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  Here are three of Nostradamus’s Third Antichrist quatrains, originally published between 1555 and 1558. See my book Nostradamus and the Third Antichrist: Napoleon, Hitler and the One Still To Come (Watkins, 2011) for the remaining thirty-three.
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  INDEX DATE: 35




  CENTURY NUMBER: 3




  Du plus profond de l’Occident d’Europe,




  De pauvres gens un ieune enfant naistra,




  Qui par sa langue seduira grande troupe:




  Son bruit au regne d’Orient plus croistra.




  From deep in the Western part of Europe




  A child will be born, to poor parents




  He will seduce the multitude with his tongue




  The noise of his reputation will grow in the Eastern kingdom.




  *




  INDEX DATE: 10




  CENTURY NUMBER: 10




  Tasche de murdre enormes adulteres,




  Grand ennemy de tout le genre humain




  Que sera pire qu’ayeulx, oncles, ne peres




  En fer, feu, eau, sanguin & inhumain.




  Stained with mass murder and adultery




  This great enemy of humanity




  Will be worse than any man before him




  In steel, fire, water, bloody and monstrous.




  *




  INDEX DATE: 32




  CENTURY NUMBER: 7




  Du mont Royal naistra d’une casane,




  Qui cave & compte viendra tyranniser,




  Dresser copie de la marche Millane,




  Favene Florence d’or & gens expuiser.




  Though born in poverty, he will take supreme power




  He will tyrannize and bankrupt his people




  Raising a thousand-year army




  He will seem lucky, though he costs both lives and money.
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  But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night; in which the heavens shall pass away with a great noise, and the elements shall melt with fervent heat, the earth

  also and the works that are therein shall be burned up.




  II Peter 3: 10




  At that meeting he was struck for the first time by the endless variety of men’s minds, which prevents a truth from ever presenting itself identically to two

  persons.




  War And Peace by Leo Tolstoy




  Kill a man, and you are a murderer. Kill millions of men, and you are a conqueror. Kill everyone, and you are a god.




  Pensées D’Un Biologiste by Jean Rostand




  
 





  An Ocean With No Shore




  By Ibn al-’Arabi (1165–1240)




  *




  I marvelled at an ocean with no shore,


  and at a shore without an ocean;


  At a dawn without darkness,


  and at a night with no daybreak;


  Then later at a sphere with no locality


  known to either fool or sage;


  And at a sky-blue dome thrust high above the earth,


  twirling – driven;


  And at a blossoming world with no heaven


  and no hell, its secrets hidden...




  I courted an eternal mystery;


  for I was asked: ‘Has thought bewitched you?’


  I answered: ‘I cannot say;


  my advice would be: have patience with it while you live.


  But, in essence, once thought becomes established


  in my mind, the embers stutter into flame,


  and are consumed by inextinguishable fire’


  It was then told me: ‘He does not pick a flower


  who deems himself, by rights, “freeborn”.


  He who woos a beauty in her bedroom, devoured by love,


  will never carp at the bride-price!’




  I paid her dower and was given her in marriage


  all through the night until the break of dawn


  But I found only myself. – Or rather


  the person I married – may his affair be noised abroad:


  For, adding to the sun’s light


  is the refulgent moon, the shining stars;


  Reproached, like time – though the Prophet



  (blessings be upon his head!)


  had once declared of your Lord that He is Time.




  
 





  This book is a gift for my wife
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  Cenucenca, Orheiul Vechi, Moldova
7 October 1982
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  Dracul Lupei killed his first man when he was twelve years old. On his birthday. Thursday, 7 October 1982.




  He did not intend to. But later, when he bothered to think about it, he realized that it had been inevitable. Like a boy losing his virginity. But this – the virginity thing – he had

  done the year before with his sister Antanasia.




  As far as his sister was concerned, she had only given him what she had already given to pretty much the entire adult male population of Cenucenca at one time or another. Dracul’s father,

  Adrian, rented her out on Friday nights when he needed drinking money for his rachiu. The two siblings shared a bedroom at the back of their father’s ramshackle wooden farmhouse, so

  Dracul had been forced to listen ever since the whole thing began, somewhere around Antanasia’s tenth birthday. He had listened for four years. Then, close on the arrival of his first

  erection, he had tried it for himself.




  But killing a man was better. Much better.




  In order to earn himself a little extra money, Dracul had formed the habit of setting out, early every Sunday morning, for the thirteenth-century Orheiul Vechi cave hermitage, situated six

  kilometres up the valley from his father’s house. The hermitage was a twenty-minute uphill walk from the nearby village of Butuceni. It was positioned on top of a wild plateau dominating the

  Raŭt River, just a few hundred yards from the equally vertiginous parish church of St Maria.




  The prehistoric cave complex was almost completely sealed off from the outside world, as was the section that housed the now abandoned troglodyte monastery, which was set high on a massive

  limestone buttress overlooking the gorge. The remaining hermitage, which was all that was left of the once thriving Pestere monastery, loomed over a landscape that resembled nothing so much as a

  slice of the planet Mars, transposed, like an alien spaceship, onto the Gaeto-Dacian plateau.




  The main chapel, which formed part of a vast honeycomb formation beneath the surface of the plateau, could only be reached via a stout door, and from there down a flight of stone steps which led

  to the main crypt. The crypt contained a carved wooden reredos, built to the exact dimensions of the cave, and a few random pieces of furniture laid out over threadbare oriental carpets. Devotional

  paintings and ancient icons were scattered about the walls. The solitary embrasure let in little light, and the door that led through to the unfenced stone walkway overlooking the river, 200 feet

  below, let in little more, for it was covered in its entirety by a frayed set of damask hangings that some generous soul had donated to the hermitage when they were no longer of use elsewhere.




  One old monk occupied the hermitage these days, and he spent most of his time praying, reading the Bible, or painting icons, and was thus tolerated by the state authorities. So Dracul had been

  able, by degree, to make the exterior of the cave complex his own.




  When touring parties visited – Young Communists maybe, or the Society of Cognac Workers, or members of the nomenklatura, drunk after a visit to the nearby Cricova or Cojuşna wineries and

  craving a breath of fresh upland air – Dracul would be there, waiting for them. Then, depending on the inebriated or non-inebriated state of the party, and on whether they had formal guides

  or not, he would step in and offer his services.




  ‘You give me money. I take you places you never see. Secret places. You see views that make you sick with fear. You see snakes. You see wild boar. You see wolves. Maybe even bears.’

  It was all bullshit of course, but as Dracul insisted on being paid upfront, he was generally able to show the expectant tourists a clean set of heels before the promised wonders failed to appear.

  There were, needless to say, few repeat visits.




  Dracul wasn’t an easy boy to get past. From earliest childhood he had been a natural salesman. Golden-tongued, his mother had called him – her golden boy. If the visiting parties

  refused to employ him, Dracul would spread-eagle himself across the single main entrance to the rock-cave complex and refuse to move. This presented the visitors with something of a conundrum.




  They could either remove him bodily – but there was usually some good soul around to object to grown men or women abusing a child – or they could come to an accommodation with him

  and be permitted inside. And the accommodation was generally easier.




  Especially if one were drunk and out of one’s head, like the astronaut Yuri Gagarin had been for two days, in 1966, during a visit to the Cricova winery. The Moldovan authorities had

  finally sent down a search team to identify and carry him out. Dracul knew this, because his father had been part of the team. The team had been dispatched into the underground winery on the first

  day of Gagarin’s visit. They, too, had emerged, blind drunk, twenty-four hours later. As his father said – there were 120 kilometres of tunnels in that complex, situated 100 metres

  below the earth’s surface, of which a full 60 kilometres were used to store wine. What was a man to do? During the ensuing visit to the monastery they’d had to attach Gagarin to a guide

  rope in case he inadvertently stumbled over the edge of the unfenced precipice, triggering a public relations disaster that would have ended Russia’s domination of the Space Race once and for

  all.




  These days it was usually government apparatchiks – less drunk, perhaps, than Gagarin, and a great deal less eminent – who reeled up the endless stone steps leading to the great

  cross, which sprang, like an outstretched hand, from the pinnacle of the Orheiul Vechi plateau, halfway between the St Maria church and the sunken entrance to the hermitage.




  The old monk – whose name Dracul had never bothered to learn – appeared oblivious to Dracul’s goings-on. He had recently taken to crossing himself, however, whenever Dracul

  hove into sight, so he must have suspected something, even if the exact details eluded him.




  There were times when it seemed to Dracul as if he had taken on the role of penitential burden, which the monk, by default, now had to carry. This pleased Dracul. He liked being a penitential

  burden.




  But the murder had come as a shock, even to him.
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  People almost never came to the hermitage alone. In Moldova, only high-up members of the Communist Party could afford to run cars, and such individuals were hardly likely to

  indulge themselves in a day trip to see a solitary monk going about his business in a 700-year-old glorified cave.




  But on this occasion a black armour-plated ZIL-115 pulled up on the outskirts of Butuceni village. A single man got out. He was wearing a shiny suit, a red tie, and a white cotton handkerchief

  neatly triangulated in his top pocket. To Dracul’s eyes, he looked like Leonid Brezhnev, whose picture his father kept on the wall of the outside privy. This man had two small medals pinned

  below his display handkerchief – exactly like Soviet General Secretary Brezhnev in his father’s picture. In fact he gave the impression of having just left an important meeting, and of

  having decided, on a whim, to pass the time before his next appointment on a short rural visit. Maybe he had been born in Butuceni, thought Dracul, and wished to revisit the cherished scenes of his

  youth? Or maybe he was just slumming?




  Dracul spied on the man from behind a shambling stone wall.




  First the man smoked a cigarette. Dracul could smell the tobacco drifting towards him on the icy breeze. Then he barked at his chauffeur. The chauffeur hurried out of the car and went to fetch

  his employer’s black fur coat. This he draped around the man’s shoulders, so that the coat hung down near the ground.




  Dracul swallowed. It was a beautiful coat. A transcendental coat. In fact the coat was so large and the fur was so thick that it might even double as a blanket, if necessary. Failing that, the

  coat could be disguised – after a theft, say, leading to a change of ownership – via a trimming away of the base, instantly transforming the coat into a jacket and matching hat.

  Antanasia was a skilful seamstress. She would have no trouble adapting the coat to Dracul’s specifications. He might even gift her some of the remaining fur with which to make a muff for her

  hands against the winter chill – if she pleased him, that was, and granted him certain of the additional favours that the Friday-night visitors so frequently demanded of her.




  Dracul watched the man start up the rocky steps towards the plateau. The chauffeur also watched his master, his face twisted into a supercilious grin. Then he got back inside the car, which he

  had left running to conserve the heat, and slammed the door against the cold.




  Dracul ghosted the coat-bearer’s steps towards the monastery complex. It soon became apparent that the man wished, for some reason, to visit the actual hermitage itself, and not simply the

  St Maria church. This decision played directly into Dracul’s hands.




  At the last possible moment, Dracul darted in front of the man and splayed himself across the hermitage door. ‘You go in. You pay. You pay to me. Otherwise you not go in.’




  Dracul’s eyes played over the man’s coat like a dog sizing up a marrowbone. Closer to, the coat was even more gorgeous than he had at first supposed. In fact it was the single most

  beautiful object that Dracul had ever seen in his life. If he had possessed a hundred rubles, he would willingly have given them for a coat such as this. But he had only eight-seven and a half

  kopeks to his name. Hardly enough to purchase a pair of nylon socks from the local flea market – far less an astrakhan coat.




  The man punched Dracul in the face. The boy’s head cracked back against the hardwood door as if pivoted on a spring. The shock was total. Dracul lurched forwards onto his knees and vomited

  out his breakfast.




  The man kicked Dracul in the stomach. Then he wiped his shoe – which had been tarnished by some of the vomit – onto Dracul’s trousers.




  The man hesitated for a moment, clearly weighing up whether to kick Dracul again. Then he grunted, unlatched the door to the hermitage, and started down the stone steps.
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  Dracul lay on the ground outside the monastery entrance. No one had ever hit him that hard before. Not even his father in one of his drunken rages. Dracul felt as if his jaw

  might be shattered. And one or two of his ribs.




  He dry-retched like a cat. Then he levered himself up onto his knees. He remained on all fours for some time, his head hanging down between his shoulders. Then he lurched to his feet and

  staggered towards the great stone cross, his body bent double, his hands cradling his stomach like a man with colic.




  Dracul collapsed in the lee of the cross. An icy wind bit into his thin jacket. He could feel it searching up the legs of his trousers.




  Despite the intense pain, all Dracul could think about was the man in the astrakhan coat. The man filled him with an intense admiration. This nameless person was clearly someone of immense

  importance. Someone he must learn to emulate. No one, in all the years that Dracul had eked out his living from blackmailing visitors to the monastery, had ever responded as this man had done. One

  or two had grabbed him, it is true, or pushed him roughly aside – but never with violent intent. They had simply been reacting out of frustration.




  But this man had acted without compunction. Dracul had got in his way. So he had forced Dracul out of his way. The fact that Dracul was only twelve years old had clearly not clouded the

  man’s thought processes in the least.




  Dracul hugged himself and moaned. The pain in his ribs was spreading out across his stomach. He coughed in an effort to clear the congestion in his throat, but the pain from the movement was so

  great that it nearly caused him to black out. He clutched at his mouth to prevent a further unwanted spasm.




  It was October, and the autumn was shaping up to be a hard one. Dracul knew that he would not be able to walk far with the injuries he had sustained. Perhaps not even as far as nearby Butuceni.

  Would the hermit agree to take him in? Might he lie up for a while in one of the stone cubicles the former monks had used as bedrooms? Probably not. The old man spoke to no one. And he mistrusted

  Dracul – that much was clear. Suspected that Dracul was misusing the monastery site.




  Dracul sensed, rather than saw, the man’s approach. The man still had the astrakhan coat draped across his shoulders like a cloak. He stopped at the cross, ignoring Dracul completely. Then

  he strolled to the lip of the plateau and peered out over the edge.




  Everyone did this. It was hardly surprising. It was one of the wonders of Moldova. The river snaked below the limestone escarpment – a sheer 200-foot drop from the base of the great cross

  – and slithered on through the distant countryside like the retreating back of a meadow viper.




  Dracul leapt to his feet and ran at the man. He did not think of the pain. He did not ask himself whether he was capable of achieving his end. He simply acted. Just like the man had acted at the

  monastery door.




  At the very last moment the man began to turn, as if he intended to fend Dracul off with the flat of his palm. But it was too late.




  Dracul struck the man full in the back, just as he was swivelling, on one foot, to face his assailant. Just as he was at his most vulnerable.




  Dracul was not a large boy. But he was strong. He had been used to hard physical labour in the fields ever since his sixth birthday. He was a master scyther and a master hayricker, just as all

  village boys his age were. His body was as hard as iron from the summer harvest.




  The man began to fall.




  Dracul’s last conscious act was to drag the astrakhan coat from about the man’s shoulders.




  Then he blacked out.
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  The pain in his side awoke Dracul five minutes later. He looked around for the man, but he was not there. The astrakhan coat lay beside him, however, like the sloughed-off

  skin of a reptile. Like the sloughed-off skin of the river that snaked through the valley below them.




  Dracul could sense himself starting to hallucinate. Moaning softly, he dragged the coat towards him and rolled himself in it. The warmth and the smell of the coat comforted him immediately. He

  lay there for some time, immersed in the fur, not trusting himself to think.




  The rush at the man had damaged something further inside him. This much was clear. Dracul could scarcely breathe. It was as if his lungs were filling up with soapy foam.




  The chauffeur. The chauffeur would come up and look for his master. Then he would find Dracul. He would see Dracul in his master’s coat. He would look down over the ridge. He would see his

  master’s body on the rocks below. And his master was clearly an important man.




  The authorities would take Dracul away and they would torture him. He had heard of such things happening to people who got on the wrong side of senior Party officials, or who fell foul of the

  nomenklatura in some way. His father regularly regaled him with gruesome tales of what had gone on over the border in Romania, at the notorious Sighet prison, before the powers-that-be had

  transformed it into a broom factory and salt warehouse in 1977.




  The fact that Dracul was still a minor would have no effect on what they did to him. It would make it worse, perhaps. They would use him, just as the procession of men who came to his

  father’s house on Friday nights used his sister, Antanasia. And this Dracul could not contemplate.




  Once again he forced himself achingly slowly onto all fours. Still clutching the coat, he drifted to his feet and stood, swaying, near the flank of the great cross. One part of him was tempted

  to approach the ridge and look over the edge to see the body of the important man below – to see where it had fallen. But Dracul knew that this would be madness. He too would fall. Or the old

  monk would come out onto the stone terrace below the hermitage for a little air, look up, and see him. This could not be allowed to happen.




  Dracul stumbled away from the cross and towards some nearby rocks. He knew, from his previous wanderings, where a hidden cave was set deep into the plateau floor. Perhaps a hermit had used it in

  the old days, before the time of the Soviet Union? Maybe wild animals used it now? Dracul didn’t care. It would serve as shelter from the wind. No one would come there. No one knew of it. In

  all the years Dracul had been visiting the plateau, it had remained undiscovered.




  And now, too, he had the coat.




  
 





  5




  [image: ]




  Dracul awoke to find himself lying, not in his secret crypt, but on one of the stone cots in the communal sleeping quarters of the Pestere cave monastery. Candles were burning

  at his head and feet.




  At first he thought he might be dead, and that the village had found his body and had laid him out in preparation for his wake. Then he realized that he was still wearing the astrakhan coat. And

  that he was still in pain. And dead people, he knew, did not feel pain.




  He had crept into the monks’ dormitory often enough in the past, when the weather had turned angry, or when he had felt the need for some, albeit insubstantial, proximity to another human

  being. The old monk was partially deaf. It had been an easy thing to sneak in when his back was turned, steal some of his food, and then take shelter until the storm had passed.




  Dracul would pass the time by secretly watching the old monk at work on his icons – or listening to him muttering to himself and reciting his prayers. Sometimes he would entertain himself

  by moving some of the old man’s things. Just a small movement. To a different chair, perhaps. Or onto a different bench in the chapel. Did the monk think that this was God scattering about

  his possessions? Or the Virgin Mary? The prospect of the old monk’s bewilderment pleased Dracul immeasurably.




  Looking at the candles, a memory resurfaced of his mother’s wake, four years previously. Her waxen face. The barely disguised bruises that still clouded her neck, and which a thick layer

  of powder and masking cream could do little to diminish.




  At first Dracul suspected that his father had killed his mother in a jealous rage. These rages had been a constant of his early youth. All would be well for weeks, if not months. Then,

  unexpectedly, his mother would disappear from the house. She would be gone for days. His father would career about the village in increasing desperation, cursing the fact that he had married a

  Gypsy – cursing his wife’s wandering ways – to anyone he could get to listen. Then he would start drinking.




  By the end of the week he would be a walking nightmare. His hair bedraggled. His clothes unwashed. The children unfed. If one of Dracul’s mother’s exoduses coincided with the

  harvest, Adrian Lupei would simply abandon his fields in disgust.




  ‘Zina, Zina,’ he would shout around the village.




  ‘He is hexed,’ the villagers would say. ‘The Gypsy vrajitoarea witch has hexed him. Such things always result when one race marries another. Look. Even her name is

  hexed. Zina means “a stranger”, and Samana means “one who wanders”.’




  Dracul had loved his mother. She had been wild and unpredictable; as likely as not to strike him as to cuddle him. But when she turned good – when she was happy – it was a magic time

  for him and Antanasia. She would take them into the woods and show them herbs and roots and the medicinal bark of trees, and explain superstitions and folk myths. She would teach them about animal

  spoor, and the significance of each beast in the forest. And she would tell them Gypsy stories, of her ancestors, and the strange things they had done, or had done to them.




  Once, she told them of Conducător Ion Antonescu, his antiziganism, and his role in the wartime purging of her extended Roma family.




  ‘Antonescu’s people took my grandmother, my grandfather, my father, and his six brothers and sisters, and transported them all to Transnistria. Then Antonescu stole the gold they had

  hidden in the shafts of their horse cart, and he killed them with the typhus. Only my father escaped from the camp, for the typhus spared him, and he was still strong enough, and young enough,

  despite the starvation rations, to be able to walk back home. But he was a changed man. On his way out to Transnistria he had seen many bad things. He had seen a pregnant woman shot, and her baby,

  still alive, begin struggling for life inside her. This, because she could no longer walk fast enough with the weight she was carrying in her stomach. Again, in Transnistria, he and his family were

  forced to eat dogs, and moles that had been skinned, and the slugs that fed on roadside weeds. If they were lucky, during the height of the summer, they might secure freshwater mussels from the

  River Bug, or barter for a little food with the local population. But the sickness proved too much for them, and all, save my father, died. In this way the authorities murdered untold numbers of

  our people. Raped untold numbers of our women. Poisoned our future. Shut down our past. But nobody mourns us. Nobody remembers. Only the survivors. And they will not talk.’




  ‘Why, mama? Why will they not talk?’




  ‘A wise man once said, “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”’




  ‘What does that mean, mama?’




  ‘I cannot tell you. Some things must always remain a mystery.’




  The last time his mother ran away from their father, she never came back. Or not alive, at least.




  Villagers found her body near the town of Călaraşi. There was talk of witchcraft, and a possible lynching. Some even whispered of a Black Mass – a Slujbă Neagră – held near a

  willow grove. At first, his father had been suspected, but villagers could testify that Adrian had gone nowhere during her absence – and certainly not the 50 kilometres to Călaraşi. And

  everyone knew, as well, that Adrian loved his Zina, and had never raised a hand to her. Or at least not out of proportion to her wrongdoings. A certain amount of beating was good for a woman, and

  kept her in line – particularly if she was a Gypsy. This had been the village’s view of the matter. And anyway, a single woman should not travel unaccompanied – what had the hussy

  expected?




  The police had finally agreed – after the payment of an appropriate sum from Adrian in recompense for their efforts – to leave the mystery of her murder unsolved. She had been a

  Roma, after all – a Lăutari, of the tribe which traditionally supplied musicians for weddings, feasts and funerals – and therefore not significant in the greater scheme of

  things.




  Dracul eased himself to one side. He groaned, and fell back onto the scraped-out stone plinth. How had he been transported here? Surely the old monk could not have carried him the 200 metres

  from the hidden crypt to the main part of the cave monastery alone? And then down the narrow flight of stairs, and all the way to the monk’s dormitory? Such a thing was an impossibility for

  one old man. And what about the dead man? And the chauffeur? And the astrakhan coat? The police would come and take him away, and then all would be lost. He would be as his mother’s family.

  They would find out he was half Gypsy, and they would kill him.




  Dracul began to cry. He had not cried since his mother’s death, and at that time he had thought that he would never cry again. But now he wept long and hard – and as he wept,

  pictures passed through his head. It was as if all his previous life was being wept out of his body, and he was becoming someone other – someone harder, more unforgiving. Dracul knew that in

  the future, if he was to survive, he must take what he wanted, just like the man he had killed. That he must force people to his way of thinking, and thereby dominate them. That if he did not do

  this, he would be lost – his life a worthless cipher, like his father’s.




  When Dracul looked up from his weeping, he realized that the old monk was watching him from a corner of the stone dormitory. And that he was holding a bowl in one hand, and a wooden ladle in the

  other. And that his weeping had moved the old man, whose face now bore the tracks of his own tears down the craggy runnels in his skin.




  Strangely, though, the thought struck Dracul that the old monk’s tears were acting as a torment for him, and not as a release. As if they were being shed, not in sympathy for the young man

  who lay there, injured and groaning on his stone cot, but rather in lamentation for his immortal soul.
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  Dracul remained in the monastery for ten days. The old monk tended to him, and fed him, and washed him, and saw to all his needs, but never once did the monk speak to him, or

  betray by sign or deed what had become of the dead man. Or of how Dracul had been transported to the monastery.




  Dracul accepted this reticence on the monk’s part. It was just. He suspected that the monk hated him. Even feared him. But it was also clear that the monk was being driven by his faith to

  act towards Dracul in a charitable manner. This weakness on the part of the monk suited Dracul. The dynamic, he felt, was solely to his advantage. He was recuperating while the monk was suffering.

  Which was the way things ought to be.




  Whilst the monk did not talk to Dracul, it was not strictly true that the pair did not communicate. During mealtimes, the monk would sit in a corner of the stone dormitory and read to Dracul

  from the Bible.




  At first, Dracul was minded to object. Why should he be forced, alongside the pain from his wounds, to be pained also by the tedium of the monk’s biblical readings? Couldn’t the monk

  take himself off somewhere else to read his Bible, and leave Dracul alone with his thoughts? But after a while, Dracul found himself carried away by the stories – which were either from

  Revelation, or, failing that, from the Gospel and Epistles of St John the Evangelist – to such an extent that he began actively to look forward to them.




  In his everyday life, there had been little cause for Dracul to study the Bible. The Communist regime, which he had always lived under, frowned on all forms of religiosity. Bibles were outlawed

  at the school he attended. Some of the women in the village, it was true, still supported the old ways, and the men, in secret, bowed and made the sign of the cross before the old shrine in the

  woods when they happened to pass it on their way through to their fields, but religion was explicitly disfavoured – its teachings marginalized. Curses, however, remained biblical, and there

  were still priests who travelled around the local villages and held services in secret, so that those who did not care to worship publicly might do so in private, and without endangering either

  their Party membership or their subventions.




  But religion per se had been sidelined for so many years now that a twelve-year-old boy was hardly likely to understand either the soul or the point of it. This, clearly, the old monk hoped to

  change. But why, then, did he read to Dracul only about the coming Apocalypse? And Armageddon? And the nature and form of the Beast? Why didn’t he read to Dracul about Jesus Christ, and his

  sacrifice, and the translation of the world through the power of grace?




  Either way, Dracul found that he far preferred the end-of-the-world stuff. When you measured God against the Devil, it was pretty clear to Dracul that the Devil won hands down every time. Good

  people, such as his sister Antanasia, would always be used, and abused, and stricken under their thumb by the bad people of this world – bad people like him, and his father, and those men

  from the village who got bored on Friday nights at the prospect of sleeping yet again with their wives, and fancied a bit of fresh young flesh. And had the money to pay for it, of course.




  Sometimes Dracul wondered whether his sister secretly enjoyed what took place? Otherwise, why would she stay around for it? He tried hard to think his way into her mind, but found himself

  totally at a loss to understand her. If such a thing ever happened to him, he would wreak a terrible revenge on all those who perpetrated it. Perhaps women were different that way? Perhaps they

  didn’t respond in the same way as men?




  Or maybe what his grandfather had told Dracul was true, and Eve really had caused the downfall of Man in the Garden of Eden? And Eve’s earthly life, and that of all her female descendants,

  was designed as a penance to make up for that disgrace? This would explain all that happened to Antanasia very well indeed. She, and victims like her – this stupid old monk living alone in

  his cell, for instance – had been specifically born to carry the evils of the world on their backs.




  If the choice came down to the two of them – the old monk and his sister – Dracul decided that he would prefer being Antanasia. At least she laughed from time to time, and took

  pleasure in serving him. Unlike the monk, who walked around like a man who has just seen his entire family slaughtered in front of his eyes. Maybe one day Antanasia would have a child from one of

  the men she serviced, and fulfil herself that way? Or maybe he would give her a child himself? Stranger things had happened.




  But then Dracul thought of his mother. Now there was a woman who knew how to make a man suffer. How she had goaded his father, Adrian, with her absences. However much he beat her, still she left

  whenever the fancy took her. In the darkest watches of the night, Dracul fell to wondering what tragedy had finally brought her down. Why had the people who killed her turned on her? And was there

  any truth in the rumour that she had been a witch?




  Dracul could feel his brain congesting with all the thoughts that were forcing their way inside his head. He had never in his life spent so much time not doing anything. Had so much time simply

  to think. But the wound to his ribs made it impossible for him to move without darts of agony flaring through his flanks and chest.




  When he was at his lowest ebb he fantasized a scenario in which his father would have the whole village out looking for him, fearing that he had been kidnapped or eaten by bears. But privately

  he knew the truth. His father would be relieved to have him out of the house so that he could have Antanasia to himself – and to the Devil with whatever might have happened to his vagabond,

  half-Gypsy son. When he finally came home, Adrian would beat him just for the fun of it, and just as he had done to his mother whenever she had returned from her jaunts. Dracul closed his eyes and

  let the anger seethe through him.




  Towards the end of his stay at the monastery, when Dracul was at last able to sit up on his cot and begin to eat solids, the old monk read to him about the Second Coming of Christ. How the

  Parousia was foretold in scripture, and what form it would take. This, Dracul found even more interesting than St John’s gory revelations about the inevitable doom that awaited the world.




  If such a doom was indeed coming, then surely it made all the more sense to make the most of the time one still had left? Surely, too, such a person as the Second Coming would have untold power

  over the stupid masses? To manipulate them and bend them to his will? And whenever anyone in the history of the world had exercised such power, Dracul knew from his lessons that – except in

  the exceptional case of Josef Stalin – they had all sooner or later come to abuse it. So the whole thing was a foregone conclusion, was it not? And didn’t bear speculating about.

  ‘Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.’




  On the very last day of his confinement, Dracul requested that the old monk reread him some of the key passages about the Second Coming, so that he could commit them to memory. This the old monk

  refused to do. When Dracul finally left the old monk’s care, however, the hermit grudgingly gave him a tattered copy of the Bible for his very own use.




  Dracul secreted it in his new astrakhan coat, alongside the three silver candlesticks, the two icons, and the golden-coloured communion tray that he had pilfered from the chapel earlier that

  morning.
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  Despite the funereal splendour of his adoptive name, Abiger Delaigue Fortunatus de Bale, Comte D’Hyères and Pair de France, Marquis de Seyème and Chevalier

  de Sallefranquit-Bedeau, was not a man easily given to mourning.




  Abi’s twin brother, Vaulderie, was almost certainly dead. But that was just the way of things. If Abi had lost both of his legs to an anti-personnel mine, he would have viewed the loss

  equally pragmatically, and got on with learning to run on those fin contraption things you saw on TV ads for breakfast cereal. Or if he had contracted a terminal disease – gut cancer, say, or

  a fucked-up heart – he would have shrugged his shoulders and taken his medicine. Surgery. Pills. Death. Whatever it took.




  But drowning whilst still in one piece, and with all his mental faculties intact, in a sheer-sided limestone sinkhole that resembled nothing so much as a prison-issue shit-encrusted lavatory

  pan, made Abi very angry indeed.




  As far as his late brother was concerned, the two of them would meet again in either heaven or hell, depending on the luck of the draw. Abi could see Vau now, straight out of a Judgement Day

  painting, forging towards him in Satan’s antechamber, eager to give him a personal guided tour around the River of Fire.




  ‘Look at that, Abi. You see those couples over there? Climbing out of their graves? All dressed in white? And the animals? Each carrying a heart in their mouth? Those are the lost souls.

  And those animals are carrying the hearts of the creatures they killed and ate during their lifetimes. They are all heading towards God, who will sit in Final Judgement over them.’




  ‘And what about us, Vau? Will He judge us, too? Will He consign us to the Devil?’




  ‘Oh no, Abi. We are the Corpus Maleficus. We’ve already been judged. We have performed our function. So we are the righteous ones. All our sins have been forgiven.’




  Abi sensed his mind starting to wander. Maybe his brain was getting waterlogged? Righteous? Him? He shook his head and increased his grip on the two dead bodies he was using as flotation

  devices. They weren’t reeking yet, but it wouldn’t take long.




  Somewhere in the murky water below him lay a Suzuki, also filled with dead men. Also with suppurating wounds. But those ones weren’t as fresh as the bodies surrounding him on the surface.

  The Mexican narcos in the car below him had been there since the day before, so God alone knew what they’d already done to the water table.




  What a joke. He’d probably end up dying of thirst in a million gallons of terminally polluted Evian.




  Abi drifted back inside his head. He would miss Vau. His enthusiasm. His gullibility. His dimness. But above all his sheer convenience as a conduit for the thoughts Abi would otherwise have to

  keep to himself. Who could he bully now? Who could he feel superior to? Rudra? Dakini? Nawal? Christ. Fate and the whims of their adoptive mother had left him in command of a trio load of

  freaks.




  And now here he was, mentally and physically intact, floating fifty feet down in the bowl of a Yucatan sinkhole whose sheer sides, and sheer isolation, made any thought of rescue impossible. He

  had no cell phone. He had no weapon. The owner of the crystal meth factory he and his siblings had inadvertently stumbled on during a compromised weapons deal had seen to that.




  All Abi could do was to float aimlessly around in God knows what depth of water, the bodies of his brothers and sisters, his enemies and his erstwhile victims, half alive, half dead, first

  rotting, then bloating, then leaching their body matter into the piss-coloured water surrounding him. And the only emotion he could summon up was anger. A visceral, all-consuming, all-encompassing,

  anger.




  It was the sudden extinguishing of hope that had produced this curious effect.




  Just twenty minutes before, when Abi had already given up any thought of ever getting out of the cenote alive, he had unexpectedly heard shouting. Seen his enemies – the enemies who had

  until recently been taunting him, and calling on him to refund them ten million dollars in compensation for the destruction of their factory and the crippling of their chief – toppling off

  the lip of the cenote and plunging down into the pool beside him. Then he had seen his brother, Oni – still alive, still fighting for his family and for the Corpus Maleficus – appear on

  the cenote edge, fifty feet above him, brandishing a Stoner M63.




  Oni had come back to save them all in the very nick of time. Oni the Barbarian. Oni the lemming killer. Oni the deus ex machina. The mighty one. His banshee of a mother’s seven-foot

  tall, tame albino.




  It was then that the not quite dead drug cartel chief had reared up from his prone position on the rim of the cenote and shot Abi’s brother in the head. Oni had hesitated for a moment, as

  if not entirely sure that his brain really had been blasted out through the back of his skull. Then he had toppled over the edge of the sinkhole, his body creating a bow wave that had rocked the

  four remaining Corpus members like flotsam in the wake of the Titanic. And which had set the bodies of the dead and the nearly dead bobbing and jouncing like a jar full of corks.




  Then the terminally perforated mafioso had grinned down at Abi, sucked on the barrel of his automatic, and blown out the top of his own skull. Way to go, pendejo.




  But all this left Abi with one major problem. How to get himself, his remaining brother, and his two remaining sisters, out of the cenote and onto dry land before time, gravity, and pollution

  took their inevitable toll.
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  Abi latched onto a couple of the dead bodies and transformed them into a makeshift buoyancy device.




  Dakini swam towards her brother. She grabbed one of his bodies and rested her chin on it. She twitched her lips like a horse. ‘Ugh. This one’s been shot in the head. I can see his

  brains through the hole. And he’s starting to reek.’ She sniffed a couple of times, her nose near the corpse’s ear. ‘It’s sort of like a mixture between liquorice and

  dog’s meat, with a bit of dead mouse thrown in for good measure.’




  Abi fought down a retch. Dakini had always been the grossest of his siblings. As a child she had been in the habit of dissecting farm animals whilst they were still alive in order to check for

  nervous spasms and signs of respiratory failure.




  ‘Exactly how long is he going to float for? That’s what we need to know. You’re the scientist, Nawal. What’s your estimate?’




  Nawal trod water in front of him. ‘That’s simple. He’ll float until the oxygen trapped inside his lungs and the air trapped inside his clothes is replaced by water. Then

  he’ll sink to the bottom until the bacteria in his gut and chest provide enough carbon dioxide, hydrogen sulphide, and methane to send him back up to the surface again. It’s a bit like

  reflating a balloon. Sometimes the bodies will sink once again until they’ve generated more gas, and then they’ll pop up for a second time – the police call those ones

  “refloaters”. Face-first bodies, which are dead before they hit the water, tend to float for the longest, because the air can’t escape from their lungs. It’s obvious when

  you think about it. They used to think that women floated face up and men floated face down. Something to do with sex, I suppose – breast buoyancy, or the size of our arses. But that’s

  bullshit. Everybody floats face down. Look around you. You see anyone on their backs? I know research technicians who would kill for this sort of material. Face down is good for us, Abi, because

  the oxygen will remain trapped in their lungs for longer.’




  Abi blew out his cheeks and rolled his eyes. ‘Anything else? Or are you finished?’




  Nawal shook her head. ‘I think I’ve covered it all.’




  ‘Well if that’s the case, I suggest we gather all these floaters up, strip off their belts, and tie them together. Then we cut off their shirts and stuff their noses and mouths with

  them to keep the air in. Then we build ourselves a variation on the Raft of the Medusa. That way, we might even be able to get ourselves out of this fucking water and halfway dry.’




  ‘You don’t think that’s a bit ghoulish?’




  ‘Dying unnecessarily is ghoulish. Floating in a cenote amongst thirty decomposing bodies – some of whom we are related to – is ghoulish. And speaking of which, how long are we

  likely to last in this water?’




  ‘Last? You mean until we throw up our arms and let ourselves sink?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  ‘Depends if the water temperature is less than sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit in here or not.’




  ‘What are you talking about, Nawal?’




  ‘A normal, healthy person, fully clothed, and using a life jacket...’




  ‘We don’t have life jackets.’




  ‘But we’ve got the stiffs. Same effect.’




  ‘Okay. Continue.’




  ‘At forty to sixty degrees water temperature – well, you’ve got maybe three hours before hypothermia sets in. At thirty-five to forty degrees you can halve that. Less than

  thirty-five, you can halve it again.’




  ‘What are we talking about here, then?’




  Nawal glanced up at the overhanging cliff. ‘The sun’s already gone in. We’ve had it for the day. So we’ll be in darkness – or near darkness – for the next

  sixteen hours. But I’d still call it seventy degrees or so in here. Like the man who just blew his brains out said, we could survive floating here for two or three days. Maybe more. Our main

  problem is going to be hunger.’




  ‘How about thirst? Would you want to drink this water?’




  ‘If I had to.’




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘Come on then. Belts off everybody. Let’s make ourselves a tight core of bodies, and tie the rest of them onto the sides, like ballast. How many do you think we have access

  to?’




  ‘I counted twenty-two in total. Including Oni and the doctor. But I may be short one or two. Shame that the big boss – the cacique – didn’t topple in

  too.’




  ‘That would have been too much to hope for.’




  The four remaining Corpus members busied themselves constructing a raft out of the corpses.




  ‘What do we do when we’re finished with this, Abi? Switch on the TV and watch a rerun of Prince Valiant?’




  Abi congratulated himself on having effectively set the tone for the quartet’s future interactions. ‘Business before pleasure, Rudi. Business before pleasure.’
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  Abi knew about the dangers of hyperventilation. Breathe too deeply and too long before diving underwater and you’re liable to pass out. Breathe too little, and you

  won’t make it more than twelve feet down before the atmospheric pressure forces you back up again, like a cork in an olive pot.




  Abi tried to judge his breathing just right. He cleared his lungs of air five or six times, and then drew in compensatory lungfuls of maybe 80 per cent to 85 per cent by volume. At the same time

  he worked on his entire system, calming himself, and imagining a yoga session, with his usual teacher guiding him through the motions of pranayama. This made him think of Vau again, and he lost

  concentration for a few minutes, and had to fight to clear his head of negative thoughts.




  When he was ready he jack-knifed in the water and started down to where he thought the Suzuki might have settled. He had no idea how deep the pool was, or whether the Suzuki might have

  paraglided through the water, ending up in a completely different location from its entry. But those were the risks of the game.




  He estimated that he had five or six dives in him at most, and then he would have to pass the baton to Rudra and the girls. But he was by far the best swimmer amongst them, and he was privately

  certain that if he couldn’t pull this off, none of the others would be able to either. He was the senior remaining de Bale – Madame, his mother, naturally excepted. He was twenty-five

  years old, and in his prime. If he couldn’t manage this, nobody would.




  Once under the water Abi realized that he would have an additional problem. Thick weed grew in streamers from the bottom of the cenote, prejudicing visibility. At first Abi tried steering

  himself down via the streamers, but they simply broke off in his hands like sticks of celery. In the end he corkscrewed his way down, brushing up against the streamers, but avoiding the thicker

  fronds in case they entangled him. At twenty feet down he still couldn’t see the bottom of the pool. At thirty feet, and having decompressed three times by pinching his nose and blowing

  internally, he decided to call it a day and head back for the surface, leaching oxygen and carbon dioxide as he rose through the water.




  ‘What’s it look like down there?’




  ‘Hard to tell with this amount of daylight.’ Abi was gulping in great lungfuls of air. ‘The weed is so thick you can scarcely see through it. But in an hour’s time it

  will be five times worse. Five times more murky.’




  ‘Did you get to the bottom?’




  ‘Nowhere near it. And I must have descended thirty feet.’




  ‘It’s a no-hoper then?’




  ‘No. I’m going to try again. But I’ve got to weight myself with something.’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘Shoes. Grab everybody’s trainers and either tie or Velcro them together. Our friends here won’t be needing them anymore, and it’ll serve to lighten them up and give them

  more buoyancy. I’ll make a sort of scuba weight-belt for myself. That should get me down another ten feet or so.’




  ‘You’re crazy, Abi.’




  ‘You got any better ideas, Rudi? You, Nawal? Dakini? Anybody got any better ideas? Or do you just want to float in here until you croak?’




  ‘Someone might find us.’




  ‘You’ve got to be kidding me. Who? Sir Henry Morton Stanley? No one came when the tweak factory blew up. No fire engines. No helicopters. No cops. And why do you think that was?

  Because these people floating around us are fucking crooks. They’re cowboys. They’re the bozos who really run things around here. The cops leave them to their own devices in return for

  hefty backhanders, free cocaine, unlimited call girls, and a front-end slice of the action for the higher-ups. It’s the age-old story. Have money, will travel.’




  ‘Then at least tell us what you are hoping to find in the Suzuki.’




  Abi grimaced. ‘That’s the fifty-thousand-dollar question.’
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  Abi could feel himself being swept towards the bottom of the cenote by the weight of the waterlogged trainers. He lashed out with his free hand and finned himself down even

  faster. In his other hand he held a penknife with which he intended to free himself from the trainers if he couldn’t make it back up to the surface against their drag. He was calmer now. The

  first descent had given him a modicum of confidence in his abilities, and he reckoned that he had a good fifteen or twenty extra feet left in him.




  This time he forced himself to decompress every five feet. Just a light decompression – enough to clear his ears and regulate the pressure inside his head. Enough to stem the panic.




  At forty feet down he saw the bottom. At forty-five he saw the glint of metal, about twenty feet to his right. He struck off in that direction, the shoes sweeping against him like the skirts of

  a jellyfish.




  When he reached the car he hooked his fingers under the lip of the partially cracked side window and peered inside. The naked bodies of the murdered narcotraficantes were bunched up

  against the roof. Their faces looked yellow in the murk.




  Abi pulled open the driver’s door and glanced across at the interior light. Dead. He wound the headlight switch to the right. No go. Hardly surprising after twenty-four hours in the water,

  but it had been worth a try.




  His breath was screaming to be let out.




  With his last remaining strength he yanked the bodies out of the car, clearing the cab for future access. They floated off and settled in slow motion on the floor of the cenote, head down and

  feet in the air, like a circle of skydivers.




  Abi kicked himself away from the car. He could feel the weight of the trainers holding him back. But he knew that if he cut them free on this, his first successful descent, he would never be

  able to get down this far again.




  Half a minute later he burst onto the surface of the cenote, coughing and wheezing.




  Rudra swam across and guided Abi back to the raft of corpses. ‘Did you find it?’




  ‘Yes. It’s clear as a bell. It helps that the fucking thing is white.’ Abi was sucking air in through his tormented lungs.




  ‘What about the stiffs?’




  ‘I got them out of there. It was not a pretty sight. They’ll bob up to the surface again in a few days’ time as refloaters. We can use them as back-up ballast if we’re

  still alive by then. Sort of like an assembly line of gas-filled corpses.’ He caught sight of Rudra’s face in the gloom. ‘Only joking.’




  Rudra shook his head. He was getting used to Abi’s grotesqueries by now. ‘Did you see anything else useful?’




  ‘That’ll be in the back of the car. I’ll get to that next time.’




  ‘Listen, Abi. You don’t look so good. And I don’t like the way you’re sounding. If you go on like this, you’ll give yourself hypercapnia. You want me to go down

  instead of you this next time? Or one of the girls, maybe?’




  ‘You wouldn’t make it. Neither would they. I’m on the very edge of my own capacities as it is. No. Let me go down one more time. Then I’ll rest up a bit. It’s not

  as if this thing is time sensitive.’




  Rudra gave his brother an old-fashioned look. ‘Oh, yes, Abi. It is.’
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  This time Abi swam through into the back of the Suzuki via the rear passenger door. He instinctively glanced up to check if there was an air bubble trapped in an upper corner

  of the roof. Yep. There was. Then he realized what sort of filth and noxious gases the bubble would probably consist of, and he discounted it. He would simply have to manage with what was left in

  his lungs.




  He ripped up the carpet in the rear of the car and groped alongside the spare wheel. Two tyre irons and a tow rope. He grabbed them.




  Then he felt around in the side compartment for the jack. His lungs were about to explode. He fought down his panic. The jack was heavy. It was attached to the main body of the car by a thick

  rubber strap. Abi jammed the tyre irons into his belt and sawed at the strap with his penknife. Air was bleeding out through his lips. He was ten seconds away from passing out. He made a desperate

  grab for the jack, and kicked himself off from the rear seat.




  It was then that he saw the fire extinguisher. It was a six-litre job. Far too big for the size of the car. But there it was. Tucked in between the passenger seat and the offside door. He

  didn’t know why, but he knew that he needed it. He lunged down with his spare hand and grabbed it, just as the trainers he was using as dead weights snagged themselves between the two front

  seats.




  He was stuck fast. The damned shoes would kill him. He had little or no control left over his lungs. He was losing consciousness.




  Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to die like this, Abi thought to himself. Just switch yourself off and pass out. He could feel his eyes turning up inside his head.




  Abi gripped the fire extinguisher hose in his teeth. He sawed at the shoe belt with his penknife, his arm pumping like a man using bellows. There was a sudden wrench and he was free. But he was

  already dead. He knew it. There was no way he could reach the surface with what he had left in his lungs.




  He kicked his way to the part of the roof space where he knew the air bubble was. If this didn’t work, he was finished. He had no choice anymore in the matter.




  He spat all the air he had left in his lungs into the water surrounding him. Then he thrust his nose and mouth up to where the trapped air had to be. He drew in two deep breaths. He didn’t

  allow himself to think of what he might be taking into his lungs – the makeup of the gases he was ingesting – the quality of the mulch after two days stewing. He booted his way out of

  the car, leaving both his belt and the skirt of shoes still attached to the front seat. He was fighting off an overwhelming desire to gag.




  He still had the two tyre irons, the jack, the tow rope, and the fire extinguisher clutched to his stomach. He knew that their weight might prove just enough to tip the scales and hold him down.

  But there was no earthly point in ascending without them. Something deep inside his head was telling him that.




  He floated onto his back and began to ascend. He was far too weak to kick anymore. As he rose through the water, the remaining air in his lungs bled out through his teeth in a rapidly

  diminishing stream. Abi closed his eyes. He was kaput. He would arrive at the surface dead. Somewhere on the way up he would let go of his burdens and watch all the prizes he had fought so hard for

  vanish back into the murk below him.




  He contrived one final upward kick with his feet. It was more like the spasmodic movement a dying man will make than any direct product of Abi’s will.




  He bobbed to the surface and sank forwards onto his face, still clutching his booty. His nose and mouth were in the water. He had no strength left with which to breathe. He would die now, and

  that was fine by him.




  He felt himself being turned over. The weight he was cradling in his arms was taken away from him. Then he was see-sawed onto his front again and slammed against something soft. His back was

  pummelled and slapped. He brought up some viscid liquid. Then a little more.




  Abi lay half on, half off the raft of bodies.




  When his senses finally returned, he found, to his astonishment, that he was still alive.
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  Abi spent the better part of the night recovering his energy on what his three junior siblings now insisted on calling the ‘body raft’, and which he, playing

  Devil’s Advocate as usual, termed the ratis corporum. The reeking raft of corpses would only suffer two persons on it at any one time, so the other three took turn and turn about,

  alternately hanging off the sides and then catnapping on board throughout the course of the night.




  First thing in the morning, just as the sun began its steady creep across the face of the cenote, the raft sank. The rot began with the outlying bodies, but soon communicated itself to the

  central portion of the raft. Abi barely had time to grab the jack, the two tyre irons, the tow rope and the fire extinguisher, before the raft slid out from underneath him, just as if it had been

  spirited away, like King Arthur’s sword, by the Lady of the Lake.




  Abi trod water for a few moments, his heart pounding with delayed shock. The others struggled towards him through the water, their faces pale in the early morning light. Abi thrust the fire

  extinguisher into Rudra’s hands, while Nawal took over carrying the jack, and Dakini the two tyre irons.




  In a movement which belied his obvious exhaustion, Abi wrapped the tow rope around his midriff and attached it over one shoulder with a quick-release knot. ‘Right. I’m going to get

  on and do this while I’ve still got some energy left. We’re already half starving. In a few hours’ time we’ll be gnawing at the dead. If we can still find any, that is. The

  whole darned shooting match seems to have sunk.’ Abi’s fake cheer sounded flat even to him.




  ‘The sun’s coming up. At least we can see the cliff face now.’




  ‘That’s a comfort.’




  Rudra cocked his head to one side. ‘Are you sure you’re up to this, Abi? You still look washed out from all those dives. Your skin looks kind of grey.’




  ‘I haven’t checked in the mirror recently, Rudi, but thanks for the testimonial. You always did know how to make a girl feel good about herself.’ Abi floated on his back for a

  moment, gathering his thoughts. The effort at producing the banter was beginning to take its toll. He fought down an urge to throw up his hands and slide beneath the surface of the sinkhole –

  signing off at this early stage would be a mug’s game. ‘The straight answer to your question is no. I’m not sure I’m up to it. But as the only one amongst us who has ever

  done any climbing, logic dictates that I take first shot at the summit. But maybe you have an alternative idea? Along the lines of an alien spaceship, perhaps, arriving from a galaxy far, far away,

  to spirit us off?’




  ‘Stranger things have happened, Abi.’




  ‘I don’t know when.’




  Abi twisted in the water and struck out for the base of the cliff. The others, after a brief hesitation, followed him. They looked like a family of ducklings shadowing their mother. The four of

  them stopped and trod water, their eyes fixed on the fifty-foot rock face above them.




  ‘It doesn’t look so far.’




  ‘Neither did Mars and those alien spaceships of yours, Rudi. If I happen to drop one of the tyre irons, for fuck’s sake try and catch it. With your teeth, if necessary.’




  Nawal pitched some water at Abi with the flat of her palm. ‘Leave Rudi alone. We’re all mourning our brothers and sisters. Not just you.’




  Abi felt like shouting that he wasn’t mourning anybody – that he didn’t give a damn about any of them apart from Vau. But at the last moment he turned onto his back and

  frog-swam towards the base of the cliff.




  The next time he spoke, his voice was detached and formal. ‘If the worst comes to the worst, we can always hammer the irons into the cliff foot and attach the tow rope to them. That would

  give us something to hang onto. It might even buy us a couple of days.’




  ‘A couple of days of what?’




  ‘Nascentes morimur, finisque ab origine pendet.’




  Rudra shook his head. ‘Jesus, Abi. I wish you wouldn’t spring all that Latin stuff on people all the time. What does it mean?’




  ‘It means “from the moment of our birth we begin to die, and the end of our life is closely linked to the beginning of it”.’




  ‘Great. That’s just what we all wanted to hear.’




  ‘It is great. I saw an old English gravestone once. Its occupant had paraphrased Manilius perfectly: “When we to be to be begunne, we did beginne to be undonne.”’




  ‘I don’t get you, Abi. Are you trying to drive us all to collective suicide?’




  ‘No, frater meus. I’m simply trying to put things into perspective. Classical literature helps with that. They’ve been through it all before, you see.’




  ‘What? Floating in a cenote with a bunch of dead bodies?’ Nawal was holding the jack out of the water as if she feared it might rust and start to break up in her hands before she

  could get around to using it.




  ‘When you get a bit older, Nawal – which I agree, at the moment, looks a little unlikely – you’ll realize that there’s nothing new under the sun.’ Abi’s

  eyes travelled along the tangled fissure in the rock face he was intending to use on his way up. ‘Pass me the extinguisher.’




  Rudra handed it over.




  Abi took out the restraining pin and squeezed the trigger. A thin stream of foam jetted across the surface of the cenote.




  ‘Christ, Abi. What are you doing that for? Isn’t the water polluted enough already?’




  ‘Weight, Rudi. I’ve earmarked the extinguisher jacket as a hammer, not as a receptacle to put out fires with. The last thing I need is to lug six litres of useless liquid up the

  cliff face with me. If we hadn’t had the raft, I would have emptied it last night.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘Right. Now you can take it back. Give me the jack, Nawal.’




  Abi launched himself out of the water and rammed the pyramid jack into the crack at the base of the cleft. Then he reached up and screwed it open with the tyre iron. The tyre iron was equipped

  with two protuberances at the distaff end, specifically designed to slip into the winding mechanism of the jack. When the jack was comfortably embedded in the cleft, Abi launched himself out of the

  water again, this time with Rudra’s help, and clambered onto the protruding end, until he was standing with both feet tight to the face of the cliff, maybe a yard and a half above the surface

  of the cenote.




  ‘So far so good. Hand me the other tyre iron and the extinguisher.’




  ‘Jesus, Abi. This is impossible. You’re never going to make it.’




  ‘Hand me the climbing kit, Rudi, or I’ll abandon you here to drown.’




  Rudra handed him the extinguisher and the tyre iron.




  Abi reached above himself and positioned the tyre iron in the cleft. Then he took the hand extinguisher by the trigger mechanism, and hammered the tyre iron home. ‘If I can make it as far

  as that cleft up there, I might be able to belay across to that little outcrop. If I can traverse as far as that, I can rest up a bit and get my bearings. That’s the plan, anyway.’




  ‘How are you going to free the tyre iron? After you’ve released the jack, I mean?’




  ‘I’m going to tie the tow rope to it, Rudi. Then, when I’m safely on the outcrop, I can yank it a few times and it should come free. The art is not to ram it in too

  far.’




  Rudra looked at the girls, who were treading water beside him. He was tempted to comment further, but he could tell by the way they were staring hopefully up at Abi that any observations he

  might make would fall very flat indeed. ‘Good luck, Abi.’




  ‘That’s the understatement of the year.’
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  It took Abi more than an hour, and six near falls, to inch his way the forty feet up to the final ledge. The ledge was situated just ten feet below the upper lip of the

  cenote, but those ten feet might as well have measured ten miles as far as Abi was concerned, for the rock face was as smooth as Plexiglas.




  Abi squatted on the ledge, with his back against the cliff face, and stared down at his brothers and sisters. His clothes, which had begun to dry off during the ascent, were wringing wet with

  sweat.




  The sun had reached its zenith over the cenote. Abi could feel it beating against the top of his head. The unholy mixture of semi-starvation, thirst, and unrelenting heat were threatening to

  give him hallucinations. Twice, early on in the climb, he had fumbled and lost one of the tyre irons, but each time Rudra had either caught it on the wing, or snatched it from the water before it

  had time to sink. Then he had thrown it back up to Abi again, with the girls acting like the backstops of a volleyball team in case he muffed the throw.




  About forty minutes into the climb, Abi had jammed both feet and his one free arm inside the cleft, fearing that he might be about to lose consciousness. He had managed to snatch a five-minute

  breather, after tying the tow rope to the pyramid jack and making a belay of it via a Munter hitch. The thought that he might unexpectedly black out had filled Abi with existential dread. He knew

  for a certainty that once he fell back into the cenote, that would be it – he’d never make it up the cliff face again.




  Abi twisted on the spot and squinted at the area above his head. There was no sign of a handhold. There was no whisper of a striation. There wasn’t even the faint beginnings of a crack

  that he could take advantage of and extend. Just the limestone equivalent of an opaque, marginally convex, sheet of glass.




  ‘Any suggestions anyone?’




  Rudra cleared his throat. ‘Can’t you find anywhere to hammer one of the tyre irons in? To use it like a chisel?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Can you jump, then? Upwards, I mean.’




  ‘No. I’d make it about halfway, then I’d fall back into the cenote and drown. Or as good as. The face is angled.’




  There was a brief moment of silence. ‘What are you going to do, then?’




  ‘I don’t know. It didn’t look this smooth when I checked it out from down below. I can’t believe that rock can change its character like that. This has to have been

  manmade.’




  Nawal drifted into sight below him. ‘Can you weight the end of the tow rope and swing it up and over?’




  ‘Maybe. But what’s it got to latch onto? There’s no wall or anything. We were up there only yesterday. Although it seems about three years ago. You’ve all seen what it

  looks like on the top. Just an area of flat terrain with a few loose rocks.’




  ‘You can’t be sure of that. We weren’t looking at it in that way when we were up there.’




  Abi sighed. ‘You’ve got a point.’




  ‘So what have we got to lose?’




  Nawal swam closer in towards the cliff. Her face was earnest. She looked as if she was about to address a science class. ‘If you were to put the extinguisher through the gap in the car

  jack, Abi, and then screw it down tight, you’d have a pretty effective counterweight. Then you could ram the tyre irons through the jack to give it a sort of porcupine effect. Like one of

  those wartime mines they blew ships up with. That way it might snag on something.’




  ‘What if it snags on something, and when I start climbing up, it un-snags?’




  No one answered.




  ‘Okay then. I’m going to do what Nawal suggests. I can’t squat up here for much longer or I’ll cramp up and take the big dive.’




  Abi unhitched the jack from the tow rope. He screwed the jack open to its fullest extent, and then eased the extinguisher through the middle of the pyramid. When he was satisfied with the fit,

  he screwed the jack down onto the extinguisher so that metal bit into metal.




  ‘Now tie the tow rope onto the jack again before you lever in the tyre irons. Just in case. Wouldn’t do to drop it.’




  ‘Thanks, Nawal. Did anyone ever tell you what a fearful pedant you are?’




  ‘Next, you jam the tyre irons through from either end. If you jam them crosswise through the jack mechanism, they should lock into place.’




  ‘Okay. Hold your horses. I’m doing it.’




  ‘Has it worked?’




  ‘Yes. It’s worked. But I doubt it’ll stand a hard knock. If this thing lands wrong, it will simply loosen up and collapse on us.’




  ‘That’s a risk we have to take.’




  ‘We have to take? We? It’s me who’s taking the fucking risk, not you.’




  ‘So you don’t think we’re risking anything, do you? You think we’re all floating down here thinking, well, that’s great – Abi’s holding all our lives in

  his hands. But it’s okay. We’re easy with that. In the meantime, while he’s busy trying to save us, let’s all go for a doggy paddle to pass the time.’




  Abi puffed out his cheeks. ‘Okay. I’m sorry I said that. It was out of line. But I’m feeling a tiny bit pressured up here. If this thing doesn’t work out, I’m not

  going to sit up here and conduct an autopsy on it. I’m going to dive back into the cenote. Capish?’




  Abi tied one end of the tow rope loosely around his waist. Then he let the jack dangle down below him. Slowly, steadily, he extended the tow rope until he had maybe twenty feet of line swinging,

  like a pendulum, in a tight arc to the cliff face. The further he swung it, though, the more the rope began to swing him.




  Abi soon realized that he would need to take action pronto if he wasn’t to launch himself like a rocket off the ledge, with the rope, the jack, and the extinguisher acting as a convenient

  sheet anchor for when he struck the water and went under.




  On the third swing he twisted his arms up and over in order to give the tow rope a modicum of centrifugal throw out. The jack looped up towards the summit of the cliff. At the very last moment

  Abi rammed himself back against the cliff face and jerked the rope forwards, timing it so that the jack would get a precious extra bit of lateral leverage. The jack pitched onto the ground above

  him with a dull thud, and the rope went slack in his hands. Abi stood on the ledge, breathing deeply.




  ‘You realize when I pull on this, and when the jack doesn’t snag on anything, it’s going to topple off the edge of the cliff, hit me on the head, and pitch me into the

  water?’




  ‘Not if you pull hard enough. That way the jack will fall clear of you. Then all you have to do is not let it unbalance you when the rope tightens on the way down. It’ll give you a

  second bite of the cherry.’




  ‘That’s okay then, Nawal, is it? That’s all clear? I just yank for all I’m worth, and hey presto?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘Can anyone think of a prayer?’




  ‘Just pull it, Abi. Let’s get this over with.’




  Abi gave the rope a yank. The jack came skittering over the edge of the cliff and launched itself into the void.




  ‘Fuck!’




  The extinguisher missed Abi’s head by a foot or so. At the last possible moment he threw himself back against the cliff face and braced himself for the shock of the rope straightening. But

  instead of dragging him over the side, the dead weight at the end of the rope merely scythed across below him, dissipating much of the energy of the drop.




  ‘Jesus, Joseph and Mary. I thought it was going to jerk me off.’




  ‘Abi, if you don’t manage to swing that thing up there and get it to snag, I’m going to jerk you off.’




  ‘But, Nawal, you’re my sister.’




  ‘Enough with the jokes, Abi. You know what I mean. Don’t be so gross. We’re living on borrowed time down here. At least you’re free of the water. Believe me when I say

  it’s getting harder and harder to keep ourselves afloat. If you don’t succeed with this, I shall drown myself. It’s a better bet than slowly starving to death. Or dying of

  exposure.’




  ‘Okay, Nawal. I get the point. I’m going to give it another shot.’




  ‘Check the tyre irons first.’




  ‘To hell with the tyre irons. This time it’s going to work.’ Abi began the second swing. The tow rope jerked into pendulum effect. Abi gave it a lot more elbow grease this time

  around, swinging as hard as he could on each extension, and forcing himself tightly back against the cliff face so that he wouldn’t overset.




  At the last possible moment he hauled upwards and outwards. The weighted jack twisted at the end of its extension, and drifted over the lip of the cliff.




  The moment he heard the jack landing, Abi dragged downwards with his hands. He expected the jack to come swooping over the edge of the cliff again, but this time the jack snagged onto something

  solid. Abi didn’t know what it had snagged on. A body, maybe? But the rope felt taut in his hands for the very first time.
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