits, taking it all so seriously.

“Edsel. Edsel,” said Lash, nudging him in the ribs.

“Eh? Oh, this is going to be interesting.”

Now that is about the most surreal sight I think I have ever seen.

Two men and one woman were approaching the pavilion, dressed in the obligatory white clothes of all those serious about their game of bowls. Each of them held a brightly colored bag that would contain their bowls, and they held onto them like they were the most important thing in the world. When they spotted Edsel and his family they stopped and put their heads together, talking in hushed whispers.

One of the men stepped forward.

“We don’t want any trouble; we just want to play a game or two.”

“That’s good because we don’t want any trouble either. We were just admiring the bowling green, that takes some serious commitment,” said Edsel.

The man was instantly animated, although he stared nervously at Edsel’s arms, clearly worried about what it signified. “Do you play? It does get a bit tedious always having to play against the same opponent. There’s only the three of us.”

“I used to, a long time ago. Haven’t for years though. Anyway, allow me to introduce myself, and my family.”

Introductions were made and Edsel couldn’t shake the feeling that it was just all too surreal to actually be happening. But it was — they played game after game of bowls with the three enthusiasts until the sky began to darken and it was time to finish for the day.

They got directions to somewhere they could set up camp for the night, refusing the hospitality of the three people, wanting to leave on a happy note, not wishing to intrude. As they said their goodbyes, the trio wished them well on their travels and with that they were gone, back to their home, only to return again the next day to maintain the bowling green and play in the peace and quiet they all said they had really been enjoying ever since they found themselves the only people left in the village.

~~~

“Well? Are you glad you came?” asked Aiden, eyes shining from the light of the campfire.

They’d set up their tents, got a nice fire going, and after eating a simple evening meal they were just sat around, chatting, enjoying the company as if for the first time in years.

“I think you know me better than I know myself,” said Edsel. “I hate to admit it but meeting nice people these last few days has been just what I needed. It’s a reminder that not everything is bad, not everyone either. There is still good left, and there are people trying their best to help keep things going. I like it.”

“Me too,” said Aiden. “I know you worry about me, about everything really, but this is what life is about. Doing things, seeing things, meeting people. Even if it is a risk.”

“You’re right Aiden, and we are sorry,” said Lash. “We thought it for the best, but hiding away isn’t the answer. Those people today were lovely, and they’ve managed all right since The Lethargy. And Michael is nice too, so it was worth coming. Maybe it will even cure Edsel of his insane hobby of climbing rocks.”

Edsel ignored the harsh stare, or at least tried to, but Lash kept on looking at him in that way of hers. “Okay, maybe you’re right. Maybe I do need the rush, something going on. I never thought about it that way before, but you could be right. This is good for us, all of us. But it can’t last forever you know?”

He’s not going to like this.

“What do you mean? Why not?” Aiden didn’t look too impressed.

“Because the more you travel, the greater the risk. You know that. At some point you have to think about safety, and it may not be the most exciting thing in the world but that is what happens when you have others to look after.”

“You won’t go back now though, will you? Back and hide away from everything, same thing every day? No new people, no new things.”

“Honestly? We haven’t discussed it yet Aiden. It’s only been a few days, let’s see what happens and how we feel after a few weeks. For now can we just enjoy ourselves but always be on guard? Not everybody is as nice as those people today. We all know this; I don’t need to remind you of what life was like for us in the past do I?”

“No, you don’t. I just thought you were beginning to enjoy yourself, to like being back, even if everything isn’t perfect.”

“I definitely am, which I have to tell you buddy, has come as quite a surprise. Let’s all take each day as it comes and go along for the ride. Okay?”

“Okay, sure.” Aiden put another log on the fire and stared deep into the flames.

I am enjoying it, I never though I would but I am. But for how long? Something will go wrong, it always does.

Edsel turned and looked at Lash, who just smiled at him and shrugged, telling him that Aiden would be all right, and that she didn’t really know what to think about the life they were now living either.

We will have to have a serious talk about this.


TENT


LONG AFTER THEY heard Aiden begin snoring, and they were tucked up in their own sleeping bags — they had zipped them together to make a cozy double bed for themselves in their tiny tent — Edsel and Lash talked late into the night about the reality of their situation, as opposed to the conjecture it had all been before they actually arrived. Finally Lash fell asleep, tired from so many new experiences.

Edsel snuggled up tight to her, loving the feel of their naked skin against each other, still marveling at his luck even after so many years together.

Lash mumbled in her sleep, shifting position slightly, and Edsel held her tighter, never wanting to let her go. Never.

Before she’d fallen asleep they had talked about what was best, about what the future held, but in the end it seemed like they both agreed it was simply too soon to tell exactly what they should do — it was best to wait a while and then make a decision.

One thing was clear — Aiden was not keen on going back to the safety and quiet of the island. There was going to have to be some serious decision making to be done at some point, but they both agreed they could hold off for a while, see what happened, and try to live in the moment, enjoying their adventure while they could, keeping their fingers crossed that nothing bad happened.

What else could they do? They certainly couldn’t stop Aiden from wanting to do things; it was natural, and they had been remiss to have kept him isolated for so long. It was no way to bring up a teenager, and now he was a man. A man that wanted to experience life firsthand.

Lash shifted in her sleep again, pushing her bottom out into Edsel’s crotch.

I wonder if she’ll mind if I wake her up?


CLIMB


ABOUT A WEEK after their return to what he couldn’t help now thinking of as home, almost like he’d been living in a foreign country on the island, Edsel announced that he was going to take a day to himself. Lash stared at him like she knew what he was up to, although Edsel was sure she didn’t.

Aiden didn’t care, he was happy to spend time with Michael — they were getting very close. Edsel wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but left them to it when they went off together.

As he cycled away from the apartment block, Edsel felt his smile getting broader. A feeling of liberation took hold of him like he’d been a caged animal just now given his freedom. He cycled hard, weaving through the town as fast as the streets would allow, heading inland, away from the ocean, from his family, from his responsibilities.

Edsel headed into the countryside; Edsel was going climbing.

~~~

Halfway up the craggy peak, Edsel knew he had made a very bad decision. As he hung by his fingertips, stripped to the waist and as alone as a man could possibly be, he realized that he would be lucky to escape with his life.

He should have stopped the minute he put his hand to the rock — there was no affinity with the hard surface, there was no Flow. But he’d forged ahead, convincing himself that he would find his groove, find the inner connection that made him one with the rock.

It never came.

I’m going to die because I’m an idiot. I should have been grateful for everything that I have, but I told myself I needed the climbing. Maybe I did. I’m an adrenaline junkie.

Edsel calmed himself, got his body back under control and cleared his mind of all thoughts.

Just the rock, just the rock. Move.

He swung an arm up, nearly missed the tiny pocket in the rock that was all that stood between him and his death. He got it though, and ever so slowly continued his climb to the top.

When he made it he lay on the scrub grass, panting and cursing his own stupidity. He had thought that the climb would be just what he needed to clear his head, give him some clarity after the confusion of emotions that had hit him since coming home. It had done the opposite, making him question more about himself than he ever had in the past.

It was obvious to him now that he didn’t climb purely to feel the connection, and for a little alone time to commune with nature, it was because he was an addict; he needed his fix of danger. It was a rude awakening to come to terms with the fact that he had always been this way — it explained a lot.

Why would he have lived in large cities when he could have been safe somewhere else? The risk factor of course. That and the stark reality was that he enjoyed such environments. He had been living a lie for years now, removed from all that man had accomplished, trying to convince himself that all he needed was his family. In one sense that was true, but there was no getting away from the fact that he also loved the chaos as much as he did the calm, the peace and quiet. He’d climbed so he could stay in the countryside and keep his family safe; his adrenaline fix so he could keep their lives going in such a subdued manner.

Now it was a revelation just how addicted he was to the urban sprawl, the reminder of what once was. The opportunity to explore and have adventures, and yes, the risk of danger was exciting. He perversely enjoyed it.

That’s why we can’t stay, why I tried so hard to keep us away from this. If we live here then I will get us all sucked back into something, risk our future together.

It was a conundrum, Edsel understood that. On the one hand he had come to know himself better, and now realized just why he’d done the things he had, but it meant that he would have to try to convince Aiden that it was for the best. He knew that Lash was happy away from it all, but Aiden was clearly reveling in the life they were leading at the moment — it was going to take a lot of convincing to get him to want to return to a life where he only spoke to two other people and had no chance of meeting others of his age, or any age, and there was definitely no chance of the poor guy ever getting to discover the wonder that was the naked female body. Edsel couldn’t believe he hadn’t given the needs of the young man more than just passing consideration for all these years.

Poor guy, no wonder he’s enjoying himself so much. God knows how he would handle meeting an actual genuine girl that showed an interest in him. How can I make that happen? Where would we find a girl for Aiden? Maybe that would convince him to come with us and stay safe, before harm comes to him. Even if we try to stay out of trouble here something will happen eventually, it always does.

Edsel suddenly broke out in a cold sweat, realization dawning.

Shit. I’ve got to get down off this bloody mountain.

~~~

Hours later, Edsel made it back to the apartment, where a worried Lash was pacing about, looking like she was going to kill him, hug him, or both, as she caught sight of him staggering through the door.

“I know, I know. No more rock climbing, I promise. Sorry,” he said sheepishly, feeling immensely pleased when Lash did the hugging part but not the killing bit.

“I was worried sick. You went climbing didn’t you? What is wrong with you?” Lash slapped him hard on the back, then punched him on the shoulder too.

“Ow! Careful, my muscles are killing me,”

“Oh, is poor little Edsel feeling an ickle bit tired from his big, oh-so-manly day out? Well, tough. You deserve worse.”

“You’re right, and I’m sorry. I’m never going to do it again. Listen, we need to talk. We need to see if we can’t do something to convince Aiden to come back to the island with us. I’m no good here, trouble follows me around like a ball and chain. I keep expecting somebody to jump out from behind a bush with a tattoo machine and start waving it about.”

“What’s brought this on? You know I want to go back; I like it there. But Aiden isn’t going to want to. Him and Michael are off out again; I’ve given up trying to stop him.”

“I think we need to find him a nice girl. If we could convince him that it would be best for him to have a family away from this madness, then I think it would work if the girl was willing. Otherwise…”

“Otherwise he’s never going to want to come back, so we’ll have to stay as well.”

“Yup, that about sums it up. Look, I realized something today when I was, um, climbing,” Edsel took a step back just in case he got another punch. “I realized that I do like it here, that I like being slightly edgy, and that’s not good. But I also came to understand that I love you and Aiden more, that I want more than anything in this world for the two of you to be safe and happy, so we need to find a way to convince him to come back with us. If you still want to that is?”

She does, I’m sure she does. She loves it there.

“Oh Edsel, I do love you so much you know?” Lash hugged him tightly, making everything right in the world with that one simple gesture. “I love what you’re willing to sacrifice for us; it means more than you could ever know. I’m just amazed it’s taken you so long to realize this about yourself though. You do love it here. You like the craziness, and you like the excitement. I’ve always known that, and this is the reason why I love you more than anything — knowing what you gave up for us. Sure, you convinced yourself it was what you wanted, but I could see it, you were just like Aiden but trying to hide it. You wanted some adventures too. It’s who you are.”

Damn. Seems like everyone knows me better than I know myself.

“I will do anything to keep you both safe, you know that. I don’t need anything apart from you and Aiden, so let’s try our best to keep this family together, all right?”

“All right.”

God I love this woman. I really don’t deserve her. I knew I was flawed, but not quite this flawed.


SEARCH


“ANY MORE SUNBATHING and you’ll be as dark as some of my Ink Michael,” quipped Edsel, as Michael turned down the offer to go with them on their latest trip.

“Well, I don’t think that is going to happen, but I do enjoy the sun. In this climate you have to make the most of it while you can. Soon enough it will be autumn and I will be on the road again, the lonely traveler wandering the country, watching the leaves fall from the trees and the creatures foraging for food before the winter settles in.”

“Very poetic. But if you’re sure?” Michael nodded in reply and said a quick goodbye, before heading up to the roof for another day in his deck chair.

Aiden was excited as usual, keen to go off and explore, although he didn’t know the purpose of their next foray out into the towns and villages that dotted the west coast of England.

Best he doesn’t. I can’t very well tell him we’re just going off to find him a girlfriend and then he has to come home with us to the island. He’d have a fit.

They were going to make a more extended trip this time, planning on being away for a few weeks. They would travel by car, bicycles on the roof like a family just off for a little vacation, a sight all too familiar once, now a real curiosity for anybody that spotted them.

Edsel was nervous, knowing the longer they were away, the higher the risk and the greater the chance that they would come up on the radar of The Eventuals. So far they hadn’t seen any, and Edsel wanted to keep it that way. His skin began to prickle every time he thought about them, what they had done, taken away from him and left him with.

If they stuck to small towns and villages, and explored the countryside for signs of life, then the chances were low of encountering them. It was the old cities where they congregated, their numbers not large enough because of the ever-dwindling population for them to have a foothold in each once-populated part of the entire country.

Edsel tried to open his mind up through his limited skills in The Noise, seeking out hints of life, but he felt like a child moved up a class when really he should have been held back an extra year — he just wasn’t that good at it, yet he knew that if he asked Aiden to be on the hunt for girls he wasn’t going to be very popular. Or was he? Maybe that was exactly how he should handle the situation? Tell Aiden straight that he should be scouting for girls to meet, doing all he could to seek out the presence of others as he was much better at it than he or Lash was.

“Hey Aiden, you know we had that conversation about girls and that you would quite like to meet one, or, you know… um, more than just meet?”

Damn, I am not going to handle this well.

“Yes?” said Aiden, looking as wary as a pig in an abattoir.

“Well, how about trying to find people via The Noise? Can you tell how old people are if you find them?”

Aiden sighed, and Lash looked at him like he really shouldn’t be bringing the subject up. Edsel just shrugged; it was too late now. “What do you think I’ve been doing since we got here? I’ve been doing everything I can to try to find people. There just aren’t many around, or if there are then they have The Lethargy.”

Wow! I got that wrong.

“Oh, okay, right. Yeah, good job then I suppose.” Edsel turned to Lash and smiled a smug smile.

In your face!

Lash scowled back at him before turning in her seat. “So are there any people close by? How far does this thing work? Your radar?”

“It’s not really like that. You two can do it a little so you know it’s more a feeling, although not a feeling. It’s hard to explain, more like you can see colors without really seeing them, read the signals like a page in a book, but sometimes the lines just look like squiggles and you can’t make any sense of it all. Sorry, I’m not explaining this very well.”

“Hey buddy, no problem. You’re doing a better job of it than I could.” Edsel glanced at Aiden in the rear-view mirror.

He’s such a great lad now. We can’t lose him.

“Thanks. But there’s nobody about as far as I can tell.”

“So let’s keep on going then, it’s not like we have a deadline.”

They drove for days.

~~~

Travel was infuriating.

Every single road ended up being blocked eventually in one way or another, and the detours grew longer and longer the smaller the roads they tried to use. Edsel became increasingly frustrated, Lash got quiet — which was always a bad sign — and Aiden was clearly getting depressed.

Where is everybody? They can’t all have gone.

It wasn’t like the country was devoid of life, but unless you went into built-up areas where people clung to past lives as if waiting for them to return, then it was no easy task to uncover where Whole were trying to build a future for themselves, however tenuous.

After yet another dead end, the road blocked by a landslide where a steep cliff had collapsed because maintenance work had been abandoned, Edsel was about ready to give it all up and go back to the apartment just to give them all a break from each other. Then he had an idea.

We need high ground. Somewhere that gives us a view for miles and miles.

“Does anybody fancy a bit of a hike?”

Edsel turned to face Lash as he saw her fist clench out of his peripheral vision. “Whoa, hold on. I don’t mean any rock climbing, I mean that I have an idea.”

With a fist poised to give him a dead arm, Lash asked, “What idea?”

“If we go there,” Edsel pointed at the high hills in the distance, “then maybe we will see signs of life. Fires, fields with crops, plowed land. Something. The higher we get the further we can see. It’s a lovely clear day so we should get just about the best view possible. Waddya think? Aiden?”

“Sounds like a good idea to me, yeah. And I could do with some fresh air. No offense but it’s getting a little stinky in here.”

“Hey, it’s not just me,” protested Edsel.

“I never said it was. And thanks, it’s a good idea. Let’s do it.”

He’s looking perkier already.

“Okay,” said Lash. “Let’s go hiking.”

A few miles further on, and after more detours, the car died on them. Fuel was always a problem, as were simple maintenance issues caused by vehicles standing idle for so many years. Batteries wouldn’t keep their charge, some vehicles never even started, or if they did then there was no fuel readily available. With lessons learned Edsel always tried to take as much with them as possible, but more often than not they swapped vehicles if they felt the car begin to show signs of mechanical problems in any way. Edsel got out and topped up the tank with the last can that was full, and then they were off again.

I need to come up with a better plan for long trips. We need a tanker, not jerry cans of fuel.

More twists and turns, and a couple of arguments about which way to go, saw them finally arrive in a large open space at the foot of the hills, where a large number of vehicles were parked — day-trippers that never made it back, those that had the same idea as Edsel, or hikers just wandering off into the countryside, knowing it would be their last ever day of hiking.

“Right, let’s get our gear and go take a walk.”


VIEW


THE ROLLING HILLS still had good footpaths, if a little overgrown, so the going was relatively easy. What Edsel wasn’t ready for was just how many bodies littered their way. He’d always thought that most people died of The Lethargy in their own homes, or at least close by, so it came as somewhat of a revelation. It was not a jolly jaunt in the countryside for him and his family.

“Why are there so many dead people here? It doesn’t make sense,” said Lash, turning away from the sight of yet another corpse, bones scattered in all directions, long ago ripped apart by the creatures that made the hills their homes.

“I thought it was just people coming to places they loved, you know, for the last time. Maybe doing what we’re doing, searching for signs of life, but this is getting ridiculous.”

Something isn’t right here.

“Anyone else getting a bad feeling about this?” Aiden nudged a bone with his foot, kicking it out of the path. It clattered as it came to a stop against a rock, shining bright in the crisp clear air.

“I know I am,” said Lash, shivering despite wearing more clothes than Edsel was accustomed to seeing her in.

“So, do we carry on or go back? What do you think could have caused this?”

“Cannibals,” said Aiden.

“Shut up, don’t be daft. Nobody would do that, would they?” Lash looked around nervously, as if expecting a savage in a loincloth brandishing a club to jump out at them from behind a rock.

“I doubt it very much, and it still wouldn’t explain why so many people are up here. They must have come up for some reason, before whatever happened to them actually happened.”

There can’t be can there?

“Let’s keep going, it doesn’t look like it’s much further now,” said Aiden, clearly still keen on trying to gain the vantage point and look down on the country for miles in all directions.

They carried on walking, the wind picking up the higher they climbed, playing tricks on them, whispering of hidden dangers, carrying sounds across the open spaces that were alien and jolting awake something in Edsel’s unconsciousness.

What is that? I know that sound.

~~~

They crested the brow of the hill and stood in stunned silence at the vista opened up before them — offering its beauty, the purity of a landscape that once extended from one end of the country to the other, slowly spreading to reclaim what was once taken by man.

The only thing that marred the beauty were more bones, stark against the dark loam of the exposed hillside. Edsel’s long hair whipped about his face like a flag planted at the summit. He turned to Lash, jealous of the fact she’d thought to bring something to tie her much longer locks back with. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Stunning,” she agreed. “You can see for miles.”

“And you can see fields with crops, you were right,” said Aiden, pointing off into the distance, a dark patch of earth against the lush green a clear sign of human activity.

Well, seems like I had a good idea for once.

Edsel paused, pulling his hair back. There was that sound again. What was it?

Oh shit, time to go.

Edsel grabbed hold of Lash’s arm and pulled her toward Aiden, shock on her face at the abrupt change in mood. “We have to go. Now,” he whispered. “We aren’t alone.”

Lash and Aiden scanned the area, seeing nothing, but Edsel knew. “Look in The Noise Aiden, what do you see? And I don’t mean people.”

“What’s going on?” asked Lash, whispering just as Edsel had.

“Ssh, just a minute.”

Aiden went still, eyes unfocused and moving up in their sockets. It felt like a lifetime of standing there on the exposed hillside, waiting for what Edsel knew, or thought he knew, was coming soon.

We can’t wait any longer.

“Over there,” said Aiden, pointing along the ridge where it dipped down out of sight. “There’s something coming. Not fast, but there are at least three, if not more. What are they?”

“Never mind that, let’s just go. And be quiet. Aiden, you first, then Lash, then me. Don’t speak, just watch out for them.”

So why aren’t you speaking via The Noise? asked Aiden.

Damn, sorry guys. Okay, let’s move.

They set off down the hill, moving as fast as they could, Edsel constantly looking behind, concern growing every time they walked past a large rock that could be a good hiding place.

Move faster, just don’t run.

Okay.

Okay.

Edsel felt the wind change direction, pummeling him from behind, pushing him to go faster, almost making him stumble. In a second it had changed again, this time coming from the direction of his concern.

Just don’t change to blow back toward them.

He knew that if their scent was easy to detect on the breeze then they were in serious trouble, if they weren’t already. They kept walking, not quite running, not a leisurely stroll either. The descent was easy, the footpaths a godsend, and Edsel could see their car only fifteen terror-filled minutes later. The ground was already high where the vehicles were parked so it wasn’t as if it had been a challenging walk anyway. But it wasn’t over yet, not until they got into their vehicle and the doors were firmly locked.

Nearly made it, nearly made it.

They were on the flat now, heading toward the car, when Aiden turned suddenly, staring off to the right. From out behind a tourist coach came a panther, as black as night, body lithe and pure muscle. It was walking slowly, sniffing the air, turning and repeatedly looking back to where it had come from. The eyes were focused, vision acute, teeth needle sharp, but it didn’t seem in any hurry to attack.

Then it became clear why. It’s cubs had obviously tagged along for the adventure and the mother didn’t want to leave them. Either that or it had no need for food at the moment — there was gore around her lips and that of her cubs, so they had clearly been in the middle of eating when they were interrupted by the presence of humans.

I knew it. Let’s hope what they were feasting on was enough.

Edsel pointed to the car, and all three of them backed up toward it slowly, neither them or the panther taking their eyes off the other. He pulled the keys out and unlocked the car manually rather than using the button on the fob, trying to keep foreign noises to a minimum. He waited while Lash and then Aiden got inside before getting into his own seat. With a deep sigh he closed the door, put the key in the ignition and pressed the button to lock the doors.

He started the car and slipped into reverse gear surprisingly calmly, then quickly made his way back until he could spin around. Nobody said a word, not until they were out of the parking area and on solid asphalt.

“Well,” said Lash, eyes glittering with excitement, “I have to say, I wasn’t expecting that. Was that really a panther? Well, three panthers?”

“That was so cool. I thought it was going to be dogs or something, the way you were acting Edsel. How did you know? Or did you?”

Edsel stopped the car and turned to look at Lash, then at Aiden too. He shook his head then began driving again. “Wow! You two are crazy you know? You enjoyed that, didn’t you? No,” Edsel held a red and black hand up, “don’t answer. I can see it in your eyes. Jeez, and you tell me I’m bad for enjoying excitement. I’ve got nothing on you pair.”

“Oh come on, don’t be such a spoilsport.” Lash was flushed; her lips pouting, full and red.

She looks hot. Damn!

“I’m trying to look after you,” said Edsel in a sulk.

“How did you know?” shouted Aiden loudly from the back seat, as Edsel had opened the windows to cool Lash down from her excitement.

Not that I wouldn’t mind us being alone right now.

“Eh? Um, oh, yeah.” Edsel pressed a button and the windows closed. “I thought I recognized the noise when the wind came in our direction. When I was younger my mum used to take me and my sister to the zoo quite a lot. There were panthers there, lots of other animals too. I always had a fascination with them. There was just something about them. Never expected to see any out in the wild like this though, but it explains all the bodies.”

“I don’t get it. That was too many bodies for it to have gone off and hunted. It wouldn’t drag them all back up there would it?” said Lash.

“No. Um, hang on, let me just park up a minute.” Edsel pulled over so he could talk without having to think about the annoying roads. “Aiden, you probably don’t remember, but you will Lash. Just after we realized what was going on with The Lethargy you must have seen reports on the TV about people letting animals loose from zoos? About some escaping as they went wild because they weren’t getting fed? There were countless stories like that. All those people up there? They were bloody sightseers. Didn’t you notice the big tourist buses? I bet they flocked in their droves while they still could, to see if they could spot the animals. It probably went on for years. Who knows what generation that mother panther was? Maybe there were other animals too? There’s a zoo close by, so maybe back years ago you could go for a walk and spot a giraffe, a panther, lions, tigers, who knows? They probably sorted it out between themselves, feeding off people, until now there are just a few left.”

“I remember. I never think about things like that while we’re off on our travels though. God, that’s scary.”

“I do, I think about it, and lots more.”

“Like what?” asked Lash.

“Haha, you don’t want to know.”

“I know,” said Aiden. “Bears, wolves, killer bees, dinosaurs.”

“Very funny. You can joke, but there could be huge populations of wolves without a doubt, same goes for things like lions. Think what the packs of dogs are like in the cities. We live in a different world now, a scary one. A wild one. Everything is returning to how it was before people had control.”

Silence took over, the only sound was the engine quietly ticking over. Edsel may have exaggerated, but most of what he said was a distinct possibility, he was sure of it. There would certainly be small pockets of zoo animals still alive, or their offspring at least, and he really wouldn’t be surprised if wolves had once again populated the United Kingdom as they had done long ago.

Finally he broke the silence. “Let’s find somewhere safe to sleep, a house seems like a good idea to me tonight. No tents. Then tomorrow we can go and take a look at the fields you saw from up the hill Aiden. Sound good?”

“Sounds great to me. Thanks. As long as you’re sure?”

“Absolutely not, but let’s do it anyway.”

Famous last words? I hope not.


FARM


THEY HAD TO skirt around the range of hills that stretched for miles. There was no way that they would make it before they lost the light for the day, so Edsel just headed in the general direction they needed to go and told everyone to keep an eye out for a property that definitely, no questions asked, looked unoccupied.

He knew he couldn’t face any more surprises, and if truth be told he wanted to find somewhere sooner rather than later, get to bed early, and hope that Lash was still feeling the excitement that had obviously aroused her after their encounter with the new wild animals claiming the country.

And then hopefully tomorrow will be a fun day. New people, no danger of death.

As they drove, scanning for a place to stay, Edsel couldn’t help thinking about quite how much the danger element had clearly excited both Lash and Aiden; him too. He’d never really thought of himself as so drawn to the adrenaline rush that fear brought on, but there was no doubt it made you feel alive. But Lash? She was the one who insisted she wanted to go back to the peace and isolation they had been living in for years now. This was a different side of her entirely.

Did she really want that? Or was it simply that her love for her family overrode all else? That wasn’t a bad thing though, was it? Making decisions that were best for everyone, not just yourself. That’s what he had done, even though it was because he’d convinced himself that he didn’t enjoy the risks associated with life where you could encounter people. Just look where it had ended for him; covered in a patchwork of Ink, nothing but a trail of death left behind him, all three of them — they’d all been responsible for the killing of men that wanted nothing but to help.

It seemed that Aiden was smarter than the pair of them, knowing that whatever the dangers were they thrived in such environments, and when it came down to it they enjoyed the risks and rewards of living amongst the remains of their civilization.

But is it worth it? Would I want to really stay where there is a chance we will all be killed? Isn’t it better to be safe? Or is that a total coward’s way of living your life? Shouldn’t we be trying to give something back, make amends for the things we have done, rather than running away?

Edsel couldn’t get it straight in his mind, there were too many conflicting emotions, too much to learn about himself he had never really given a moments consideration to. But what it all came down to was that much as he was enjoying being back — he had to admit that much — he would happily return to isolation if it meant keeping his family safe. The rest of the world could go to hell, he had to have priorities, and family came first.

But didn’t that mean that he should try to ensure they were happy? And didn’t Aiden want this? The adventure, the chance to explore, to find a person he could share intimate moments with, whisper to in the night with his head resting on her breast, talking and feeling the closeness of such a bond? He deserved that, didn’t he? And what about the future for everyone? If all people did was hide then there would be no more children — in a generation the human population of the UK would be zero.

Ugh, how impossible is this? Just find somewhere to sleep, tomorrow is another day. And there is always tonight.

“What are you grinning at like a demented monkey?” asked Lash, looking suspiciously at Edsel.

“Oh, nothing. Just looking forward to an early night,” said Edsel, with a definite gleam in his eye.

“Oh. Oh! Mm, me too, feeling so sleepy.” Lash let out a huge fake yawn, stretching her arms over her head.

“Oh please, spare me,” said Aiden from the rear.

Edsel and Lash smiled at each other; the hunt for a place to stay the night was taken up with renewed urgency.

~~~

The following morning they were back in the car early, ready for another day of adventure after spending the night in an old cottage — it was obvious it was unoccupied by the living as soon as they set eyes on it. The door was lost behind an overgrown ivy that had claimed the whole front of the building, the garden so wild it was like trekking through a jungle. The only thing visible from the road were a few tiles on the roof and the chimney — if not for that they would have missed it entirely.

Inside was dark, but there was enough light to check the rooms and discover the building was empty, not even a corpse left to deal with, which was always a blessing.

“So, did everyone sleep well?” asked Edsel, shutting the driver side door and putting his seatbelt on.

“I feel like a new woman,” said Lash, her huge brown eyes full of energy.

“Me too,” quipped Edsel.

“Cheeky.” Lash punched him gently on the arm.

“Oi.”

“Well you may have had a lovely night, but I certainly didn’t,” said Aiden grumpily from the back seat. “Those walls were paper-thin you know.”

“Oops, sorry. Now shall we get going? Will everyone just promise me something?”

“What?”

“That we will stick together, and won’t do anything daft. Okay buddy?” Edsel turned to Aiden.

“Okay.”

“Lash?”

“Of course, we’re a team. Let’s go see what we can see.”

~~~

It took the better part of the morning just to make what would have been a short drive — the closer they got the worse the roads became, with countless dead-ends and numerous wrong turns as a consequence.

This feels like some of these blocks are done on purpose, which is a pretty good idea.

Edsel turned in the road at yet another barrier — a tree across the moss covered road, a sight that was becoming all too familiar.

Someone is definitely doing this. How many trees can just happen to fall across the road like this?

Edsel followed the road back the way they had come and took another turn, hopefully in the right direction. After a few more minutes the way opened up to a wide road and he picked up speed. Ten minutes later they all had the same feeling at the same time.

“We’ve gone past it, I’m sure,” said Aiden.

“Yeah, it’s like the only way to go is away from where we actually want to be. I’ll turn around. Keep your eyes open, someone’s just being cautious and doesn’t want anyone stumbling across them uninvited.”

“So maybe we shouldn’t just turn up unannounced?” said Lash.

“We don’t have much choice if we actually want to go and say hello, do we? Not like we can give them a call or anything,” said Edsel.

“There, there. Stop the car,” shouted Aiden, pointing at the thick line of trees skirting the road.

“What? I don’t see anything,” said Edsel, scanning the area, seeing nothing out of the ordinary.

“There, look closely. You can see that there is a gap in the trees. I bet they’ve just hidden the entrance to their property; you wouldn’t ever know it was there unless you were looking closely.”

Aiden was right, there did seem to be a thinning of the trees if you knew where to look, and there did seem to be a difference to the ground — it was flatter, compacted.

Guess I better go do the adult thing and check it out.

“Okay, wait here, and be on your guard. I don’t want any nasty surprises.”

Edsel grabbed his machete and walked cautiously across the road, heading where the tree-line did look slightly different. Aiden was right, there was a gap in the trees just wide enough for a vehicle, and there was a lattice fence that had been covered with foliage to make it look as inconspicuous as possible. Looking about carefully, he then pushed it aside, rested it against a tree and saw a narrow rutted track that meandered off through the woods.

Well, no doubt about it, somebody is keeping themselves hidden. A good sign, or a really bad one? Will they be happy to see us, or shoot us before we even get to say hello?

Feeling nervous, Edsel walked back to the car, knowing without asking that they were definitely going to be paying whoever lived up the track a visit — they’d come this far, Aiden would want to see it through. Plus Edsel was curious, he found himself really wanting to know just who lived there. If nothing else it could be a good learning experience in terms of understanding how to stay hidden and out of harm’s way.

“Can we please just be careful? Aiden, do you sense how many people are up there?” said Edsel, as he started the engine and turned toward the narrow entryway.

“No. I think maybe we are too far away yet. Maybe when we get closer?”

“Okay buddy, just stay alert. Let me know as soon as you can sense anything.”

“Okey dokey, will do.”

Am I the only one that’s worried about this?

~~~

It was love at first sight, at least for Aiden anyway. Edsel had to admit that if he was a little bit younger then he would have fallen for the girl himself, but he couldn’t think about such things, she was still a juvenile and although social convention had changed, and in many circles girls much younger than her were having children, it was still taboo as far as a man of his years was concerned.

Aiden had no such qualms however; he was smitten. Although it was only the first girl he’d met as anything but a young boy, he was blindsided by her beauty and couldn't keep from constantly staring at her with his mouth half open.

The girl’s father had a different idea entirely.

Edsel could certainly see the attraction however. It was hard to think of her as a young girl when she appeared so womanly; Edsel wondered if it was something to do with The Lethargy, that it affected those born just before or just after it happened. He figured that as those left had such a struggle, and many would succumb to it in the end, then children reached maturity younger to afford them a better chance of having offspring before they got lost to mindlessness.

Aiden clearly wasn’t contemplating any of that, he was mostly just doing a lot of staring and not very much speaking — he’d lost the power of speech in the presence of beauty it seemed.

Shobhita was full figured, clearly well fed, had rosy cheeks and was slightly snub-nosed — what Edsel would have called a farm girl in his younger days. She was clearly at home in her environment, and judging by the freckles on her lightly tanned face she spent a lot of time out of doors and had gotten used to the sun even though she was naturally pale.

Her hair was a wonderful auburn, and it practically danced with vitality. Short sleeves of a simple blouse showed that she was slender in terms of build, but manual work had given her a density and strength that would make her a match for any man. Yet above all she was somehow stunningly beautiful, especially to a young man like Aiden.

With Aiden’s lack of experience or opportunity to meet with the opposite sex though, Edsel suspected the lad would be smitten by any girl he met.

As soon as they got close Aiden pronounced that there were two people ahead, and as they closed in on the simple, yet well maintained house, it was clear that whoever lived there was truly settled in their environment. There were fruit trees everywhere, herbs, vegetables and flowers, ornamental shrubs, a small pond, ducks, geese and chickens scattering as their car trundled up the compacted incline — behind the house Edsel could see the fields that had been freshly planted and were what had led them to the place.

The meeting did not go well.

As they drove up the track, they caught sight of the back of the girl, red hair flying about wildly, running toward the house where a man appeared. As they pulled up he ushered the girl inside, although her curious nature meant she could be seen peeking out from behind him as he stood solemnly in the doorway.

“Wait here,” said Edsel, as he got out of the car.

He walked toward the man, showing that his hands were empty, realizing immediately that the sight of his Ink would be enough to scare the hell out of anyone. “Sorry, we didn’t mean to intrude. We saw the fields from up there,” Edsel pointed to the hills in the distance, “and we just wanted to come and say hello really. Is that all right?”

“Hi, I’m Aiden.”

“I’m Lash.”

Edsel turned to them and hissed, “I thought I told you to stay in the car.” All he got was daring looks in return.

Fair enough I suppose. Guess they don’t want to miss out.

“We don’t want trouble,” said the man. “Shobhita, get inside.” The girl didn’t move, and the man just sighed.

“We aren’t here to do you harm, we were just traveling, wanted to meet people. Nice people. I’ve had my share of bad encounters, and I don’t want any more.”

“That explain your Ink does it?”

“Yeah, it does,” said Edsel defensively. “They did it against my will, the red anyway.”

“Well, that’s as may be, but we’re happy enough here on our own, thank you very much.”

This isn’t going to go anywhere, and you can’t really blame him for wanting to protect his daughter. God, I’d be blowing the heads off anyone I saw if I had a young girl to protect.

“Sorry to have disturbed you then, we were just being friendly. Trying to be anyway. You don’t get a lot of opportunity to meet new folk these days. C’mon.”

Edsel made to leave, turning Lash and Aiden, or trying to at least.

“Um, hi. I… I’m Aiden.”

Full marks for giving it a go.

“I’m Shobhita,” said the girl shyly, stepping out from behind her father.

“That’s… that’s a lovely name. What does it mean?”

“Enough of this, I asked you to go,” said the father.

“All right, we were just going,” said Edsel.

Full credit to Aiden, at least he’s trying. He’s better with girls than I would have been at his age, although I never got the chance to try after I was eighteen.

“Wait,” said the father, “you sure you aren’t going to hurt us. Hurt her?”

Lash stepped forward. “Of course not. We just wanted to see what was here, just for our own peace of mind. You know, to know that we aren’t alone in the world, that there are others like us. Normal people.”

Yeah, right. Normal!

“Okay then, take a seat.” The man indicated a picnic bench, ancient and with numerous repairs to the frame, so with smiles and thank-yous they went and sat down. The man came over and they chatted a little — it was all very formal, with the man always keeping one eye on Edsel and Aiden.

Shobhita arrived with a tray carrying five glasses of milk; they accepted the offering graciously.

Mmm. Fresh cow’s milk, that’s the stuff.

“This is delightful, what is it?” asked Aiden, comical white mustache frothing on his top lip.

The girl giggled in delight and said, “It’s milk, don’t you know what that is?” She looked at Aiden like he must be from another planet, but Edsel could see the fascination she had for meeting what was probably her first boy.

“Oh yeah, right. I know what milk is, but I’ve never drunk cow’s milk before. Just cat milk.”

“Cat milk!” said Shobhita in horror, eyes wide at the thought. “That’s horrid.”

Aiden grinned broadly. “Gotcha.”

“Oh, that’s naughty. Hehe.”

Man, he’s got some moves.

After a little more conversation Edsel asked if he could have a word with the man in private — he never did introduce himself. Rather reluctantly, they left the others and Edsel was shown just a little of what they had built to sustain themselves at their home. The man was understandably wary.

Of most interest to Edsel was the kind of privacy they had, and how hard it was to really build something of value for himself and his daughter’s future. The man shared a little information.

The mother had died not long after childbirth due to complications and lack of medical help, and rather than think of moving, he’d done his best to maintain the family home. Nobody had ever found them before, and the girl had been kept mostly isolated, only ever going on a few trips with her father.

He wanted to protect her, and as things got worse and worse when he traveled to nearby villages and towns, he was pleased he had made the decision he had. It was all too familiar, akin to what Edsel had thought best for Aiden. But hearing it from somebody else made him realize what a possible waste of a life it might be, but also that it was the best way of ensuring the younger ones’ safety. It was no easy decision, and neither were in a position to judge the other.

“What of the future?” Edsel had asked, and the man had no real answer. Of course, he wanted his daughter to have a life of her own, find a man she could call husband, but there was no way he would allow that for many years yet — the girl needed to be slowly shown the world she was born into, and taught how it worked. So far she had seen little of it, met only a couple of people, certainly no young men. And he intended to keep it like that until he felt her old enough, and he could be sure she knew how to look after herself and understand the way the fragments of society functioned.

Edsel and his family left soon after. He was depressed, Lash was pleased to have met such nice people, and Aiden was bubbling over with happiness at meeting such a sweet girl. Edsel couldn’t blame him in the slightest.

What are we doing to our young folk? If we carry on like this then nobody is going to meet anybody else and it will all be over without us even having giving it a chance.

“You okay?” asked Lash, at some point on the journey home.

“Sure. Just wondering what the future holds, nothing to worry about.”

“Okay.” Lash bent close to his ear and whispered, “She was a nice girl though, wasn’t she?”

“She was,” said Edsel, wondering how many other children were locked away from the world, unlikely to ever understand the reality of how life really was for them, and what would happen if everyone treated them as Edsel and her father had. Knowing that it would end in The Eventuals winning: the extinction of the human race.


HOME


A FEW DAYS later they arrived back at the block of apartments, finding Michael on the roof as always, even though the day was overcast and gloomy — just like Edsel’s thoughts.

“Greetings travelers. How was it?”

“Great,” said Aiden. “We nearly got eaten by panthers; we played bowls with some old folk; I met a girl and Edsel is very bad at directions.”

“Hey, no need to be cheeky," protested Edsel. "It was fine Michael, if a little hairy at times. Anything new here? What you been doing? Working on your tan by the look of things, but you won’t be getting one today.” Edsel noted the ever present container with Michael's precious coconut oil.

“Well, I see the trip has certainly been interesting. And here? Nothing much, just taking care of a few things, and don’t let the clouds fool you Edsel, it will be lovely in half an hour or so, I guarantee it.”

“If you say so.” Edsel was tired and in rather a bad mood. He was worried for Aiden, worried that the boy was lost to him for good, and that he was way too keen to put himself in harm’s way.

Maybe that’s for the best though? Maybe that’s better than hiding him away from the world like the girl he will never get the chance to know better.

Edsel came out of his reverie.

“Eh?”

“I said where’s Lash?”

“Oh, she’s downstairs putting the kettle on, if that’s okay?”

“Of course it is. This is your home for as long as you want it to be,” said Michael. “Why don’t you go join her and me and Aiden can have ourselves a little chat?”

“Yeah, sure.” Edsel made his way to the door.

“Silly me, I forgot to say. I found some amazing coffee in a house down by the marina, it’s on the counter. Tell Lash to use it if she wants, it’s really rather nice.” Michael winked at Aiden.

“Sure, thanks Michael. You want one?”

“No, I’ll pass. But thank you for offering.”

That was weird. I think.

Edsel shook his head. He was exhausted from the traveling — he wasn’t used to it, but the coffee sounded just about perfect.


AWAKE


EDSEL WOKE UP to a splitting headache and an all too familiar sound — the buzz of the tattoo machine. He shook his head, obviously just feeling the after-effects of sleep. He hadn’t had such flashbacks for years now — he’d finally been able to put the nightmares behind him.

Probably just the traveling, the people. Stirring up old memories.

It was hard to think straight. His head felt like he’d drunk too much booze; a hangover that clouded his thoughts, leaving him disorientated, brain cells destroyed in their millions.

Where am I? What were we doing before we fell asleep? When did I fall asleep?

Nothing would fit into place, so he just lay there with his eyes closed until his head stopped pounding and the buzzing faded. But it didn’t stop, and he could feel something pushing against his skin yet there was no pain. Was he even in bed?

I don’t want to look, I don’t want to look. I can’t, I won’t. I’ll never open my eyes again.

Edsel tried to think back to what could have happened; he didn’t remember going to bed at all. The trip really must have left him more exhausted than he’d realized. It was all that driving, all that nervous tension, waiting for something bad to happen.

What happened? What happened?

Everything was confused, nothing slotted together.

We came home, went into the apartment block, met Michael on the roof as usual… Coffee! He drugged me. Lash? Aiden? No, he wouldn’t, he’s a great guy.

Silly thoughts played themselves out, ridiculous accusations that made no sense. But something clearly wasn’t right.

Edsel’s head cleared like he’d snorted menthol and he opened his eyes. There was Michael, sat beside him, tanned face, gray hair, ever present smell of coconut oil, smiling at him like a mother watching her baby wake up from a peaceful sleep.

“Hold still, we don’t want your new Ink to get ruined.”

No, no, no. Not again. I’m dreaming, I’m going to wake up and Lash will give me a cuddle and everything will be all right.

It wasn’t a dream.

Edsel kicked and bucked, shaking violently, panic washing over him like a vicious tidal wave, wrecking anything in its path. He lost control of his mind and his body, spasming and foaming like an epilepsy sufferer. His jaw locked open like a vice and he vomited. Nothing could prepare him for more Ink — nothing. It wasn’t possible, it couldn’t happen again. He could not go through the pain, the degradation and the after-effects of more Ink — neither his body or his mind could cope with it.

Edsel screamed and kicked as the contents of his stomach stained his face dark, a foul bile gushing from the depths like an erupting volcano.

Michael just sat there, humming quietly, smiling and wiping away the vomit with a handful of paper towels, as calm as if he was just waiting for the kettle to boil. Edsel couldn’t stop. Even after he slowed his kicking and his stomach settled enough to let him breathe properly he kept spasming, his body reacting on its own to the threat of more Ink.

Slowly that too subsided, and Edsel stared at the strange markings that were beginning to burn as if a blow torch was being put to his skin, the raised welts just as blue as the flame would be. Swirls were covering his bicep, intricate and beautiful in their own way, mingling with the lines of his veins, their route under his skin traced in detail, branching off like the roots of a tree.

Strapped down again; more ruin on my body. We should never have come. But this is Michael, old fashioned Gent, obsessed with his suntan, supplier of coffee and tall tales. How could he have changed so much? Turned into such a monster?

Edsel bucked hard, trying to break his bonds — a series of leather belts strapped across his body, sticking him to the narrow dining table like glue.

Lash and Aiden, where are they? What has Michael done to them? I can’t lose them, not after we’ve finally come to understand each other so well.

“Where… where are my family?” The taste in Edsel’s mouth was as foul as his vomit, a metallic tang that caught in his throat, making it hard to speak. All that emerged was a croaky whisper.

“Never you mind about that for now, all in good time my dear boy. First we have some more work to get done. Now hold still, you wouldn’t want me to make a mistake would you? No? Good.”

The buzzing began again and as the strange new Ink hit his skin he lost consciousness once more, unable to fight whatever was combined with the blue Ink that acted like a general anesthetic.

It didn’t stop the nightmare though.

~~~

Edsel zoned in and out of consciousness sporadically, fighting to stay unconscious, never wanting to surface again, preferring not to know what desecration was being performed on his skin.

It was impossible to know just how long it took, but each time he awoke it was to find new horrors writhing across his skin — bright blue Ink meandering around his body, twirling and swirling in impossibly complex patterns that somehow seemed to mean something, yet at the same time meant nothing at all.

He was sure he was drugged while The Ink was administered. Each time he came to consciousness against his will, his mind trying its best to block out the horror, he saw Michael fiddle with his contraption then soon enough he would be back to blissful ignorance. Only the buzzing of the machine penetrating his dreamless sleep — a constant once more that was all there was, stronger than the drugs, overriding all else, even the numbness and the emptiness, filling the void of sanity with a constant background noise that would never leave him. His only companion now.

He awoke, he slept, on and on, The Ink spreading like a river branching off into countless tributaries, meandering this way and that, skirting the contours of his body, flowing under his skin, carrying insanity with it.

The day was bright then dark, then bright then dark again.

Sometimes when he awoke there was no Michael, no tanned face smiling down on him benevolently, waiting for him to say thank you for the gift bestowed on him. Yet still the tattoo machine buzzed in his head, like it would always be there; his forever.

Light and dark, Ink and insanity. Loss and grief, tears and screams.

That’s all I have left now. There is nothing else.

Finally it was done.


BLUE


I’M THE BLUE man. The red, black and blue man.

Edsel stared in horror at his naked body in the mirror — all the old insecurities and downright anger re-surfaced with a vengeance.

Michael was standing next to him, smiling, proud of his work. Edsel could do nothing but stare. When he’d woken up he was confronted with an impossible vision of his own hairless body staring back at him through dark sunken eyes, unable to look away despite the crazy vision reflected back at him. He was an alien creature, out of place in the spacious pristine bathroom with it’s shiny tiles, the crisp lines of the shower stall and the huge mirror. A creature that didn’t belong anywhere but in nightmares.

He was strapped with the belts, there wasn’t a chance of him being able to do anything but trace the new lines on his body, memories of previous Ink confronting him as permanent reminders of the ordeals he had managed to get through with his sanity somehow intact.

I can’t do this again. I’m not strong enough. There’s a limit and I’ve passed it.

Edsel knew his mind was becoming fractured. Torture after torture over years, always claiming him again when he had come to terms with his body, dragging him down ever deeper, never quite able to find his way back to become the man he had once been. This was it, this was as far as he could go. He’d never be himself again, how could he? And his family? If Michael could do this to him then what would he have done to Lash and Aiden?

He didn’t know where the will to fight came from, but he strained at the straps, willing his body to break his bonds, let him free to wreak foul and bloody revenge on Michael. He’d take his time, peel the flesh off him slowly, make him watch, suffer, then suffer some more.

Finally he gave up, exhausted, no fight left, just dumb acceptance of the last nail in the coffin containing his sanity.

Edsel was held fast by the straps and found himself hitched up onto hooks on the back of the bathroom door like a ragged bathrobe that had been put in the washer with the coloreds.

He was a fish on a hook, a tropical fish out of water, unique and impossible to miss among the single color of the rest of his species.

It’s not possible, it simply isn’t possible.

Edsel just stared, he couldn’t help it. His body was both repulsive and fascinating, and as whatever drugs he’d been given began to wear off, and his head began to clear, the pain danced across his body swirling and writhing, following the patterns of his veins.

My head, he’s done my head too. Finally they got it all, nothing’s left now.

Edsel fought with inner demons as they clawed at his skin, savaged his sanity.

Lash. Aiden. Where are they?

The thing confronting Edsel in the mirror was impossible to ignore. His lower body was the pure red of The Ink, his upper body from the waist up to the collar bone the warped camouflage of red and black after the unsuccessful attempt at covering up The Ink and the subsequent tattooing over of the glorious ebony black he knew was his salvation.

Now it was all overlaid, and it hadn’t stopped at the original Ink. It was head to toe, intricate beyond belief. Mesmerizing, fascinating and abhorrent.

Edsel kept staring, unable to look away even though his mind told him that he did so at his peril. There were limits, and this time he’d gone past what he could cope with. This wasn’t him, this was somebody else. Something else, like a man emerging from the primeval soup, covered in mud and stained with red clay, washed over with the veiny strata of memories of rivers wandering over the world. A map of the planet, a lesson in geology, all bumps and hollows, stains and rivers, no longer a human being but a creature that God hadn’t quite made up his mind about what to do with just yet, leaving the evolution up to fate, letting his Ink fight for dominance amongst itself.

No doubt about it — he was beaten. He could see it in the sunken eyes staring back at him from deep hollows — only a fragment of the man he had been remained, the rest was lost to the horror. He couldn’t look away from the thing that was reflected across the room, everyday objects mocking him, the soap in the dish on the sink laughing at him, telling him that it would never scrub away the madness. Only the worms and the decay of ages could ever destroy what had been done to him now, and he would welcome such a release. The Void was the only place he would ever find peace again.

He was still, thoughts of revenge and escape forgotten. It was no use, he was dried up, nothing more than parchment for people to take turns making their marks on. A plaything for the evil in the world.

Across his chest was a large circular design that curved and twisted, highlighting the contours of his slender body, branching off to wrap around his shoulders and arms. His thighs were similar, spiraling designs that brought into stark relief the muscles of his quadriceps. It was ingenious, imaginative work that almost jumped off his body and created a three dimensional effect that went beyond mere illusion.

The skin was textured, every pattern and every tracing of the veins that pumped blood around his body was a raised welt — hard to the touch and as stark as his old scars.

His face and neck was the most intricate of all. Swirls around his nose and cheeks swept down to his chin, then writhed across his neck to meet with the patterns across his shoulders. He was bald again, shaved all over as he had been before, and over his scalp was a dome of concentric circles that leapt and danced, raised lines that shone in the crisp light of the day pouring in through the open window.

He could hear the gulls outside, laughing at him, mocking his belief that he was beyond more suffering, more Ink.

The blue, it was as bright as the clear sky, as clear and crisp as lapis lazuli, his veins highlighted permanently, brought to life, a walking anatomy lesson gone horribly wrong. The bottom half of Edsel looked like he’d been dipped in blood, the top half stained over with his failed black brand, his head lightly tanned, and all of him covered with the bright blue Ink that moved as his features squirmed at the sight.

I’m the ancient man, the wild creature; fearsome and terrible, now battered, bruised and broken.

“My gift to you,” beamed Michael. “I do hope you appreciate quite how long this took to accomplish? How unique you are? How special this is? My finest work I do believe, certainly the most difficult with all that other Ink fighting for dominance. I did very well under the circumstances you know?” lectured Michael, as if it was all Edsel’s fault he didn’t have blemish free skin to work with.

“What have you done? Let me down. Where are Lash and Aiden?” Edsel watched the patterns around his lips dance wildly as he spoke, extending his features, distorting them as if the mirror was melting from fire.

“All in good time dear chap, all in good time. No need to be rude; it could have been a lot worse you know? You have been blessed, blessed with something entirely unique in the world, my secrets known to almost nobody else.”

Edsel felt his mind violated, could feel Michael trying to push in, to occupy his head, take over, fade him away into the background.

He’s Awoken. That’s why we didn’t sense him on the roof, not even Aiden. He hid himself from us.

“Of course I am dear boy, and not just a partial Awakening like you. I see so much, know so much. And this is my gift, what was given to me and what I give to you. Do you like it?”

Like it, do I like it? Haha. Here it comes, the final madness.

He laughed, the cries of a hyena, hysterical and uncontrollable, mind a mess of impossible confusion, nothing making sense, least of all the thing in the mirror.

Edsel’s anger boiled over into a mindless babble that wouldn’t let up. A broken damn, the vitriol pouring from his mouth in an endless stream of swearing and accusations, of promises of revenge and torture. On and on, spittle flying from his mouth, glistening as it caught on the raised welts that were his new tattoos, his bald head shining in the light, sweat beading, running down his face to mingle with the tears that flowed freely.

Michael stood there impassively, immune to the threats, the humiliation Edsel felt and the promise that he would see Michael dead if it was the last thing he ever did in the world. “When you have quite finished just let me know.” Michael left, leaving Edsel to his shouting, hanging on the back of the door, unable to get free. Edsel kicked and screamed, continued his rant, watching himself in the mirror, a wriggling anatomy chart in multi-colored mockery of what it was to be a man.

In the end he was simply too exhausted to fight it any longer. Pain was building, flowing along the lines of his veins, swirling on his chest, pounding in his head like a jackhammer, each heartbeat sending a pulse of blue-hot fire across his body in waves, flowing along the veins, diverging into the patterns, building and building until it made The Fire, that addition to The Ink of The Eventuals, feel like nothing more than a slight irritation.

Lash. Aiden. Where are they? How long has this all taken?

Finally he was still, hanging limp, eyes getting heavy, body too exhausted to care, all adrenaline reserves spent and his immune system entirely overloaded.

Edsel sank into oblivion, his chest rising and falling with the beat of his heart, his pulse dangerously weak, his central nervous system totally fried. Heaviness claiming his limbs — dead weights that were nothing but useless appendages. He was just a lump of meat hanging from the butcher’s hook, branded yet with no provenance, a creature that had been claimed by too many owners now, identity lost to helplessness.

~~~

Edsel struggled reluctantly to consciousness as a strange pain as cold as ice, like antifreeze running through his veins, pulled him back from oblivion. His blood was liquid nitrogen, cold yet unbearably hot. Strange feelings fought for dominance as they pulled him up to an unwanted awareness. He could feel the shape of the pain, the brands on his skin radiating cool energy that was at the same time as hot as the forge itself.

He was on a large leather sofa, his restraints gone, his body still naked, the large windows allowing light to pour into the penthouse where he had drunk coffee with…

Where is he? Where is my goddamn family?

Edsel jumped to his feet with a start, recent events flooding back like the bright light of the day.

The room was empty of people; it was just him. Quiet, orderly, everything in its place, tastefully decorated and blue with light reflecting off the water.

Blue, just like him.

Stay calm, don’t go off on one again. This can’t be real, just a bad dream. Michael was a nice man, our friend, our host.

One look down at his body, combined with the pain he was feeling, told him this was anything but a dream. This was the stuff of nightmares come real — ripping apart the happiness he had been cocooned in for years now. After so much, he’d finally been happy, the past put behind him. Now it was back, worse than ever, and he didn’t know what to do. Or why it had been done to him.

Edsel put a hand to his left arm, tracing the lines of his veins with a blue finger, tiny swirls following his fingerprint, as it did on each of his digits. The skin was hard, as solid as the scars that criss-crossed his body, a raised line that was about two millimeters high but may as well have been a mountain ridge. The blue was so clear, so prominent and crisp it held none of the old colors of his tattoos — this was pure and almost glowed with an inner white light.

Edsel could swear he could see energy flowing through this strange Ink, something he had never heard of or encountered before, the so-called ‘gift’ of Michael — a man he was going to kill if it was the last act he ever performed.

Perversely, Edsel felt pleased with himself. He knew that he had tasted madness, was lost to himself for a while, a gibbering wreck of a man after yet another ordeal, but he had come through, not unscathed by any means, and he knew he would never be quite the same again, but at least he still had his sanity.

I do, don’t I? Now, what’s next?

He got up carefully from the sofa, unsure just how delicate the new Ink was, or how long it had been since the work had been completed, and padded over to the window. His feet felt sore even on the deep pile of the expensive cream carpet. He sighed; it was all so goddamn familiar. He stared out to the sea, looked down to the streets below, felt a gentle breeze tickle his bald head — a strange sensation after having hair for so long.

Everything was quiet; no people; no movement, just birds drifting in the sky, lazy and sedate on the warm afternoon. Litter blew gently across empty streets.

Putting a hand to the window sill for balance, he lifted a foot to inspect the sole, not in the least surprised to see tiny blue lines as fine as cotton decorating his toes. There was some kind of picture of a stylized face, a bulbous head with razor sharp teeth staring back at him in miniature. The other one was the same.

Weird. No, fucking mental.

“Where are they?” Edsel screamed at the top of his lungs. “Where are you Michael? What have you done with them?” His voice echoed through the streets, disturbing the birds that cried back to him in annoyance, looking forward to a day when they never had such interruptions again.

Edsel felt the surge of adrenaline and the quickening of his heart make the decorative Ink erupt to new levels of pain, the extra blood acting as a catalyst for the white hot mist that flowed through the blue veins that weren’t veins.

What the hell is this? What’s it for?

Everything felt displaced, as if he was there but not there, calm yet angry, neither happy or sad. The lull of the still sea and the cloudless blue sky enveloped him in a silent embrace that took something away from him, offering nothing in return.

Edsel padded back to the sofa, half catatonic, hardly aware of himself, and sat down just before he fell asleep.

He’d been doing the same thing for days, he just didn’t remember.

He was a man lost to himself, lost to time; lost to the world once more.


SAND


IT HAD BEEN days, weeks or months — Edsel had no idea. He didn’t care, he was empty of feelings, hardly even remembering he once had emotions.

Edsel lay on the sand of the small beach that ran the length of the marina before disappearing around a narrow headland that jutted out like a skin tag, staring at the flawless sky. He watched the seagulls as they fought and called to each other, tracing their movements as they came and went from his line of vision, never moving his head, just laying there spread-eagled as the waves lapped gently at his feet, his body burning under the strong summer sun, neither caring or feeling as his skin burned and peeled from the damage. All apart from his new Ink, brighter than the sea, seemingly inured to any kind of external influence, as much a part of him as the layers it hid, a marked man once more.

Alone. Again.

Edsel was as one with the air and the water. Blue, always blue. It was all there was. The sky never seemed to have a cloud, the sea never stirred, only the tide rose and fell, in tune with Edsel’s breathing. He was as slow as a tortoise, a non-being, part of his environment; just a thing, no longer a man able to think of vengeance.

All was emptiness.

His hand clawed at dry sand. It rose up in front of his face where it slowly opened, letting the grains trickle onto his chest, covering the flesh where short hairs were emerging, the blue raised spirals proud against the fine layer of yellow — particles that contained the history of the planet, lifeforms in their trillions crushed by the passage of time, now something else. Something and nothing.

Blue fingers played with the tiny grains, until soon they too were gone. The hand held nothing; it dropped back to his side.

Edsel’s far away mind was as empty as the sky; no thoughts could stay there. He was a creature that abandoned the safety and security of its shell so now there was nothing left but a fleshy lump without its home or previous life. Ice and fire and dizzying patterns he no longer looked at or cared about took over his reality, yet they too faded into dreams. His mind was dulled, a patient with a heavy dose of nothingness to displace the sense of total loss.

Pain was slowly receding, coming in increasing intervals. He could even forget about them for a while, but as soon as he thought about Michael, his Ink, or Lash and Aiden, the pain would rip through his body and he had to close down his mind or risk going completely insane. He knew he was close to the edge and thinking was going to push him over, never to return.

Such bouts were seldom though, most of him simply stayed in emptiness, watching without much curiosity as a part of him awoke to anger and feeling for a while, before joining him in watching from a distance once more.

The sun shone down, day after day, like the endless summers of his youth where only the good days were remembered, the rest discarded as if they never even happened.

Maybe they didn’t.

So he lay on the beach, doing nothing, letting the sun heat his body, the water wash his feet, the sand irritate his already abraded skin. Salt crusted his flesh, magnifying the ultra-violet rays, pooling around the contours of his Ink, drying and cracking like Ink of old, crusty until a chance wave washed up over his body before receding, baptizing him, cleaning him of everything. Washing it all away, leaving him alone.

Always alone.

Each day was the same.

He left the penthouse, wandered the streets as if looking for something, but mostly he couldn’t recall what it was, sometimes finding it strange that he didn’t even care that he couldn’t remember. He somehow found himself at the marina, the boat still moored — he remembered the boat, that it was his — and then he lay on the beach until the day cooled. Then he went back to the scene of the crimes inflicted on him, never sure what they were, Ink merging into blood, normally as far as his thoughts went.

He did it all in a daze, a mindless man that became less and less Whole as the days blurred past — neither fast or slow, time without meaning. Maybe he was succumbing to The Lethargy? Or just fading out of existence as there was nothing left for him now — it was all gone. Alone again, nothing more than a body for others to experiment on, test out whatever warped way they had managed to manipulate Ink through knowledge gained by being Awoken to the secrets they had discovered, a twisting of what should be a form of enlightenment to their own deranged beliefs.

Nothing made sense and Edsel didn’t care any longer; he was empty; emotions drained from him like a halal kill — all that remained was Ink, nothing more.

Edsel watched through closed eyes as tiny motes danced in his vision, a redness that took away memories and emotions. He opened his eyes, turning his head away from the sun, exposing a burned neck, just like the rest of his body.

Suddenly, the sun was lost behind cloud and Edsel turned lethargically only to find that the shadow was that of a man: Michael.

I know him.

“I must say, I’m somewhat disappointed in you Edsel. I thought you had more spirit than this. Lazing about like you don’t have a care in the world. What a waste. Don’t you want some answers? To know about the new skin you find yourself wearing? Your family? Me?”

“Go away.”

“Oh dear, feeling a little sorry for ourself are we? I don’t know why, just look at you, you’re beautiful.”

Edsel climbed to his feet, blistered skin from the sun ignored, and turned in a circle, showing his body, hidden only by a pair of shorts so generously left for him by Michael. “Look at me. You call this beautiful?”

“Of course,” said Michael, frowning at Edsel’s inability to see it. “You’re unique, much more interesting this way. I’ve been following your progress for some time you know? I was hoping that we would meet one day.”

Edsel’s burning body went cold. “What do you mean you’ve been following my progress? Just who the hell are you?”

I’m back. What have I been doing?

Michael turned and walked up the narrow beach, carrying his shoes in his hands, trousers rolled up like he fancied a quick paddle but had thought better of it. He sat on the wall that separated the sand from the paving and put on his shoes before turning his trousers back down. He stood, looked inland before facing back towards Edsel. “You coming or not? We have a lot to talk about you know?”

Edsel trudged up the beach like a dog on a long leash, which he suspected was exactly what he was now.

~~~

Edsel knew that he had to understand what was happening if he was to ever see Lash and Aiden again. If he killed Michael now then they would be lost to him forever, he was sure of it. So he sat in a metal chair outside an empty restaurant, arms resting on the small circular table that would never see a drink placed down on it again.

Michael talked, and kept on talking and talking as the sun went down and the cool evening air carried with it a promise of another beautiful day to follow.

He’s completely insane, no doubt about it. But clever, very clever.

Michael’s story was about as warped as anything he’d ever heard, and Edsel knew he was only getting a sliver of it.

He told nothing of his time before The Lethargy, but rather, told what he had been doing since then, a very different set of stories to the ones he had told them in the past. Michael had been wandering the country on foot, exploring, experiencing. He met the few people there were, spoke to them, heard the whispers, the rumors about what was happening in their new strange world. Listened to the conjecture, the downright bizarre reasoning some had for The Lethargy, and followed along closely with the strange stories most were more than happy to share — just so they could talk to another human being. He met them all: the good, the bad, and those with The Lethargy, grateful for company, for assistance before they finally passed into The Void permanently.

An Awakening came to him, just as it did to a few others, most of whom only realized such a potential after a visit to The Commorancy, a place Michael knew he would never be accepted as he was, and he was the first to admit it, not exactly an ideal candidate.

Knowledge was gained, so Michael spent some time exploring his new-found gifts, his skills growing as he practiced more and more. Edsel didn’t even want to know what that meant, but was sure there were a lot of rather unfortunate people with less than perfect tattoos that were probably long dead, or still trying to cope with the pain. Michael had learned the secrets of The Eventuals, understood what it was that made The Ink special, making his own version, devouring information about how to become a tattoo artist, practicing and honing his craft. But there was more, much more.

Michael found that he could put something of himself into his Ink, focused energy directed via The Noise right into The Ink he made, using only the best possible ingredients.

The result? Energy flowed through the marks he made, his energy, pulling people up and toward a form of Awakening that he felt would be the salvation of those he chose to be a part of a new form of humanity, one where he had a very important role.

“And what role would that be?” asked Edsel.

“Why, my dear boy, I shall control you all of course.”

Absolutely insane.

Michael told that he’d heard of Edsel and what he’d done to those that gave him The Ink, and had tracked him down, always finding him, never letting himself be known, just watching and waiting while he carried on traveling and learning. Then Edsel had disappeared and Michael became occupied with other things. But he found him again, felt his arrival from across the sea and had made his way to the town they now found themselves in, used it as a base for what he knew would be where Edsel would head for when he came to the mainland.

“How did you know I’d come here?”

“I knew,” was all he would say on the matter.

All to do with the bloody Noise. I’m probably lit up like a Christmas tree in there if people know what to look for. But this doesn’t ring true. He’s making up a story, just like the ones he used to tell Aiden.

“But what’s the point of any of this? Why are you doing this?”

“New religions are forming, some small, others large. New ways of living, oddities and extravagances you would never believe if I told you, and I want to be sure that what I have to offer is to be accepted.”

“And what exactly is that?”

“Family of course. Belonging. You have a part of me under your skin now Edsel, you are mine, and there are others. We are connected to each other, and it will grow year on year until the few people that remain will be connected to me and kept safe, the rest will be gone. I have already taught my secrets to a few, some strange nuns who were less than courteous in the end I must say, but no matter, you can’t win them all.”

Just the ravings of a madman. But it’s like he’s trying to sound crazy; is this even Michael?

Edsel made sure to keep his thoughts private, not let them spill into The Noise and be heard by Michael. The man made no sense, but so little did any longer.

All Edsel knew was that the man had to die.

“Where’s my family Michael?”

“I’m your family now; all you need. You will do as I say.”

“Or else what?” sneered Edsel.

His world exploded into pain as bright blue Ink pulsed wildly, and as he looked at his arm he could see the clear flow of energy moving through his raised skin, spinning around his body faster and faster, the pain growing with each circuit, his body controlled, thoughts clouded.

“Or else I shall have to put you out of your misery my dear boy, and that would be a terrible waste.”

Edsel lost consciousness and slumped back in his chair, his body pulsing; everything else was lost to him.

Everything.


ALONE


AWAKE AGAIN. WHERE to this time? At least I know I’m awake, which is an improvement.

Edsel opened his eyes only to see the familiar penthouse suite and the clear blue sky once again, the same thing he had seen each time he woke from a terrible sleep that finally overcame his waking dream-state for a few hours deep into the night.

The pain had subsided, more a background hum like the tattoo machine now, rather than all there was in his world — just an annoyance, no longer all-consuming.

My head feels clear; I can think. What have I been doing?

Edsel sat up on the couch and had the weirdest sensation.

There’s someone here, not Michael.

He could feel it, knew it; there was no mistaking the smell either: death.

Edsel turned his head to the left.

His world ended.

Lash. Aiden too.

Both were sat like they too had just woken from a fitful sleep, except they hadn’t. Their rest was final, they had gone to The Void along with everything Edsel clung to that had kept him going through one nightmare after another. However long the years between Ink and more pain were, it always came back to get him one more time.

The vision of them cleared as he came to his senses, the mannequin-like way they were just sat there, empty eyes staring into space, jolted him into clarity.

What have I been doing? What has Michael done to them?

Edsel got up off the couch and stared out the window — it felt like he’d lived a lifetime just staring out that window, endless summer days, the seagulls screeching. Just how long had each day been the same? What had Michael been giving him to keep him so sedate? Some kind of strong medication that was for sure. Edsel looked at the couch to make sure the vision had retreated, just checking it wasn’t real even though he knew it was just a memory of a dream. They were alive, they had to be. Out there somewhere, waiting to be found. Well, he was back, and he would get his family no matter what the cost.

What’s that?

Edsel craned his neck and saw a car moving slowly away from the apartment complex opposite, exhaust fumes polluting the clean air. The engine echoed around the empty streets, disturbing the garbage in wind-swept piles, and as it pulled around the side of the building Edsel saw a face peering out of the back window.

Aiden. It’s Aiden!

Lash was there too, sat next to him, head bowed forward but he couldn’t mistake that hair, not for a minute. How many times had he buried his head in that hair, crying or laughing? Or spent after lovemaking? Or too angry to do anything but let Lash comfort him, hold him, tell him everything would be all right — he had her and she had him?

They’re alive.

Edsel ran for the door to the apartment, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans but he didn’t care. They were alive and that was all that mattered. And he cared, he really did. He loved them with every ounce of his being, and now the chase was on. He ran down flight after endless flight of stairs, almost falling repeatedly as he took them three, four, or five at a time, using the handrail to stop himself crashing down. Paintings they had stopped to look at when they had first arrived tumbled to the floor as he brushed past them, trying not to bounce off the walls and kill himself before he had a chance to get his family back.

He was out in the street in seconds. Suddenly the world was alive once more, the background of the ever-present seagulls now a cacophony, as if his ears had been blocked to sound just like his mind had been blocked to feeling. Senses assaulted, he ran across the road, the grass covered asphalt already warm from the sun that promised another beautiful day.

The car was moving slowly as if to taunt him, trundling along leaving tire tracks in the lush growth poking through the crumbling road surface.

He’s dragging me up to sentience, teasing me like a fish on a line, reeling me in then letting me have some slack.

Michael had been playing with him, he was sure of it.

With a burst of energy from limbs atrophied from inactivity, Edsel found he was gaining on the vehicle, the sun glinting off the metal around the rear window where he could see a wide-eyed Aiden almost willing him to run faster, to catch up, to save them. Edsel sprinted for all he was worth, legs cramping already, that old familiar feeling of pushing past what his muscles expected.

The car slowed.

What’s he doing? He wants to taunt me, to make me think I’m going to make it.

Edsel ran faster.

His feet began to pop, blisters forming where the strange Ink was repeatedly irritated by the pounding, but Edsel didn’t care, didn’t care about anything but Lash and Aiden, getting them back, saving them. His body began to pulse as blood flow increased, the blue Ink glowing, the welts raising, getting harder to allow the increased volume of energy to flow faster through the false veins.

Edsel ignored the lactic acid burning his thighs and focused on Aiden’s face, before he turned to the front, reacting to something happening inside the vehicle.

He’d nearly caught up with them, nearly had a hand to the rear of the car, when the face of Michael peered out from the open driver side window, all suntan and perfect white teeth, a pensioner from an old advert extolling the virtues of some amazing holiday deal in the sun.

“Let the games begin,” he shouted, grinning obscenely, teeth bared like a wild animal ready for the chase.

The car sped up and Edsel was left spluttering in a haze of exhaust fumes as he bent double, coughing and feeling his lungs burn, his blue Ink screaming at him, pain washing over him then receding as his heart rate slowed a little. Seagulls cried loudly above the car, chasing it away, keen to be rid of the pollutant to their environment.

They’re alive, which means there’s still a chance to save them.

Edsel just didn’t know how, but he knew that he’d never let himself fall into the emptiness that had consumed him for what could very well have been weeks. He had a duty to his family, a duty to himself — he would kill Michael, whoever he really was.

A car, I need a car. Now.

Edsel ran on bloodied feet from vehicle to vehicle, most still parked up in their alloted spaces for residents, so keys were still in the apartments or wherever the owners happened to be when they finally succumbed to The Lethargy. He didn’t even bother with those. Edsel peered in through windows of cars at funny angles, or those just abandoned in the middle of the road, the dessicated bodies sat behind the steering wheel where engines had run until the fuel was spent. Many of the vehicles had been checked before, when they went off on excursions, but in his panic he forgot what had seemed suitable, what was definitely a no-go.

After frantic attempts to find something, anything he could use, he came to a Volkswagen camper van, resprayed a pale turquoise blue, knowing it would be the vehicle for him — it had to be with that color.

Sent to mock me even more.

Edsel opened the driver side door and the smell hit him bad. There was no driver, only a passenger sat there, seatbelt still buckled. She’d been dead a long time, years and years, but this was no initial victim of The Lethargy, more likely a couple had traveled, looking for somewhere to stay or maybe just traveling with nowhere specific in mind, until the driver had obviously never returned, either succumbing himself, or leaving his partner as he couldn’t stand the heartache any longer.

Edsel jumped in, ignoring the smell, and turned the key, the white rabbit’s foot hanging from the keyring swaying as he did so.

For luck. Ha!

The engine spluttered then died. Edsel pumped the accelerator pedal and tried again.

Come on, come on. For once let me have some motherfuc—

It started.

Yes!

Edsel jumped out and ran around to the passenger side, opening the door hurriedly. He grabbed the dried up remains of the woman and gently lifted her out after unbuckling her; the smell was atrocious. He unwound the window after placing her gently onto the ground, then slammed the door shut.

Keep it together, don’t lose it now.

He ran back around the front of the van, feet burning on the hot bare patch of asphalt. Then he was in the driver seat with his feet scratching against the rough pedals, hand fumbling with the alien gear stick.

He was away; following the route that Michael had just taken.

It’s not a big place; I’ll find them. I’ll get them back.

Edsel focused on the open space ahead, the roar of the old engine breaking the silence that had been the mainstay of the town for so long.

The seagulls called to him, saying their farewells as Edsel drove away from a once busy coastal town with fresh Ink.

There was only one thing on his mind: his family.


TOUR


I SEEM TO have a habit of doing this.

Edsel wound his window up halfway; the smell had been blown away by the open window on the passenger side, not that he really cared anyway. He glanced at the seat, a strange sadness washing over him as he noted that all that was left of the passenger was a dark stain on the upholstery.

A whole life gone and that’s all there is to show for it now. I wonder if anyone is alive to think of that woman now and then?

Things were clattering around in the back but he didn’t care; he couldn't stop, not while there was a chance that he could catch up with Michael and get his family back. Edsel had the small hatchback in his sights, some foreign model that had flooded the British market before production stopped. He didn’t have a clue what make it was, just knew that it was a damn sight faster than the Volkswagen camper van. He could see the car ahead, going fast down the open road that stretched north, skirting small towns and villages, one of those bypasses that some locals loved, others hated as it took business away from their towns.

The verges were thick with trees and the central aisle was a mass of overgrown plants of all description, spilling out into the fast lane, each side gone wild making the four lane road narrow. The way ahead was clear though, with no cars blocking the way — those that had been abandoned were in the slow lane, but most larger roads were usually clear, it was getting to them that was the problem.

What’s he doing? Where’s he going?

Edsel willed the van to go faster, leaning forward, rocking as if it would make a turbo suddenly kick in, but it was going as fast as it could and Edsel didn’t want to try to force speed by dropping gear — the last thing he wanted was to break down and the trail to be lost.

Edsel’s bare torso writhed with his new branding — it was like it was the first time he’d seen it. He couldn’t understand how he’d been in such a daze for who knew how many days. The stupor had been like a cloud over his judgment, as if he simply didn’t care about his family, himself, or what had happened to him. Shock obviously played a part, maybe even incredulity that it had happened again, and at the hands of a man they had all thought of as a friend — more, he’d been a reminder that there were some nice people left in the world after all, and locking yourself away meant you missed out on the good as well as avoiding the bad in life.

Drugs. He must have been drugging me, keeping me docile.

It was the only answer. He would have been hell-bent on revenge otherwise. He knew himself well enough to know that nothing would stop him from wanting answers, wanting his family back, and to dole out punishment to Michael for whatever it was that he’d done to him. What had he told him, back at the restaurant? It was hard to think, like memories wouldn’t hold still long enough for him to understand them properly. He’d definitely been drugged, no doubt about it, or was it something in the strange Ink?

Think Edsel, what did he say about it? Wade through the stories and get to the truth of the matter. Damn! Why the hell is he doing this?

A blue-patterned hand bounced back off the steering wheel, sending pain sparking up his arm as he thumped it in frustration, the horn beeping as he accidentally hit it.

De de dah dah dah dah, de de dah dah dah dah.

The musical horn mocked him with its merriment.

Very bloody funny.

Edsel racked his brain as he tried to keep the car ahead in his sights. Michael seemed to have slowed yet again, still keeping up a good speed but as the road degenerated and the way got a lot rougher he was obviously being cautious. As the van bumped over uneven ground, and the suspension jolted his bones, Edsel tried to understand what it was that was done to him, and why.

Michael was obviously a total loon, there was no doubt. He was clearly very intelligent too. But why him? Why anyone for that matter? A challenge? Was that it? He'd said he had been following Edsel’s progress, heard about him. Maybe he just wanted to see what all the fuss was about? Why he would care Edsel had no idea, but he clearly did. Maybe it was the boredom: he’d just gone crazy and latched onto anything to occupy him. That would make sense. He’d probably just become obsessed with The Ink and the mythology surrounding it, and wanted to create something unique of his own.

People did strange things when the world collapsed. Edsel knew that countless people who'd survived the first wave of Lethargy ended up insane, unable to cope with their new reality, the loss of loved ones, the emptiness — the quiet.

This man would have been in his fifties when everything changed. He could have had a family, a nice life, grandchildren, maybe been retired, spending time on the golf course or tending his garden. He was obviously well spoken, strictly middle to upper-class, so could have been used to a very comfortable life, the sudden change too much for him, breaking him or slowly warping his mind. Who knew what had happened to him? Edsel didn’t really care. All he knew was that the man clearly thought of him as someone worth pursuing if he had the chance, and must have tracked them all those years ago, maybe even watching them set off in the boat, traveling and exploring, honing his craft and hoping that one day Edsel would return.

That all sounds stupid. This isn’t right; none of it makes sense.

Could it really have just been a happy coincidence that he happened to be in the town where Edsel returned to, or was it something more?

Coincidence, must be. Well, he could have been miles away if he could sense me though, then just made his way to the town before we arrived. Or he just happened to have been there already. He said he set up in nice apartments in countless other towns over the years, so maybe it was all a total coincidence and everything else he’d said was a lie to hide whatever the truth really was.

But did it matter? He had his family. He’d taken them and he’d given him Ink and drugged him for what could have been weeks, all for some sick and twisted game.

It made no sense, but so little did. People went completely off the rails when their lives changed so dramatically, and it was next to impossible to not let it effect you deeply, challenge your view of the world then come out unscathed.

I certainly haven’t. This is the third time I’ve had one weird form of Ink or another now. Four if you count the black that Lash did. At least that didn’t do anything weird to me; just ink.

Edsel looked down at his arms and chest, the strange complex lines almost alive they looked so bright — it was unnerving yet fascinating at the same time. As if he could get lost in the patterns, or they had a tale to tell if only he stared long and hard enough. The Ink was like a true second set of veins, although he knew they weren’t. The blue shone proudly over his mottled skin, the lines, thick and thin, tough to the touch like the countless scars he already had — there was no doubt Michael was skilled.

What didn’t really make much sense was the why of it all. Although if he thought about The Eventuals then they were just as crazy. Michael just wanted to belong, make himself belong, force his way in, so his special form of Ink was an extension of that. A way for him to get literally under the skin of people, put a piece of him inside his victims — it had worked.

There was a kind of nagging at the back of Edsel’s consciousness, not quite a direct communication but certainly a connection, he could sense Michael there somehow, like when he felt Aiden and Lash strongly in The Noise.

Well, whatever. Who cares? He’s mad, dangerous, and he has my family. That’s all I need to know, all I care about. The rest I can live with. Hopefully.

Edsel drove on, thankful that at least he’d been mostly unaware of the pain and the healing process of his latest Ink, something he was grateful for, even though it meant he had left Lash and Aiden alone for days. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to them, what Michael had done to them.

Hopefully nothing. The odd thing is I think he kept them safe. After all, he is a gentleman, if a little warped. A little! Haha.

The major puzzle was what on earth did Michael actually want? And why the hell was their first encounter with another person in so long such a disaster? Edsel could get paranoid if it wasn’t for the fact that people really were out to get him.

Trees blurred into a constant background of green as the van chewed up the miles, never gaining, yet never actually losing Michael either. Edsel grew thirsty, his lips cracked, the effects of so many days in the sun drying his skin, making it a taut shroud that let the blue shine through in stark contrast to not only his old Ink but the red of the sunburn, a mess of primary colors, some permanent, others that would fade soon enough.

Next time wear sunscreen. Haha. Keep it together Edsel, don’t crack up now.

Edsel drove on, his mind threatening to revert to madness. He had to cling to sanity for dear life, laughter waiting to bubble to the surface and leave him lost. He fought it and won.

I’m going to get you.

~~~

Time passed; the chase continued.

Michael showed no signs of stopping and Edsel kept glancing nervously at the fuel gauge. He was still almost half full but knew that if they kept going all day then he would have to try to find more, and without a hose to siphon it from another vehicle he was going to be in serious trouble.

Just keep going, he might be in the same position.

Edsel doubted it, but anything could happen. Maybe the road would be blocked? They’d had an awfully long run so far, and Michael’s luck had to change soon.

As the day drifted past like a dream, Edsel tried to formulate some kind of a plan. But it was impossible to plan when he didn’t know what was going to happen. Had Michael shot his family? Were they right now just dead in the back of the car, heads lolling forward, eyes devoid of life? What would Edsel actually do if Michael did just stop? After all Michael had a gun and was clearly willing to use it if he was up for kidnap and the weird torture he’d inflicted on him.

Don’t think, just drive.

The day wore on…


STOP


EDSEL SLAMMED ON the brakes, forgetting to put the car into neutral, so it stalled as he jumped out and ran around to the front. Luckily, the bucking had only shifted it forward a short distance so he hadn’t run over whatever it was that had just tumbled from the car, although the sick feeling in his stomach as he saw the back door open, and what looked like a body jump out, made him know deep down that it was Lash.

Has he let her go? Did she escape? Is she alive? Has he dumped her broken body?

Edsel held his breath as he ran around to the front, fearing the worst, blue Ink pulsing erratically as his heart stuttered, rhythm interrupted by fear and the sudden burst of movement.

It’s her, it’s her.

“Lash? Lash, are you okay?”

Edsel stared down at her, hair matted over her face, dirty and unwashed, her clothes the same, cut and full of holes where she’d tumbled across the ground, hitting patches of asphalt between clumps of grass. Her limbs were bloody and grazed, one deep gash along her arm slicing her bright designs clear through the middle. But she was breathing, if raggedly, and as he spoke she turned over slowly, moaning and moving a bleeding hand to the back of her head.

“Jumping from a car really hurts, even if you do land on grass,” she complained.

She is, she's alive.

“I can’t believe it, it’s you. It’s really you.”

“Well who else would it be? Here, give me a hand up. We have to go after them, that man is completely insane. Oh my god, he was telling the truth. Look at you, look at your face.”

For a split second Edsel had actually forgotten about his Ink, oblivious to just how he must look — his crazy blue markings fighting for dominance against the tender sunburned flesh.

“Yeah, I know. There’s no getting away from The Ink apparently. But look, I don’t know if you should move, you might have internal bleeding. You’re supposed to keep people’s spines stiff after an accident, you could get paralyzed.”

“We haven’t got time to worry about any of that, have we? I’m okay, I’m sure. Come on, help.”

Edsel grabbed Lash under the arms as gently as he possibly could, careful to avoid any obvious injuries, and helped her to her feet. She gasped in pain but stayed upright, a hand to her ribs indicating they were either broken or badly bruised.

She’s lucky they weren’t going too fast or she could be dead. I could have run her over.

“Let me look,” said Edsel, as he lifted her vest.

There was a large blue bruise that hopefully indicated the ribs weren’t cracked, but it was impossible to tell. Edsel gasped as he caught sight of her bare midsection. God how he missed the feel of her skin on his hands. He inspected her carefully but quickly, pleased to note the bruise seemed to be the only injury on her torso, the rest were on her arms and legs — scraped badly but nothing that wouldn’t heal naturally.

“What happened? What’s going on? Is Aiden all right? How did you get out of the car?”

“I’ll tell you all about it in the… camper van?” said Lash, turning to look at the vehicle. “Are you out of fuel?”

“No, I just stalled it when I hit the brakes.”

“Good. Let’s go, we have to catch him. Before he…”

“What? Before he what?”

“Let’s go! I’ll tell you on the way.” Lash ran around to the passenger side before Edsel could ask another question, favoring her left leg, the right grazed across her knee and shin where her jeans had been torn. Edsel shrugged. Not wanting to hold up the chase any longer either, he got in and started the van.

“Follow that car!” shouted Lash, pointing ahead at the vehicle now almost lost to sight.

“Seriously? Did you really just say that?”

“Sorry, but it might be the only chance I ever get. Everyone wants to say it at least once, right?”

“S’pose.” Edsel followed the car that held Michael and Aiden.

What would I have done without this woman? It’s like she’s part of what makes me able to cope with all the craziness this world keeps throwing out.

Edsel turned and looked at the woman he loved more than anything in the world apart from Aiden, but it was a different love, the love between a couple that knows each other’s most intimate secrets. He looked at her face as if for the first time, admiring the strong cheekbones, the pouting lips, the incredibly large eyes that he could lose himself in for lifetimes. She was still gorgeous, even through the grime and the unkempt hair she had to keep brushing away from her face.

“I love you Lash.”

Lash smiled the most beautiful smile in the world, then it became tinged with sadness. “I love you too Edsel.”

~~~

“We saw you, you know — from the apartment block opposite where we met Michael, where you were staying. We watched you walking about, going to the beach, coming home every night. Michael told us you didn’t care, that you had given up, that he’d broken you and we would never have you back. I cried for days, you seemed so lost. Broken.”

“No, that’s—”

“It’s okay, we didn’t believe him. We know you too well,” smiled Lash. “It was obvious something else was going on. I mean, I know you well enough to know how paranoid you are about the sun. You certainly weren’t yourself walking around like you were, getting burned. I could see that even through all your Ink.”

“It’s bad isn’t it? The new Ink. Crazy stuff. I’m so sorry Lash, I love you and Aiden more than life itself. I was just lost, not myself. It was like everything was a dream — I was there but not there, if that makes any sense?”

Lash stared at him intently, constantly brushing the hair away from her eyes as the wind battered the black curls through the open window. “It’s… interesting, I’ll give you that. We could only see it from the window of the apartment and it wasn’t really very visible from up there, just kind of shiny. But your head was shiny too from the sunburn anyway. Michael said what he’d done, given you this magical Ink he called it. He’s seriously mental; totally bonkers with bells on. He—”

Edsel had to interrupt, he needed to understand what was going on. “Can we start at how you got away? But before that how about a kiss? I missed you so much, Aiden too. Is he okay? I’ve got so many questions I don’t know where to start.”

“Whoa, okay, let’s try to make some sense of this. Right, first things first.” Lash bent over, groaning and clutching her ribs then her head, then her arm, but managed to give Edsel a kiss on the cheek. “Missed you too.” She shifted back into her seat and looked ahead at the worsening road as it narrowed, the trees encroaching deeper into the crumbled asphalt. “Any sign of him yet?”

“Not yet, but we’ll get them. Now will you please tell me what happened? How did you get out?”

“I jumped.”

“Well, duh, I saw that bit, saw something fall out anyway. I just prayed it was you or Aiden and that you were still alive, I was terrified. Did he make you jump?”

“What? No, I got loose and I kind of rolled out rather than jumped really. Pushed to be honest, by Aiden. I was freaking out that I was going to get mangled under the car. I wouldn’t recommend it. If I could’ve got Aiden out too then I would have, but he’s trussed up like a chicken.”

“Hopefully not like a Martha chicken,” quipped Edsel.

“Haha. No, in fact he could have got out I think, but then Michael would have definitely stopped if we both got loose.”

“Tell me what was happening in the car.”

Lash went on to explain what had happened, how she had managed to escape, interrupting herself with moans as she prodded at her ribs, and mumbled about not being able to know if they were broken or not. Edsel listened; the more she told the more worried he became.

Michael is totally off his rocker.

He’d bundled them into the car at gunpoint and had said that Edsel would be along too. He didn’t mention how he knew it, but to Edsel it was obvious that he knew when whatever sedatives he’d been loading him with would wear off, and Edsel would be back feeling himself again, ready to chase after them all without a moment’s hesitation. He’d definitely been timing how long that would be.

Michael had tied them up in the back of the car, some kind of crazy system with leather straps, and had told them that if they tried anything funny then he’d simply shoot them, much like he’d been promising to do ever since he’d drugged Lash and Edsel with the coffee he’d so kindly offered they use in the apartment.

Lash wasn’t sure what had happened between Michael and Aiden, she just knew that one minute she was drinking coffee with Edsel, the next she was in the apartment opposite with Michael pointing a gun at them both.

That made sense, and confirmed Edsel’s suspicions. Michael must have been planning it for ages to have got everything organized the way he had.

It turns out that Michael was also a real talker, and he just couldn’t stop himself from droning on and on while he drove, telling Lash and Aiden that he was just so bored with life, that his discoveries with Ink, after learning so much through his Awoken powers, had grown old and tired and that Edsel was the answer to it all.

The excitement of the chase had made Michael almost manic, like he’d woken up and had been waiting all along for the thrill that he knew was coming. In the apartment, where they had been holed up for days watching Edsel wander about below, Michael had been somewhat jittery and subdued, almost apologetic, but the minute he revved the engine he began to talk, and hardly stopped.

When Edsel asked what Michael meant about Edsel being the answer to Michael’s lassitude Lash just shrugged and said she didn’t really know — Michael had a tendency to drift off to other subjects part way through his monologues, and some things he just kept to himself anyway. All she could assume was that he simply wanted the chase, and The Ink he’d given Edsel held the key to it all.

She did know that the one thing Michael hadn’t really counted on was either her or Aiden escaping. He thought that he’d tied them up tight, when the reality was that he hadn’t taken into account the fact that Aiden had grown a lot stronger physically, much stronger than he actually looked. With his partially Awoken knowledge, Aiden had been able to subtly alter his body chemistry and the force his muscles could exert was greater than normal people. Not by a huge factor, but by enough for him to be able to loosen his bonds. But he hadn’t tried to escape himself, instead he’d encouraged Michael to carry on talking while he worked on Lash’s restraints then had simply reached over and grabbed the door handle, pushed it open and rolled Lash out.

“Why didn’t he jump out too?”

“Because I guess he knew that if he did then Michael would have stopped the car and come back for us, probably shot us all.”

“Makes sense. He’s a brave kid.”

“Man. He’s a man now.”

“Yeah, I guess he really is. I hope he’s okay.”

“I think he will be, for a while anyway. Michael will be angry, but to be honest it was Aiden he was more interested in than me anyway.”

“What, a beautiful looking woman like you? Who could resist? That had me worried too.”

Lash just stared at him, eyes questioning when he would get it.

“What?”

“He didn’t fancy me Edsel; he wasn’t like that.”

“Oh, right. Too old?”

Lash sighed. “Do I really have to spell it out for you?”

What’s she on about? Oh!

“He likes men? He likes Aiden?”

“I don’t think Aiden is quite his type either. Too young and in some ways he is the perfect gentleman. But yeah, he’s a gay man.”

“Let’s just hope he doesn’t try anything on with Aiden, he’s not exactly going to be able to—”

“He’s not like that Edsel, he’s not that type of a guy. And besides, I think he’s past such things now. He has his Ink, his ‘project’ as he calls it. It’s all-consuming for him. He’s been traveling ever since The Lethargy, learning all kinds of weird stuff. He gets a hint of something, a rumor and he’s off, finding out, learning, practicing. Like I said, quite, quite mad.”

“What kind of things has he told you he’s been doing? I was so out of it after all this,” Edsel rapped on his head, “that I can’t remember much.”

“He’s just pushed what came to him after he Awoke. It’s not like he’s just pure evil, but there isn’t really much of a moral compass there. He’s able to see things in The Noise, learn stuff. Like this weird Ink, he told us about it, and it looks more impressive up close. I can sort of see the energy running through it, you know?”

“Yeah, I know. And it hurts if I get too excited, like it pulses.”

“Well, that’s stuff he learned, and stole too. He’s captured men that give The Ink, learned what he could, then changed it. And he adds, well, not sure what, but something so it makes it raised. He didn’t go into detail, just talked a lot, bits and pieces of loads of stuff.”

“But why? Why any of it?”

“It’s simple isn’t it? He’s bored out of his brain and he doesn’t care. He wants you to chase him, wants the thrill. He heard about how you escaped The Eventuals, followed you, wanted to see what you would do when they found you again, and then he’s just been caught up in his own madness for years. I think he’s left quite a trail of bodies behind him to be honest. He does a lot of weird stuff as far as I can tell.”

“Well, if he wants a chase then he’s got one, right?”

“Oh yeah. We have to get Aiden back, and stop him.”

“Well, all right then.”

The van began to jerk, stutter, and then the engine died. Edsel looked at the fuel gauge in dismay as it showed the reason for the sudden engine failure.

Looks like the chase just slowed down somewhat.

“You are not telling me we are out of fuel?” said Lash, unleashing the full force of her disappointed face on Edsel.

She’s still scary.

“Sorry. I just got the first vehicle that had the keys in it. Did Michael have a full tank when you left?”

“What do you think?”

Guess he did.


KELOIDS


“ARE THEY KELOIDS?”

“Eh? Oh, this you mean?” said Edsel, rubbing a hand over his chest. “I don’t think so, no. Michael said it was more like when you make a cut and put ash under the surface of the skin — you’re left with a scar, a hypertrophic scar he called it. It stays exactly where the cut was made. Except he didn’t make cuts as such, it was done with whatever tattoo machine he used. Something was in it that did the same job as cutting — put The Ink in and raised the skin at the same time. It got bigger over a few days but I think this is it now.”

“Does it hurt a lot?” Lash kept staring at his head, at his bare torso. It was almost as if she liked it.

She does, she likes it. That’s something at least.

“What do you think? Look at me. I’m past caring anyway; it’s too much to take in any more. It’s happened too bloody often.”

“I know baby, I know. Once we get Aiden then I promise we’ll go back to the island and never, ever leave again. Just us. I love Aiden dearly, and I don’t want to be mean, but look what’s happened. It’s not his fault, but next time he wants to go somewhere he’s going to have to take the risk on his own. I can’t bear it.”

“Me either. It’s too much. I don’t think I’d be brave enough to leave again anyway. Let’s just hope that we have the option in any case,” mused Edsel. “We aren’t safe yet, far from it.”

They walked while they talked, a couple bonded in pain and love. They felt it, and they would do everything they could to get Aiden back, to put an end to the madness.

Plan, we should have a plan. But what is there apart from saving Aiden? We just have to find him is all.

Edsel couldn’t believe that Lash was back with him. He’d genuinely thought that the next time he saw her she would be dead. He held her hand tightly, ignoring the weird feeling through the raised scars dancing around his palms, sacrificing pain for the closeness; the love.

“We’ll get him, don’t you worry.”

Lash turned to him and smiled.

God, she’s beautiful.

Edsel sniffed the air.

A bit stinky though. Me too probably.

~~~

The air grew cool as the sun set and the road became less a road, more a wide open green runway, the trees bending like they were settling down for the night. Leaves rustled in the emerging forests as the creatures of the night woke to hunt. Badgers, foxes and deer crossed the empty road, ignoring the humans that many had never encountered in their lives before. Owls hooted in the trees, and the barking of dogs could be heard far in the distance.

Edsel’s feet were beyond sore, numbing to a degree that made him think of explorers trudging up snow-covered mountains while their hands and feet froze, blackened and then simply snapped off. At times it felt like it would be a blessing to simply be done with it all, let himself break into a million tiny pieces and just turn to dust, be blown away by the wind, carefree and unknowing.

Lash wasn’t in a great state either. She limped slightly, her ribs were hurting and the bruise had spread to cover the entire side of her body. Edsel wondered if shock wasn’t setting in too — it had been a lot for her to deal with. The terror must have been total.

We need to get somewhere safe, I don’t like this, and I’m freezing without anything but these jeans on.

Edsel wondered just why it was that he always seemed to end up shirtless when his life was disturbed, coming to the conclusion that if he was the hero then it was only appropriate he show off his flesh. The trials of the reluctant hero, pitted against a world gone rogue. Definitely out to get him and those he loved — the madness of the world spilling in his direction once more.

Just a shame there’s no muscle under all The Ink.

His body was truly ruined now, layer upon awful layer of Ink, each more obscene than the last. There couldn’t be any more, surely? No new advance in the terrible permanent pigment that could make things even worse. If there was then he certainly didn’t want to be the one to find out just how far it could go.

This world is so strange now.

So little made sense. The world had changed beyond what anyone could have ever foreseen, yet most of it was understandable. But the absence of people, traffic and noise was something he didn’t think he would ever get used to, however long he managed to live in the still alien environment.

Walking down the middle of a once busy road, with a total absence of moving vehicles, was something Edsel didn’t think he would ever find anything but surreal. It was too wrong, too far removed from what his reality had once been. He still, after all these years, half expected the street lights to flash back on, cars go whizzing past, a section to be marked off with traffic cones while workmen busied themselves repairing the damage of years of neglect, apologizing for the problems, promising that normal business would be resumed soon and life could go back to the way it was when he was still a fresh-faced teenager.

This doesn’t even feel like the same planet any more.

But it was.

Dusk was settling and the air grew colder. The cloudless sky began to light up with distant stars, countless millions of them, shining a weak light on the disappearing road, soon to be nothing but a grass covered scar cutting through the landscape that would eventually disappear under the forests infringing from all sides, man’s work obliterated.

The night brought a new kind of emptiness. It was as if he and Lash were the only two people left alive — lone travelers in a world finally empty of humanity.

Lash hardly spoke, she just ambled along beside Edsel, their hands never letting go of each other, their minds resolute yet exhausted as bodies screamed against the shock to their systems, both knowing this was just the beginning and the chances were that they had a long search ahead of them.

How were they going to find Aiden and Michael now? They could be anywhere. Aiden could be dead, but Edsel refused to believe it. He couldn’t be, not Aiden. He’d survive. Edsel would find him, no matter how long it took.

“It can’t be far now, we must come to a town or something soon,” said Lash, looking half dead on her feet.

“Good. I really need some shoes and a shirt or sweater. And food, food and water.”

“I just want to sleep. I want to find Aiden, have a burger and a milkshake, say goodnight and cuddle up in bed, back home, just us.”

“That sounds perfect,” said Edsel sleepily, putting one foot in front of the other, just walking, pushing on, nothing else to do but walk and hope.

Maybe even pray.


GLOW


THEY MADE IT to a small town as night fell. Edsel was too tired to even look at the few signposts hidden in the trees on the outskirts, all he knew was that he was running on empty, hungry, scared for Aiden and if he thought about it then for Lash and himself too.

He was amazed that Lash had kept going as long as she had — she looked worse than he felt, and that was saying something. The last few miles had been mostly silent, all energy focused on one foot in front of the other, the way becoming more treacherous as they approached the town and the light began to fade.

The country felt rotten to him now; wrong, like he didn’t belong. They’d been happy away from it all, away from the signs of degradation, things just falling apart. It wasn’t his home any longer. The state of disrepair of the country he’d once loved as a young man was simply too depressing, a reminder of everything that was lost, how precarious society had actually been, nothing but a series of weak links, all too easy to break.

Is that true? Do I really hate it, or is it because of what’s happened? A few days ago I’d realized that I actually missed it, missed the adventure too. Guess my wish came true.

The admission that he’d actually been enjoying their time back amongst the remains of civilization had returned to mock him — he’d been wrong, this was too much for any man to take.

Edsel would never have thought that civilization would unravel so quickly, that everything that had been done could be destroyed so totally. Unmaintained towns and cities as delicate as flowers, breaking apart in just a few years to become little more than reminders of what once was and how wrong so much of it had been if you’d only taken a moment to stop and look, really look at where and how you lived.

But I loved it. It was fun.

Lash gripped his hand tightly, just as she’d done for hour after hour now. She was exhausted and really scared, sick with worry for Aiden — he knew that she was holding on tight just to keep herself upright, as much as for the comfort and closeness.

They’d talked a lot as they walked, until they grew too tired, just to break the silence that closed in and left them feeling as empty as the world they traveled in. Neither of them could understand what it was that Michael hoped to gain from his actions, and why he’d taken Lash and Aiden at all. It just made no sense.

The only conclusion that Edsel could come to was the simple fact that the man was broken, his mind gone, replaced with an insanity that thrived on a need for something to do. That was it, Michael simply wanted to be noticed in a world that no longer cared. He wanted to be recognized, he wanted to stand up and be counted, not just fade into the background like those with The Lethargy.

So he’d learned new skills, experimented with the knowledge he gained, and wormed his way into other people’s lives just so he could be a part of something, be a player in a story that had already played out, resurrecting Edsel’s past life so he could insert himself into it and lead the tale, rather than just watch from the sidelines.

And I’m going to give him exactly what he wants. He’s going to be a part of the story all right, just not in the way he wants. Or maybe he does. Maybe all of this is just his sick and twisted way of putting an end to it all — going out with a bang.

The pain had ebbed to a background noise of irritation, replaced with numbness, the only blessing the night bestowed, as feet as cold as ice told Edsel that they were closing in on the remains of civilization. Styrofoam cups, plastic bags and other garbage that had been blowing around the streets for so long, scratched at his bloodied toes and welcomed him into the town that offered rest for the night, but no guarantee of safety.

~~~

The streets were deserted apart from the usual wildlife. The few people that remained would be locked up as safely as they could be for the night. Nighttime was not for people any longer — when it was dark it was truly dark now, unless there was a strong moon.

No streetlights guided their way; it was almost impossible to see a thing. There was no moon, just the clear sky and the countless stars, cold and indifferent. Creatures hid in the shadows, disturbed by the footsteps of human beings, a rarity that sent them scurrying for the shadows, eyes peering out at them from behind cars and the rapidly increasing plant life that would eventually cover everything man-made, reclaim what was lost.

What a difference. The animals are still wary here, different than just a few miles back. Who can blame them? I’m scared of people too.

Edsel longed for the sight of drinkers spilling out of pubs, the loud chatter of a cab driver, the sight of lights on in office windows, but there was nothing, all that was left was darkness and fear.

Yet there was light, Edsel just hadn’t really thought about it as he was so tired. No moon, just the faintest glow from the stars, yet their way was gently illuminated by a blue patch of luminescence.

“You’re glowing. Look at your skin,” said Lash, pointing at his chest.

Edsel looked down and it was true — the raised welts that covered his body were shining gently with a warm blue light, effervescent like a piece of modern art made from neon.

“Why doesn’t this surprise me in the least?” said a resigned Edsel, simply not caring any more, too tired to be angry or even curious.

“You know what? That is kinda cool. Look at it!”

“Yeah, brilliant. I’m a walking torch now on top of everything else.”

Lash kept silent and they walked on, hunting for what? Somewhere to sleep, for Michael and Aiden, for food and water. They no longer knew, just kept walking, waiting for whatever would happen to happen. What else could they do?

As the street narrowed, and the way was blocked by what was left of a building that had collapsed years ago after a fire, Edsel knew that Michael would have turned back and found another way through the town, but he would surely connect back up with the road further on so they scrambled over the rubble, Edsel’s feet now raw from so much walking without anything on his feet.

“We need to stop, find shelter. I need clothes and I need to take a look at my feet.”

“Okay, where?”

“Does it matter? Let’s just pick a house and go inside.”

They made it over the bricks and burned timbers, the interior of the house still standing, a strange glimpse into the once private world of those that had lived there. Edsel felt like a voyeur, looking where he shouldn’t, people’s secrets open to him.

At the end of the street, each house painted a different pastel color — a lost pride in what was probably a close-knit community — they headed around the back of the terraced houses, checking for any sign of life before Edsel felt the row was deserted and they wouldn’t be making their presence known if he smashed a window to get into what was hopefully an empty house.

It was spooky in the alley, claustrophobic and warm, huge mounds of trash blown into the dead-end decomposing, raising the temperature. Strange noises made Edsel’s skin prickle, but it was probably just rats, or cats. The main fear was dogs, and that was why you never went out at night if you could help it in built up areas.

They wandered further down the alley, the sight of a huge rat scurrying past enough to convince Edsel they’d moved far enough out of sight if there was anybody tracking their progress.

“Let’s try this one,” said Edsel, opening the gate and checking the back garden. There could have been anything or anyone there, the waist-high grass and confusion of large shrubs made it perfect for hiding in, not that he could see anyway. Lash held on to his hand again as they pushed through the grass, Edsel’s feet so cold they were numb.

I just hope that they’re not too badly damaged.

Lash was shivering uncontrollably now, her vest little more use than if she wore nothing like Edsel, and her teeth chattered so loudly she sounded like a woodpecker searching for grubs in a tree.

The red-brick house loomed high above them, a dark menace silhouetted against the sky, the row as a whole reminding Edsel of shattered teeth in a mouth bathed in blood. He almost couldn’t face going inside, knowing that he was in no state to do much if anything but emptiness greeted them inside the tomb-like interior.

Let it be empty, the cupboards stocked with food, the TV working and for there to be shoes in my size.

Edsel shook his head at his own ridiculous daydreams — what was wrong with him?

Ah, yeah. Ink, always Ink.

Edsel tried the back door, the chrome lever illuminated by his own skin. It was unlocked — quite common in properties where the owners had succumbed to The Lethargy. He pushed the door open cautiously, peeking his head inside, half expecting a blow to send him crashing to the black and white linoleum.

Nothing. He signaled for Lash to wait at the door while he stepped inside. The strange blue glow from his Ink lit the way like a flashlight when the batteries were running low, but it was enough to see by if he moved slowly and focused.

I’d never know if someone was here, not enough light.

The back door opened onto a cramped kitchen, clean but old-fashioned, the owners definitely not keeping up with the Jones’. Cupboard doors were partially open, and even without checking Edsel knew that they would offer up little — he had a sixth sense for such things, he’d rummaged through so many kitchens over the years he knew as soon as he walked into a room whether or not he was wasting his time. Part was intuition, part was the smell, although he never really connected it — if a kitchen didn’t reek of rot then the chances were that it was empty of all goods, either stolen or the owners had simply run out of provisions before leaving, or passing into oblivion.

There was no smell in the hallway, the same as the kitchen, just a rather pleasant background odor, so he at least knew he wasn’t going to come across any bodies — that was something he never got used to. You can watch all the movies you like, read as many books as you can afford, but nothing prepares you for the visceral, total sense assault that greets you when you discover a body in one stage of decomposition or another. It was both fascinating and utterly repellent what happened to a corpse over the days, weeks, months and years. This house definitely didn’t contain any people.

He went from room to room anyway, walking around the entire house, listening for sounds, only hearing his own breathing, sometimes not even that as he found himself holding his breath to listen for the slightest sign of occupancy. The blue glow illuminated his way, casting bizarre and unsettling shadows across the patterned wallpaper and the ancient multi-colored carpet that swirled with patterns nowhere near as complex as those on his own skin.

In the master bedroom he opened an expensive looking mahogany wardrobe and fumbled about, clattering metal coat-hangers that set his nerves on edge, his stealthy search now a waste of precious time, coming up with a shirt that was two sizes too big but at least it was something. Only problem was that although he was shivering he couldn’t put it on and button it up or he wouldn’t be able to see anything.

Not unless I walk around pointing the top of my head at the carpet.

He settled for putting it on but leaving it open, rolling up the sleeves so his forearms were exposed.

Socks were found in a dresser and he gratefully pulled them over his wrecked feet. From what he could see they were going to hurt like hell in the morning, or as soon as they began to thaw, whichever came first. They felt like they were frozen down to the bone and beyond, black and bloodied, but the blue Ink still shone through, giving a pathetic weak blue light, even radiating through the black cotton, luxurious and soft after the harshness he’d become used to from walking for hour after countless hour.

Where are you Aiden? What’s Michael doing to you?

It was always there; a constant nagging at the back of his mind. No amount of tiredness could eradicate the concern he had for his family — nothing could, nothing ever would.

Edsel made his way slowly back down the stairs, already feeling his body begin to relax, sleep threatening to take him now he was warming up and the promise of a little comfort dragged at his limbs, willing him to find a chair and sleep, never wake up, not until the nightmare was over. He padded quietly out to the back door and helped Lash to move into the living room. Edsel had flashbacks to his mother and sister, how he’d guided them around the house as they became lost to themselves. Lash was so exhausted she acted like she too had succumbed to The Lethargy. Edsel shivered just thinking about it — she was his world.

They slumped down onto the sofa, ignored the stale air carrying a hint of wax that still lingered after so many years without the furniture being polished. They were asleep before they had the chance to worry about what would greet them the following morning.

~~~

Edsel woke with a start, discombobulated, out of time and space, to be greeted with light pouring through the gap where the curtains weren’t pulled tightly shut — a sure sign that whoever had lived in the house had succumbed to The Lethargy. If you had your wits about you then you never left it so people could look inside your home; it just wasn’t worth the risk.

Lash was still asleep, so he left her on the sofa and went into the kitchen to see what he could find. The answer was not a lot, just as he’d expected. But the room was clean and tidy so whatever had happened to the owners must have been quick. They certainly hadn’t taken years to die at home that was for sure, the place was way too clean for that.

It was a home once occupied by a couple, the clothes upstairs had made that obvious, but what had become of them was a mystery. The house was in order, had never been looted; just abandoned. Edsel had seen weirder things though, he only had to look at his own skin if he wanted properly weird, so paid it little thought.

The cupboards didn’t offer up much, but he found some bottles of water stashed under the sink and drank thirstily, feeling guilty as he wet a cloth and cleaned up his feet as best he could without using more than a trickle. They weren’t too bad, they’d been worse in the past, and once clean they were surprisingly cut free, more just abraded than anything else.

Edsel was itching to go, but knew Lash was utterly exhausted. He let her sleep, exploring the house quietly, trying to think about the best way to search for Michael and Aiden, knowing it was going to simply be a matter of getting a vehicle and hoping they caught up with them.

This isn’t going to be easy.


HUNT


THE INK SETTLED deep into his skin. It sank through the red and black — layers of corruption inflicted on him by men warped by their own sense of right and wrong to become something finally despicable, unaware that their twisted minds were anything but just.

Edsel felt the strange blue Ink penetrate ever deeper. Now he was fully awake and free of any drugs, he could actually try to understand properly what had been done to him. His final conclusion was that it simply didn’t matter, not really. He was a plaything for those that wished to experiment, nothing more.

This Ink was definitely different though, it felt like it went beyond a mere marking of the skin. It was a part of him; he was a part of it. How the link was made was unclear, but it was undoubtedly making a connection in his own body, and he had the strong suspicion that it made him act like some kind of beacon for Michael — so he knew where he was.

That would certainly explain why whatever he and Lash did, Michael was always one step ahead of them, always managing to leave before they had the chance to catch up with him.

As the days passed so the pain subsided, until it became nothing more than a vague sensation, the raised skin ever-present beneath his clothes, somehow always coming as a surprise when he rubbed a hand over his face or head, tracing the convoluted lines with fingers just as strangely marked. Finally it settled down, the hard lines receding somewhat, as if they had sunk as low as they were ever going to, still raised, just not as prominent.

It was the least of his concerns — what was more worrying was how they were ever going to catch up with Michael and Aiden. Lash grew ever more frantic, her beautiful face becoming more gaunt by the day as she wouldn’t agree that they needed to spend precious time trying to find food when they could be searching for Aiden instead. Her cheeks were no longer high and striking, they were angular; sharp. Her complexion lost its healthy pallor, replaced with a sick gray. Her eyes were dark and listless, her hair often dirty, just like the rest of her. Just like Edsel.

They hardly stopped, chasing from one town or village to the next, arguing over what to do, where to go next, bickering about choice of vehicle, Edsel trying to convince her they needed to get food when he himself remembered. Lash would have kept going until she died from exhaustion, so it was down to Edsel to be the voice of reason — a role reversal he would have found funny if he had any humor left in his terribly thin body.

They grew increasingly tired and lackluster in their approach, unorganized and unthinking. They seldom made a proper plan, rather just chased around frantically trying in vain to gain an advantage, collapsing in strange buildings, sleeping in cars or by the roadside, waking then moving again, never finding peace, worry and dread taking its toll day after terrible day.

To hunt for your own family, knowing that they could be killed at any moment, was the worst thing Edsel had experienced in his entire life. It was worse than putting an end to his mother and sister’s miserable lives, worse than having The Ink, worse than losing Kathy, worse than anything. It was the not knowing, it ate them up inside, taking their lives and reducing them to haunted dreams and worse waking hours.

It was all-consuming and terrible. They were constantly on edge, waiting to find a body by the side of the road, Michael finally finished with his bizarre game. Each corner they took, each new town, each time they found a hint of their passing, hours or maybe days before, they expected to find the body of Aiden, their search finally over.

Gradually they became more organized, realizing they would be good for nothing if they continued in such a haphazard manner for much longer. An understanding came that they had been committing the worst sin of all: taking out their worry on not only their own neglected bodies but on each other as well.

They’d grown distant, hardly communicating as they used to, no more meaningful conversations, just endless discussions about what to do next, where to look, and jibes at each other for no real purpose.

But they changed, woke up to their actions and grew closer than they ever had before, returning to each other’s arms, realizing just how lucky they were to have the chance of such closeness. Nights were spent wrapped tight, neither wanting to let the other go, whispering to each other in the pale blue light that was a constant now, promising everything would be all right, declaring their love and meaning it more than they ever had.

And slowly the search began to bear fruit.

They were a team again, instinctively knowing what the other thought and what they wanted to do. A unit that began to function as one, a bond of love and family that would never be broken — even if their desperate search for the young man they felt of as a son had almost torn apart the relationship they had.

They were stronger than that. They clung to each other tighter than ever, and swore they would never be apart, would not let anything break their love. So they hunted with renewed vigor, but also took the time to care for themselves and each other properly, so that they could keep on going until they found Aiden. They would never give up, they had to know and they had to be certain Michael would never have the chance to inflict his sick games on any more of the precious survivors trying to make their way in a world where such things were even possible.

When Edsel had a moment to stop and think, usually late at night in a strange house, sometimes even in a strange bed, the beautiful body of Lash wrapped around him as tight as if they inhabited the same skin, Edsel found it strange that such a terrible series of events could really, truly make him realize just how deep love could go. He often found himself thanking Michael in a perverse way for the gift he had given him — not that he ever gave up on wanting to kill him slowly. He prayed every time he managed to stay awake long enough that Aiden was safe, and one day they would find him so they could be a family again. He loved Lash more than he could ever have imagined, and he loved Aiden with the intensity of a father that was truly devoted to his family.

So day after day they kept on searching, never giving up hope, knowing in their hearts that Aiden was out there somewhere, waiting for them to come and find him.

All they had to do was persevere until one day Michael would slip up and they would have their reckoning.

It took a month.


FOUND


“THERE THEY ARE, there they are,” shouted Lash, bouncing up and down in her seat. “Hurry up, go faster. Faster Edsel, faster.”

“All right, stop shouting. I can see them you know? No need to keep hollering in my ear.”

“Faster!” Lash was practically out of her seat, eyes glued to the vehicle up ahead, willing it to stop with the power of her mind alone.

“I’m going faster. Now, will you calm down? We need to get them, but we can’t just go all crazy and end up getting shot or getting Aiden hurt too. We’ll follow them and just wait for them to stop; they’ll have to at some point. Okay?”

“Okay. But don’t you dare lose them,” warned Lash.

“Me!? You’ve got a nerve, it was you that lost them last. I told you they’d gone left and you turned right. Look how long it's taken us to catch up with them again. A week, a whole extra week.”

“All right, no need to remind me thank you very much.” Lash sat back in a sulk. She’d been beside herself when she took the wrong turn in a panic, and it had been the closest they had got to them in over three weeks. They were in their sights then, gone over the brow of a hill and Edsel said to turn but she went the wrong way and they’d been on their trail again ever since. A cat and mouse game that had gone on for far too long already.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout. We’ll get him, I know we will.” Edsel glanced quickly at Lash, not wanting to take his eyes off the road for an instant. “You okay? I know this is tough honey, it’s the hardest thing I’ve done in my entire life.”

“I’m okay, we just can’t lose him Edsel, we can’t. I don’t think I could take it again.” Lash wiped at her eyes, then focused on the car Edsel knew they both prayed held Aiden. Alive.

This is it. Finally we’ll get Aiden back, deal with Michael.

Edsel put his foot down and the engine roared. The powerful Toyota pickup was perfect for their hunt. Edsel didn’t want to make the same mistakes they’d made before and run out of fuel again, so he’d hunted and found an open bed pickup, then spent a day siphoning gallon after gallon of fuel into huge tanks he took from a builder’s yard — that way he was confident that they would never be the ones to run out of fuel first. So far it had been invaluable, allowing them to slowly but surely decrease the distance between Michael and them, never having to make detours looking for fuel, able to scour the next town to try to catch Michael while he rested or searched for fuel himself.

The hunt had been infuriating, and Edsel and Lash both found themselves getting increasingly frustrated as the days turned into weeks, even though they felt they were finally getting closer. They began to bicker again, although not as seriously as they had at the beginning of their search, their tiredness and worry getting the better of them as the pace became more and more frantic as they felt their search actually begin to pay off.

They had a good long talk one night, both accepting responsibility for drifting back to their short tempers because of the stress, promising to leave the snide comments and rudeness behind for good this time. And as the days passed they got more efficient than ever in their pursuit, beginning to understand the way Michael worked, the routes he was most likely to take, the kind of places he liked to stay, vehicles he liked to drive.

They became a unit bonded on what Edsel could only think of as the battlefield. Like two novice soldiers gradually learning how to become effective at their jobs.

They got closer and closer by the day, finding signs of them, clues they began to pick up on. At first they thought they would never find them, a lost cause, but they got a break, found a car with the rain sizzling on still-warm metal as they drove past — if the day had been sunny they would have never known. Edsel had got out, felt the heat caused by the engine, and knew that Michael must have swapped vehicles — not long ago at all.

They caught glimpses of moving vehicles, only to lose them when they tried to make their way over to the road they were on. There were tracks through completely overgrown towns and there were times where there was simply only one possible way to go, all other routes blocked, but day by day their ability to stay close increased. They even found where they had been staying a few times, footprints through wet ground leading to usually very nice homes where there were clear signs of habitation, a hint of coconut oil lingering in the air.

It gave them hope, at least they knew there was a chance. Finally they were going to catch up with them and Michael would pay for what he had done to them all. It was also maddeningly frustrating. Edsel thought he had known what suffering was, but this was unbearable. To hunt for somebody you loved, only to get close and for them to be snatched away from you time after time, it was enough to make you want to rip your heart out — the hurt was too unbearable.

“Stop daydreaming. Focus!” Lash was shouting at him again. “Look, they’re turning off, don’t lose them.”

“I won’t,” said Edsel, face set in grim determination, blue Ink still feeling weird after all this time as it moved when he squinted because the sun poked out from behind a cloud.

Michael was slowing, taking a turn off, maybe to get fuel, maybe trying to get away somehow. He was sneaky, there was no doubt about it, and seemed to know the roads exceptionally well.

Not this time Michael, this time I’m going to catch you.

“We’ll be a family again soon, okay?”

“Okay.” Lash nodded, settling back in her seat a little, nervous energy still making her eyes dance like she was going to be happy to watch Michael die a slow and very painful death.

“I love you Lash.”

“I love you too Edsel. I love you so very much.”

Edsel squeezed her hand tightly, then put his blue Inked hand back on the steering wheel, focusing with an intensity that consumed him completely.

~~~

It went on for hours, Michael turning this way and that, navigating onto small lanes only to disappear for a second until they caught up.

Next they were racing through small villages, then slamming on the brakes as Michael took an unexpected turn. Edsel was determined though, there was no way he was going to lose them, and Lash stopped shouting at him so he could concentrate better.

Finally they entered a small town and Edsel glanced nervously at two Eventuals that were marching down the middle of the street, acting like they owned the place, which might well have been true. They’d seen a few in the month they had been on the road, and even encountered a number of groups of people, plus a few that were alone. They hadn’t spoken to anyone, not wanting to risk the possibility of getting information against the risk of harm coming to them — then Aiden would never be free.

The more they entered open country, the more signs of life there were: smoke from chimneys, a glimpse of animals in fields, well tended, sometimes even plowed land — a sure sign there were people making their way quite well in the world.

They left the town and were out in the countryside again, lanes almost impassable.

He’s heading somewhere, this isn’t just a mindless drive.

Edsel leaned forward in his seat, willing Michael to stop, feeling the tension build the longer the chase went on.

Where’s he going? What’s he up to? I’m coming Aiden, I’m coming for you buddy.

“Where are they? Where did they go?”

“I don’t know.” Edsel stopped the car at the junction; there was no sign of them. They could have gone straight ahead, left or right. He had a decision to make.

Damn. Left, try left.

Nothing, the road was blocked within five minutes, a huge oak fallen right across the narrow road. Edsel backed up in a panic, Lash keeping unusually quiet.

Not a good sign.

Edsel turned at the junction and took what would have been the right hand turn.

He drove, and drove and drove. He felt himself losing control. To get so close and to lose him now simply wasn’t an option, but they could be driving for days and never find him. Michael could be miles away by now, or parked behind a hedge right beside them and they’d never know. The lanes criss-crossed in all directions, some impassable, others stretching on for miles only to end where a bridge had fallen or the narrow way was blocked by anything from trees to the carcasses of herds of cows, trapped in the lanes and eventually dying.

Nerves were fraying and the silence in the truck was almost as unbearable as the tightness in Edsel’s chest. He just couldn’t keep doing this, he had to find Aiden, he had to find him today and put an end to the madness.

Edsel tried another direction, turning off a road down yet another small side access point — it could lead to a house or it could join up with another main artery and they could find themselves right back where they started. It had happened so often that Edsel really was beginning to hate the peaceful countryside he had grown to love not so long ago.

Edsel began to tap his hand on the steering wheel uncontrollably, then his foot took up the beat, almost making them crash as he tapped the accelerator pedal too hard.

Lash turned and looked at him before putting a hand over his, stopping the nervous twitching that Edsel was hardly even aware of. “Calm down; it’s okay. We’ll get him, we just need to keep searching. Michael was coming here for a reason. I think this is it, it’s the day we find our boy.”

“I hope so, I really do Lash. My nerves can’t take much more of this. I feel like I’m going to explode or something. Just, you know, lose it totally and run screaming out into the bloody fields and just scream until my lungs explode. Ugh.”

“I know, I know, I feel the same way. It hurts doesn’t it? It’s like a physical pain that stops you from breathing properly. We’re just exhausted is all, it’s too much mental anguish. The not knowing…”

“I think I know what it’s like to have a panic attack now, except it feels like it’s just a permanent part of who I am, just constantly frazzled, worried and scared. What have they been doing all this time? I just don’t get it.”

“Me either,” said Lash, sounding like she was too exhausted to carry on much longer, just like Edsel.

“This is getting ridiculous. What does this man want from us?”

“The chase; he’s having fun,” said Lash.

“Yeah, well I’m not,” muttered Edsel.

Where to now? This man is driving me nuts!

“Okay, I’m well and truly lost. I’m going to go back to that junction. We’ve tried the left and the right turns, I’m going to go back and go straight ahead, see where that takes us. Sound good?”

“I think so. We’ve taken so many different turns I haven’t got a clue how close we are to where we started any more. Think you can find your way back there?”

“Sure. Well, I think so.”

Edsel stopped the Toyota at a passing point, and after a lot of scratching and banging into hedges managed to get the large vehicle turned around. He headed back the way they’d come, trying to stay calm enough to think about what direction to go in.

What was it? Left here, then a right. Then we took that lane by the old red phone booth, I remember that, you don’t see them any more.

Edsel slowly made his way back to the junction, Lash keeping quiet so he could concentrate. Turn after turn, all blurring into the same restricted view of hedges, fields, dead livestock and no sign of life anywhere.

Edsel slammed on the brakes. “I’m sorry, I don’t know where we are, I’m lost. I don’t know if this is the right way or not. And even if it is then we’ll just be back where we started. They could be anywhere by now.”

“It’s okay, don’t worry, they’re around here somewhere, I just know they are. Today is the day Edsel, we will find them.”

She’s more confident than me. But yeah, we’re going to find you Aiden, hang tight buddy.

Edsel put the car into first gear and drove off once more, willing his body to calm itself and not just freak out totally.

~~~

He made it back to the junction where they had lost sight of the car, but it took over an hour of wrong turns, dead-ends, and frustration threatening to bubble over into Edsel tearing out the short hair that had grown back. Every time he caught a glimpse of himself in the rear-view mirror straining to look forward and behind, not wanting to miss the chance to catch sight of the car they were tracking, he winced at the sight that confronted him. He’d grown accustomed to the patterns over his face, almost used to the feel of the hard raised skin that swirled around his features, but his head was a different matter entirely.

When the hair on his body first began to grow back, he realized that the blue Ink acted as a total barrier to hair follicles, determined to dominate his flesh above all else. So when the hair on his scalp sprouted through his flesh, he looked decidedly odd. He’d tried to shave it down to the bone, thinking that would be the best solution, but trying to get a close shave over such rough terrain was impossible — the only answer was to let it grow long again, which he had rather liked. A month in and the hair was still short enough though that the strange patterns were totally visible, contrasting with his dark hair, making him look strange and dangerous. He certainly wouldn’t want to meet anyone looking like him down a dark alley, that was for sure.

All he could do was wait, give it time, and eventually the hair would grow long enough to at least hide the markings over his skull. The rest? Well, it was what it was; he had more pressing matters to concern himself with. Aiden, they had to find him.

Edsel pulled his sight away from the strange man that stared back at him in the rear-view and focused on the road.

“Okay, so, let’s try this again. Straight ahead at this junction, let’s both try to remember which way we go so we can do this with some kind of a system this time. Agreed?”

“Agreed. Let’s do this.” Lash smiled at him weakly, trying to boost a confidence he knew neither of them really shared.

This is so damn frustrating.

Edsel drove slow, going straight ahead for five minutes before having to reverse as the way was blocked by a river that had flooded, the banks washed away, running fast across the lane where it dipped down. It was clear they wouldn’t make it even in the Toyota, so there was no way Michael could have driven across. He reversed back until he came to a turn off to the right, and with no other choice he took it.

On and on it went, going forward only to find the way blocked, or backtracking as lanes just led nowhere but to houses that clearly didn’t have any sign of Michael or Aiden.

The afternoon wore on, heat rising as the dense growth on all sides increased the humidity. Nervous energy from Edsel and Lash made the truck increasingly uncomfortable.

“There, there, back there,” shouted Lash, pointing at a house that Edsel had totally missed, lost behind a thick conifer hedge that had grown wild and high. Edsel slammed on the brakes, feeling the power of the vehicle responding quickly.

“Did you see the car?”

“No, but I saw all the grass flat where tires went over it. Either it’s them or someone else has been there not long ago.”

“Right. Okay, let’s do this.”

And this time we’re prepared.


STEALTH


LASH AND EDSEL had picked up a large amount of gear over the previous weeks, and even Edsel was impressed by the fact they’d managed to find so much stuff. As well as good clothing, decent footwear and all manner of waterproofs, sleeping bags, knives, cooking and eating equipment, even bottles of propane and a two ring camping stove, they’d also had the good fortune to find two shotguns in a gun cabinet at a small farmhouse, complete with more boxes of ammo than was reasonable for a farmer to control the local population of vermin.

Although neither of them were very good shots, even after practicing, there was no doubt that at close range the weapons were extremely effective.

Once they had picked up what they needed from the bed of the truck, a backpack each with knives, water and even bandages — Edsel had learned from experience that you just never knew what would happen when you least expected it — they quickly checked their weapons and Edsel had to grab Lash before she just went and walked right up through the main gate.

“What are you doing? Are you mad?”

“I’m not letting him get away again,” said a resolute Lash.

“Neither am I, but let’s play this safe. We don’t want to get shot or risk not being able to get Aiden, so let’s find a safer way to take a look at what’s going on. Okay?”

“Okay.” Lash nodded and stood waiting impatiently. “Well?”

“Well, come on then.”

She looks like a total gangster with her black vest, tattoos and shotgun. I wouldn’t want to mess with her.

Lash was totally focused, and Edsel knew that she would put herself at risk just to get inside the house as fast as possible. She was impulsive and could be irrational when it came to rushing in when she needed to take her time and think — Edsel understood all too well, he was exactly the same, but acting that way had almost got him killed years ago when he simply walked right into the church where he’d had his first Ink. No thought when it came to confrontations of this type was foolhardy, and he’d learned his lesson.

He explained this to Lash in fast whispers, making her understand just how dangerous this was, reminding her that they had no idea what Michael had waiting for them. He’d evaded them for a month so they had to be extremely careful — it wasn’t just their lives on the line, it was Aiden’s too. They had to be cautious.

Lash listened impatiently, itching to make a move and storm the house head-on, but nodded in agreement and let Edsel calm her until she began to agree that they would take it slow and not risk the only chance they might ever have to be a family again.

“We’ll get him, we’ll leave, we will be together. And we will never, ever, let anything like this happen again. Okay?”

“Okay. Let’s get Aiden. I love you Edsel.”

“I love you too Lash. We will get our family back this day, and Michael will pay.”

“With blood.”

Damn, she is one scary woman.

Edsel and Lash walked along the road, trying to find another way into what were obviously extensive grounds. It was impossible to see anything, the hedge was so dense and where there were bare patches a number of large native trees and a wild and overgrown garden hid practically everything. Edsel caught a quick glimpse of what appeared to be a rather large red brick early Victorian three story building, but it was impossible to really see.

They walked along the edge of the lane, away from the main gate, trying to get a peek at the grounds and the building — desperate to move fast yet Edsel knew that this was to be their only chance, so they had to be as cautious as they possibly could.

He could have others with him in there, but I doubt it.

As they moved further down the lane the gaps in the conifers grew wide enough for Edsel to see the size of the gardens and the main house. The grounds wrapped right around the building — very extensive, but extremely overgrown.

This might be where Michael calls home when he isn’t traveling.

There were countless signs of how efficient the property had once been, with a large solar array and windmill, a number of paddocks and pens for animals, barns and pig pens. There were no animals now though, just vacant spaces where it had all been abandoned or neglected long ago. Edsel pointed to the far end of the main garden where it bordered a field; Lash nodded.

Edsel held up the barbed wire that was hidden in the tangle of brambles bordering the lane; Lash ducked under. She then held it up for Edsel and once both through they crept among the weeds along the edge of the field until they were past level with the house. They repeated the action to get into the main grounds.

He could be watching; waiting for us to get close enough to shoot and not miss.

Crouching nervously, Edsel held onto Lash’s hand as they ran fast from tree to tree, ducking down, weaving to make less of an easy target. It felt wrong, like they were wasting their time, as if Lash’s idea had been the right one after all and they should have just walked up to the front door rather than worrying about hiding.

If he knew we were following him why did he stop? Surely he’d know we’d keep looking until we found him?

It wasn’t feeling right, but what choice did they have? They had to find out, there was no other option. It somehow felt too easy though. Even after a month of hunting, now that they’d presumably found Michael and Aiden, it was as if it had been handed to them — like Michael had finished his game and decided to have a rest from the chase.

Maybe it isn’t him? Maybe there’s a different car parked around the back, or in one of the barns, and this is just an ordinary person’s home. They’re gonna get a surprise if it is.

Edsel didn’t really believe it, but something was nagging at him.

Why now? After all we’ve been through, why stop now?

They were out of time, they’d made it to the back door without incident. There was only one thing left to do.

Edsel tried the door handle — it was unlocked. With weapons poised Edsel pushed the door open, hinges creaking loudly.

Lash was right behind him; they stepped inside.

Edsel sniffed the air; the familiar smell of coconut oil telling him all he needed to know.


LOSS


“WHERE IS HE?” shouted Lash, pointing the shotgun at Michael who was sat in the kitchen drinking a cup of tea, totally calm and clearly expecting them. Edsel stood next to her, scanning the room just in case.

“That was fun, wasn’t it? I must say, I thought I’d lost you so many times I was having doubts about how good you really were. But you have my congratulations, that was quite a thrill.”

“You were asked a question,” said Edsel. “Where’s Aiden?”

Michael looked at them both inquiringly, confusion written large on his face. “You don’t know, do you?”

I don’t like the sound of this one little bit. He thinks we know.

“He’s dead. You didn’t find him? We had a fight after you jumped out the car,” Michael said, staring at Lash. “It got out of hand I’m afraid to say, and, well, he tried to get away again, that same day, and I shot him.”

“You shot him? You’re trying to tell me that you shot him and he’s been dead for a month?” Lash didn’t believe him, but Edsel knew it was true, he could see it in his eyes.

“Where?” was all Edsel could manage to say.

“That town, I forget it’s name, the first one you would have come too after Lash escaped. We were in a large house, painted yellow of all things, right at the end of the main road. He’s in the living room.”

Schklikt.

Edsel racked the shotgun then pulled the trigger. Michael’s chest exploded in a mass of blood, organs and bone, gore spraying across the kitchen cupboards and counter top, staining a gleaming porcelain sink dark. The body slumped forward onto the table.

Game over.


END


“THAT’S NOT AIDEN,” said Edsel.

“I know honey, it’s just an empty shell. Aiden’s gone to The Void.” Lash had tears streaming down her face; she did nothing to wipe them away.

“No, it’s not him.” Edsel stared at the body, fighting the sickness that threatened to overwhelm him. The body had Aiden's size and build, even some of the clothes he’d been wearing when he was taken, but with the face blown off to little more than a pulpy mess he couldn’t be recognized even if it was him.

It’s not him though, it’s not.

“It is. He’s just dead Edsel. But it’s him all right. His clothes, his body. Even his sneakers and that bracelet he always wore after he made one for both of us. Look, I still have mine.” Lash held up her arm, her friendship bracelet still worn amongst other similar bands.

“No, it isn’t him. Aiden had a mole on his forearm, and it isn’t there. See.” Edsel crouched by the body and showed Lash the arm. He knew it wasn’t him; something didn’t feel right. It was as if he could still pick up a hint of Aiden in The Noise, but something else too — he knew the boy, the man now, too well, everything looked right but it felt wrong.

“Oh my god, oh my god. I can’t believe it. But, well, if this isn’t Aiden, then where is he? And who the hell is this?”

“That’s what I’d like to know as well. Only problem is I shot the only person that could tell us.”


EPILOQUE


AIDEN WATCHED EDSEL and Lash leave the building and drive away. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life.

He made his way back into the house and wasn’t surprised to see Michael dead. It was what they’d agreed on, what Michael had wanted — it was rare, but even Awoken sometimes succumbed to The Lethargy. He’d been getting worse, zoning in and out of reality more and more often over the last few weeks; soon he would have been lost forever.

Aiden knew the minute he’d seen Michael, and they spent half a day talking, that Michael was what he’d been looking for. The more time he’d spent with him, the more sure he was about what they’d discussed.

Now he had his freedom and Edsel and Lash had been brought out of their lonely life, back to the world to interact and maybe make a difference somehow — just like he planned to. Aiden felt terrible for the things he’d agreed to do, for his part in ensuring Edsel got his new Ink and for Lash being so frightened thinking she had been kidnapped. But it was for the best — it gave them something to really live for.

There was no doubt as far as Aiden was concerned that unless he did something then Edsel would have been dead soon anyway — the extreme rock climbing he’d taken up obsessively was a cry for help. After everything that had happened to Edsel he’d clearly become an adrenaline junkie, and as each climb got more dangerous than the last Aiden knew it was only a matter of time before he fell. Then what? Then he and Lash would have been alone. So he decided to do something about it: make them go with him on an adventure.

As soon as they’d arrived back on the mainland it was clear they had all missed it terribly, and he knew he had done the right thing by convincing them to make the trip. He just hadn’t been sure how he would make certain they would stay and try to rebuild the world, keep themselves alive and stop them from sinking back into a mindless existence devoid of interaction with the diminishing population.

Then he’d met Michael, and they hatched their plan.

Michael had accumulated special skills, telling Aiden of countless adventures, but it was clear to Aiden that The Lethargy was taking him, and Michael had eventually told him how bad it was getting.

Reluctantly, Michael had agreed to Aiden’s crazy plan, understanding that it was for his family, however extreme it seemed. Aiden had come up with most of the idea, convincing Michael to tell Edsel that he’d been following him, waiting for him, making it all too convincing — a back story that would ensure Edsel would never give up his hunt for his family, believing Michael to be insane and not just a slightly crazy old man. It wouldn’t do just to give Edsel The Ink, there had to be more — a reason for him to truly feel what it was to be alive, and that was the all too familiar thrill of the chase. And when it was all over? Well, Edsel and Lash would never return to the quiet life, they would always be a part of society in one way or another.

Aiden knew that without him to care for, Edsel and Lash would have a better life — they’d be free to do what they wanted without worrying about him, and Aiden would also have his freedom, although he missed his family terribly as soon as the plan had gone into action.

Still, now he could have an adventure of his own.

Aiden shouldered his backpack and closed the door behind him. He walked out into a world bright with possibilities, feeling buoyant at the thought of having his own set of adventures. He would try to make a difference, help rebuild a world where there were very few people that cared any longer.

He cared, he really did.

Maybe one day we’ll meet again. In the meantime none of us will be bored.

Aiden smiled, he was very much looking forward to that day. But for now he had a whole world to explore, and there weren’t many people he felt he couldn’t deal with if the need arose.

The End
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