

[image: ]








[image: alt]




















Praise for The Dream Quake:





‘Knox’s world is beautifully realised and this novel, like the last, transcends the “teen fiction” label.’ Stephanie Merritt, Observer





‘This remarkable book establishes Elizabeth Knox as an extraordinary talent … Rich, intelligent and capably written. The Dream Quake is a thoroughly accomplished world, reminiscent of Orwell’s lightness of touch and highly politicised satires.’ Books for Keeps





‘Knox’s new novel, The Dream Quake, follows Laura’s quest to conclude The Dreamhunter Duet in a gripping, urgent pursuit that raises the pitch of its predecessor… the lucid and sophisticated prose style that Knox uses for her adult novels is replaced here by a clarity of dialogue and a cracking narrative pace.’ Independent on Sunday








Praise for The Rainbow Opera:





‘Richly imagined… Knox confidently mixes mythology and a lost apocryphal gospel into her sensuous description of landscape.’ Stephanie Merritt, Observer





‘Powerfully portrayed… It will appeal to lovers of fantasy set in the real world, who will eagerly await the resolution in the second volume.’ School Library Journal





‘An ambitious and richly imagined story set in a world parallel to our own… a vibrant and inventive novel.’ Publishing News





‘Knox’s novel is a fresh treatment of adolescent “borderlands”, characterised by considerable inventiveness. There are, unarguably, some engaging lighter moments but the prevailing tone is serious and reflective.’ Books for Keeps





‘This is an accomplished and imaginative book.’ TES





‘Fascinating. Will surely lure readers back for multiple readings.’ Publishers Weekly





‘Readers pining for a fantasist to rival Philip Pullman or Garth Nix may have finally found what they seek.’ Booklist





‘A lyrical, intricate and ferociously intelligent fantasy.’ Kirkus
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On St Lazarus’s Eve in 1906 over one thousand people were at the Rainbow Opera to share a traditional feast-day dream. A dream named Homecoming, performed by the dreamhunter Grace Tiebold.


Grace had told the Opera’s manager that she’d been having trouble falling asleep, and that it wouldn’t do to keep her audience awake and staring at the ceilings of their bedchambers. She’d arranged for another dreamhunter, George Mason, to lie in with her. He had caught Homecoming too and so would boost her already famously powerful performance. Also, Mason was a Soporif. He often worked in hospitals, enhancing the effects of anaesthetics. He would enter the operating theatre before the surgeons and their assistants, and bed down near the prepared patient, for anyone who was close to a Soporif when he fell asleep would fall asleep with him.


At ten that evening Grace and George Mason were settled head to feet in the dreamer’s bed, a silk-upholstered platform at the top of the dais in the centre of the Rainbow Opera’s huge auditorium. The Opera had a full house. Founderston’s fashionable people – magnates, generals, politicians, and the President himself – were all in attendence. The manager was happy and, at the time, looked on the dreamhunter’s change in the evening’s arrangements as a good thing.


By midnight the Opera’s four tiers of balconies were empty, and waiters had collected the cups, liqueur glasses and bonbon trays from the little tables and ottomans around each balcony. The padded doors to the bedchambers were fastened shut. Everyone was in bed – all but the President’s and Secretary of the Interior’s bodyguards, and the men from the fire watch, who were either patrolling balconies and backstairs in their soft-soled shoes, or were at their post in the window of the Rainbow Opera’s control room. The fire watch was awake and vigilant. The building was secure and peaceable. A stage was set in the thousand drowsy heads of the Opera’s patrons.




*





Grace Tiebold lay under the thick, down-filled quilt of the dreamer’s bed. She could hear Mason breathing quietly. She waited to fall through the trapdoor of his sleep into their shared dream. It was nice at least not to have to worry about when she’d drop off.


Instead, Grace worried about her husband, Chorley. Chorley had packed a bag and left the house a week before, and hadn’t told her where he was going. Grace worried about her daughter, Rose, who had been boarding for two terms at Founderston Girls’ Academy, a school that was less than a mile from her home. She worried that Rose, having been sent away by her parents, wouldn’t want to come back and live with them again. Grace wanted to do something to reassure her daughter that they were interested in her. Perhaps she should arange for Rose to come out at the next Presentation Ball, instead of having to wait another year and a half.


Grace worried about her dreamhunter niece, Laura. Since Laura’s father Tziga had disappeared earlier in the year, Laura had been quite distant from her family. But at lunch that afternoon Laura had behaved beautifully. She was polite and affectionate. She had even remembered to bring her aunt and cousin St Lazarus Day gifts – the kind of nice gesture that was usually beyond her. Not that Laura wasn’t nice – only solemn and wrapped up in herself. At lunch Grace had watched Laura smiling as Rose opened her present, a box of musk creams from Farry’s, the family’s favourite confectioner. Grace had thought: ‘She’s finally growing up.’ Rose, even when biting into a musk cream and moaning loudly in delight, didn’t give her mother a moment’s doubt about her maturity.


As Grace waited to fall asleep she mused on that lunch. She fretted. True, Laura had brought gifts and behaved herself, but, as Grace gazed into her memory and studied the face across the restaurant table, she could see that Laura had a look in her eyes, a dangerous look – like those her dreamhunter father had often worn – a kind of dark haze made of desperation and determination and power.


Lying in the white cloud of bed at the pinnacle of the Opera’s dais, Grace thought: ‘What is Laura planning?’


She turned her head and looked over at the second-storey balcony, and the doors to the Hame and Tiebold suites, where Laura and Rose were sleeping. Firmly fastened, the quilted doors gave Grace no clues.


A moment later she was drifting. Something passed through her mind, a proud happiness about her home, her city, her country, the golden age in which she was living, the fine people she’d chosen to manage her world. The thought pleased her – and amused her too, since it was so unlike her. Why should she be thinking of President Wilkinson when she had so much on her mind?


Then Grace saw the crisped, brown, late-summer leaves of oaks in a grove by the road that would take her home. George Mason had fallen asleep and had dropped her into her dream.


And then – suddenly – she wasn’t at home. She was in a coffin, and under the ground, and she could not get out.




*





The Rainbow Opera was oval in shape. One of its longer curves faced the River Sva, the other a paved, crescent-shaped plaza. The building and plaza were enclosed in a high fence, built to keep out anyone hoping to get near enough to the auditorium to pilfer dreams. But the Opera patron’s chauffeurs and coachmen parked overnight in the plaza could go to sleep if they needed to, for dreams very rarely spilled beyond the Opera’s walls.


A dreamhunter’s projection zone was known as his or her ‘penumbra’ – a term borrowed from astronomy, where ‘penumbra’ describes the partial shadow the moon casts on the face of the earth during a total eclipse. (The ‘umbra’, or totality, was the dreamhunter him or herself, asleep, and haloed by the shade of a dream.) Grace Tiebold’s three-hundred-and-seventy-five-yard penumbra could comfortably fill all the Opera’s rooms and spill only a little beyond its walls. If one of the Opera’s security men, patrolling between fence and walls, did happen to hunker down and doze off, he might well find himself involved in one of Grace Tiebold’s dreams. Grace’s brother-in-law, the great dreamhunter Tziga Hame, had had a four-hundred-and-fifty-yard penumbra. Dozing guards or chauffeurs could find themselves immersed in any dream Tziga Hame performed at the Opera. However, city ordinances and cautious supervision by the Dream Regulatory Body had, for years, guaranteed that none of the households above shops in the streets surrounding the Opera would ever feel the faintest bit of colour from any of the Opera’s performances.


That was until the early hours of St Lazarus’s Day, 1906, when sleepers in those houses found themselves snagged by the rim of a great screeching wheel of nightmare. Only its edge – and although they woke with their hearts pounding, and gasping for breath, their distress quickly passed, to be replaced by something else. Fear. They sat up in bed and strained to hear. Some ran to their windows and threw them open and looked towards the festively lit Opera, from which came the sound of screams – a hellish howling that filled the still, chilly spring night.




*





Grace Tiebold knew that she was caught in a nightmare, and wasn’t really in her coffin. She was a skilled and experienced dreamhunter who’d had to free herself from nightmares before. She fought to be free of this one. At first she fought it on its own terms – she struggled with the shroud, tore at the padded satin lining of the coffin, and finally with its undressed wood. She made the futile repeated movements – the clawing, thrashing, hammering – of the person she was in the dream. In the dream, she reminded herself, and kept in mind as the spark of her experience, her mastery of other dreams, brought her back to herself.


Grace finally burst right out of the battered limbs and welter of blood and filth – out of that miserable, suffering self. She jumped like a spectre out of the trapped body, the grave, the dream. For a moment she was paralysed by sleep, then she struggled free of the silk quilt, panting, and found that her face and fingertips were torn and slick with blood.


She fell off the bed, got up, and looked about the auditorium.


The balconies were empty. Electric candles around the walls of each tier, and the unsteady glow of the gas jets beyond the stained glass dome, showed Grace her beautiful Rainbow Opera – just as it always was, but as though turned inside out. Its beauty looked ghastly. The men of the fire watch looked monstrous. George, lying rigid, his face contorted, mouth alternately straining open and snapping shut, looked monstrous too.


Grace picked up the water jug and tipped it over him. For good measure, she slammed the jug itself down onto his chest. The Soporif woke, then rolled onto his side to spit out blood and a piece of cracked tooth. He struggled to rise, but kept flopping back as if stunned.


Grace shouted at the fire watch to sound the alarm bells. She could barely hear her own voice over the storm of screaming that came from the fastened bed chambers.


A door had opened on the second tier, the door to the Tiebold suite. Grace saw her daughter Rose lean over the balcony, her hands gripping its rail. Grace felt herself swoop towards her daughter. She nearly jumped from the dais, stopping herself only just in time. As Rose’s face came into focus Grace saw that her daughter was pale and confused, but not bloodied or maddened.


Rose had looked at her mother, then away. Grace followed her daughter’s gaze and saw someone running towards the fire watch control room.


It was a man in a long coat and broad-brimmed hat. He moved fast, but as though he was skating, his limbs seeming to stretch and blur. He jumped into the control room, among the fire watch.


Then, it seemed, Grace momentarily lost her grip on wakefulness, and the dream came back to change the shape and sense of events she was trying so hard to follow. She saw the coat and hat float to the control room floor. Had the ceiling collapsed? The men of the fire watch appeared to have been knocked flat and were struggling under something that had fallen on them – something dark and heavy. Then one body got to its feet, although it seemed to be covered from head to foot in some crumbling substance, as if it had been in the ground and had emerged contaminated by earth. The body moved towards the alarm board, put out a hand, and was suddenly caught in a cascade of blue sparks. The control room went dark. The bells didn’t sound.


George was still struggling to get up. Grace couldn’t wait for him to recover. She left the dais. The turns in the spiral stairs forced her to lose sight of her daughter several times as she descended. When she was only half-way down, she felt the dream leave the building. It didn’t disperse but departed all at once, like a flock of birds breaking from a stand of trees.


Grace reached the bottom of the dais, and sprinted across the auditorium to the nearest staircase. She ran up it. From above her came the sound of timber splintering.


Half-way up the stairs Grace was knocked back against the wall by a phalanx of men – the President’s bodyguards. They were carrying President Garth Wilkinson on their shoulders, like a body on a bier. Bloody foam spilled from Wilkinson’s gaping mouth.


Grace Tiebold was used to being treated with respect, to being somebody. It was years since she had been shunted aside by anyone. These men did just that – shoved her aside. Worse, she was noticed by the last man. He was rushing too, but he stepped aside to avoid bowling Grace down the stairs. Then he recognised her. His face filled with disgust, and he struck her across the mouth. It was an open-handed slap, but it knocked her down. She clung to the hand rail, her ears ringing. She thought: ‘He thinks the nightmare was me.’


Once she’d had this thought, another followed it: ‘If it wasn’t me, then who was it?’


Then, ‘Laura,’ Grace thought, though she couldn’t think where her niece might have gone to catch a nightmare like that. It was like something from ‘the shadow belt’ – a region in Band X, four days’ walk Into the lifeless desert of the Place. Grace knew that an eight-day walk In and out again was beyond Laura’s stamina, that her niece was simply too small and weak to carry enough water for a journey of that length. So where had the nightmare come from? How had Laura managed to catch it? And why would Laura bring a dreadful thing like that to the Rainbow Opera on St Lazarus’s Eve?


Grace collected herself and went on. She reached the top of the stairs and saw her daughter. Rose’s jaw went slack, and she took a step back, apparently appalled at her mother’s appearance. Grace ran to Rose, took her hands, and scanned her face. Rose was unhurt – her lips were mauve but, Grace recalled, that was the stain of the musk creams she had been nibbling since lunch.


The terrible howling had stopped. Behind the Opera’s doors people had begun to call out for help – a sane, human clamour. A few began to spill out onto the balconies.


The door of the Hame suite opened and Laura emerged, her face white, and mouth bloody. She was clumsily unwinding bandages from her hands.


Grace called to her. Laura looked at her aunt, her expression closed and remote.


There was a loud crash from the auditorium. Grace turned and saw that George Mason was in trouble. A group of men were making their way up the spiral stairs, with murder in their eyes. George had hurled his own water jug at them. For a moment they fell back, shielding their faces with their hands, then they continued to climb.


The control room was dark, but the alarm board was cascading sparks, by the light of which Grace could see several of the fire watch leaning across the sill of the window that looked out over the auditorium. They appeared stunned and battered.


Grace ignored the sounds behind her – of breaking glass, and her niece calling to someone – and shouted across the auditorium to the fire watch. ‘Please help him!’ She gestured towards Mason.


A long moment went by. The Opera’s rooms disgorged retching, staggering people. Grace yelled some more. She still had hold of Rose, who was trying to pull away. Grace hung onto her daughter but kept her attention on the control room and fire watch. She urged them to do something. In another moment George would be overwhelmed. The dais was so packed now that Grace imagined she could see it swaying. Finally the fire watch pulled themselves together and, lit by blue flashes, began to move, and act.


As Grace turned back to her daughter, Rose broke away and rushed to the stairs that led to the dreamer’s door. Rose stopped, clinging to the door frame and peered down into the dark. The lights seemed to have failed in the stairwell. ‘Rose!’ Grace called, and her daughter turned and came back. ‘Are those stairs clear?’ Grace asked – she was thinking how they might avoid the angry crowd.


‘No. Laura went down there. It took her,’ Rose said. She was stammering with shock. ‘Did you see it?’


Grace frowned at her daughter and touched her forehead. ‘Darling, we have to hide,’ Grace said, gently. Then she grabbed Rose and propelled her towards the private balcony of the Presidential Suite. These balconies were usually locked, but Grace was hoping that, since the President had been carried to safety, his bodyguards hadn’t bothered to close the door behind them when they fled.


The first door was not only open, but broken and hanging from one hinge. The balcony was empty but for an overturned chair. Grace hustled her daughter into the Suite. She pulled the door closed and bolted it.


For the next five minutes Rose and Grace hid, cowering, as an enraged crowd beat on the bolted door. Then they heard police whistles.


Rose tried to talk in stops and starts. She said to her mother, ‘Did you see it? What was it? Why did Laura want that? Why was she calling it to her?’


And to these incoherent questions Grace could only reply, ‘It was a dream, darling, only a dream. It must have seemed like that to Laura, too. Just a dream. She’s not like you and me.’




*





Secretary Doran wasn’t carried off by his bodyguards. For one thing he had only two of them, men in opulent silk dressing gowns worn over evening dress, who might be mistaken for his guests. For another, unlike President Wilkinson, Cas Doran wasn’t incapacitated by the nightmare. He’d sampled nightmares before.


Once he managed to drag his consciousness and his intelligence free of it, Doran first checked on all his people – his bodyguards, who had been awake throughout, and who had stationed themselves at the door to the suite, where, they reported to their employer, they’d heard someone smashing through all the doors that sealed off the row of private balconies. Doran checked on his son, Ru, who was vomiting into a basin in the bathroom. He checked on Maze Plasir’s apprentice, who had been invited to the Opera because Plasir had loaded him with a dream doctored to colour the few moments of sleep before Grace Tiebold’s dream commenced, to fill the Opera patrons’ drowsy brains with the impression that they were in the hands of a very good government – an irreplaceable government. Doran found the young Colourist uninjured, but rigid with fright – he had wet his bed. The boy was too shocked and ashamed even to attempt an apology. He stood by the bed, shivering so hard that the silk of the drooping crotch of his trousers made a wet flapping noise. Doran stripped the quilt from the bed and wrapped it around the boy. He took him into the suite’s sitting room and sat him beside Ru, who had stopped being sick and had some of his colour back. One of Doran’s bodyguards told him that his lips were bleeding and passed him a towel. Doran pressed it against his mouth and went to the door of the suite, where he stood listening to shouts and breakage and pounding feet. Then, distant at first, but coming closer, police whistles.


Doran and his bodyguards exchanged glances, then Doran unbolted the door.


The balcony was empty, but the doors at either end were wrenched out of their frames, timber splintered around latch and hinge.


A phalanx of blue uniforms was thrusting its way up the spiral stair of the dreamer’s dais. The stair was packed with struggling bodies in torn silk nightwear. Doran spotted several members of the Opera’s fire watch among them, on the stair and trying to defend the platform on top of the dais. George Mason was on his stomach on the dreamer’s bed. Two men had hold of his kicking legs and were dragging him towards the maw of the crowd. Mason clung with both hands to the headboard.


Another cluster of police emerged from the main staircase into the auditorium and fought their way through, striking at all about them with their black truncheons. In their midst Cas Doran glimpsed the slight form of Grace Tiebold. The dreamhunter was hustled out of the building.


The police on the dais had secured Mason. They threw a quilt over his head and gathered themselves around him and defended the bed till reinforcements arrived – another fifty or so constables who erupted into the auditorium through every entrance. Several were carrying rifles.


The mêlée blew apart everywhere the armed police appeared, people scattering from the sight of the guns and truncheons, those who were staggering suddenly fleet. The crowd began to press out of the Opera into the surrounding streets.


Doran turned to his bodyguards, his son, and the shivering Colourist. ‘I think we might venture out now,’ he said.




*





Rose emerged from behind the door of the President’s suite, where she’d hidden with her mother for a terribly long time – though it was perhaps only five minutes. The police had appeared and carried Grace off. The mob had poured away after them.


Rose took a seat on an ottoman on the balcony. She was quietly beside herself. Her mind was in good working order, but her feelings seemed to have gone to sleep. She’d been shocked before in her life, when she’d failed her Try and found she couldn’t enter the Place and wouldn’t become a dreamhunter. But this, she supposed, was what it was like to be in shock.


She had discovered that her cousin Laura was on friendly terms with a monster.


Laura had called on the monster’s help and had fled the Opera wrapped in its glistening, inhuman arms. This discovery was such a dislocation in Rose’s sense of what she knew about Laura – never mind the world – that Rose had the impression that, if the world wasn’t quite itself, then she wasn’t herself either. Any moment now she’d do something strange, like poke out her own eyes or jump off the balcony. She would do so solely out of a crazed urge to check that what she had always thought was true – Rose and Laura, Laura and Rose, together in a world without monsters – was still true.


To make matters worse, it seemed that Rose’s mother hadn’t seen the monster. Grace had been too intent on the fire watch and George Mason. When Rose told Grace that a monster had carried Laura off, her mother had touched her forehead as though testing for fever.


Rose wound a lock of her long hair around her fingers and dragged on it. The steady pressure made her tilt her head, then stoop. She concentrated on the fiery patch of pain. Then someone near her said, ‘It’s Rose, isn’t it?’




*





Cas Doran and his party made their way from the balcony of his suite, through the smashed, skewed doors of the suite belonging to the Speaker of the House, and onto the President’s balcony. There they found a girl sitting slumped and knock-kneed on an ottoman and tugging severely on a lock of her long golden hair. Doran removed the towel from his bleeding mouth and said, ‘It’s Rose, isn’t it?’


Rose Tiebold was a friend of his daughter, Mamie. The girls were in the same class at Founderston Girls’ Academy.


Rose let go of her hair and her head bobbed up. She straightened and looked at him, his son Ru, the bodyguards, Plasir’s apprentice. ‘The police took my mother away with them,’ she said.


‘For her own protection,’ said Doran. ‘But – did they just leave you here alone?’


Rose glanced over her shoulder at the door to the President’s suite. Its surface was dented and gouged. ‘The crowd followed the police. They were throwing things at Ma. Mostly only their slippers, thank God. I was behind the door when it opened. Suddenly everyone was gone.’ She rubbed at her scalp. ‘Ouch,’ she said. ‘I think I’ve pulled my thoughts into line.’


‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Doran. The girl was a little hysterical, he thought. It was to be expected. He caught her under her elbow and helped her up. She flopped against him, then said, ‘Oh – Mamie’s father.’ She sounded as though she were making a note of it, her tone musing and cautious.


‘We’ll get you out of here,’ Doran said. ‘Come along.’


The building was emptying. There were ambulances in the plaza. People were being seen to, bandaged, offered blankets and sweet tea.


Doran took a blanket and draped it around Rose. He got the attention of a captain of the police and called him over.


‘I’m rich in witnesses,’ the captain said, ‘but of course they all want to go home. I have my men taking names and addresses.’


‘Good,’ said Doran. ‘Were there any serious injuries? Or arrests?’


‘There were people who couldn’t be calmed down. We took some into custody. Others were taken in ambulances to Pike Street Hospital. I imagine the Regulatory Body will want to interview witnesses?’


‘Yes.’


‘The dreamhunters have gone to the city barracks. They’ll be safe there. I have to say, Secretary Doran, some of what I’m hearing sounds like plain nonsense. Half these people were running around while still asleep, I think.’


A dishevelled youth, blanket floating behind him like batwings, barged past the police captain shouting, ‘Rose! Rose!’


‘Sandy!’ Rose said.


The police captain seized the youth by the collar of his pyjamas.


‘Where’s Laura?’ the young man asked. His eyes stayed on Rose’s face while his fingers grappled with the policeman’s hand, slipping, for they were covered in bleeding bite marks.


Doran spotted the copper tags that swung flashing through the gap in the front of the young man’s pyjama jacket. He said to the police captain, ‘This is another dreamhunter. You should make sure you catch any who were here. It’s almost certain that the nightmare has printed itself on them. They’ll be reproducing it in a diminished form for the next few nights.’


The young man looked at Cas Doran then, his eyes wide. He moaned.


‘Sandy, your uncle is with my mother at the police barracks,’ Rose said.


Cas Doran thought: ‘This is George Mason’s nephew, asking after Laura Hame, desperate with worry.’


‘Where is she?’ Sandy Mason said again.


Rose’s eyes flicked sideways – met Doran’s gaze – then returned to Sandy’s face. ‘She ran off. She was scared. I had bare feet, there was glass on the stairs.’ Rose was explaining how she and her cousin had become separated.


Cas Doran knew – because it had been described to him – that the nightmare he had just experienced was Tziga Hame’s Buried Alive, a dream Hame had caught for the first time the previous spring and had performed in prisons in a couple of week-long stints in spring and early summer. Hame had had Buried Alive the night he jumped from a pier while walking under escort between the Regulatory Body’s special train and Westport’s Pier Prison. Hame’s family seemed to accept the fiction that he had disappeared while attempting a solo crossing of the Place. The story – the cover-up – wasn’t Doran’s idea. He knew nothing about it until it was done: a sloppy deception, a forged signature in the Intentions Book at the ranger station in Doorhandle. Hame’s sister-in-law Grace Tiebold had organised a search party and had taken it In looking for a body.


There was no body. No body mummifying in the Place, nor, in fact, where it should be, in a pauper’s grave belonging to Magdalene Charity Hospital in Westport. But Hame’s family seemed prepared to accept his passing without a body to bury. They were even planning a memorial service. Cas Doran knew all this, and he also knew that Tziga Hame’s sister, Marta, opposed the planned service. Marta Hame was a very religious woman and – Doran figured – the only reason she could have for not wanting the proper ceremony was if she thought her brother was, in fact, still alive.


Cas Doran looked back at the Opera, its walls blackened by heaving, magnified shadows. He looked at all the tattered fingers and clawed faces and thought: ‘Hame is alive.’ Hame’s nightmare had not been felt in the world since he disappeared. And yet tonight, when the Opera’s patrons were expecting a seasonal performance of Homecoming, here it was, bursting out of an unknown grave – Hame’s grave – like a blood-soaked revenant.


Doran set his hands on Sandy Mason’s bullish neck and held him hard. ‘Who was Laura Hame with?’ he demanded.


Sandy looked baffled. ‘She was with Miss Tiebold. That’s why I’m asking Miss Tiebold where she is.’


‘Laura was in bed with me,’ Rose said.


Cas Doran studied Rose’s face and saw that she was much more composed than she had been only moments before.


‘We didn’t sleep. We were talking. When the screaming started Laura got scared and bolted down the stairs to the dreamer’s door,’ Rose said, looking from Doran to Sandy.


Sandy was stricken. He writhed out of Doran’s grip. ‘We have to find her!’


‘Oh – yes,’ said Rose. She laid a hand on Cas Doran’s arm. ‘Secretary Doran, could you please have someone take me home? Laura will have run there.’


‘No. I won’t feel clear in my conscience unless I take you home with me, Rose. Mamie’s mother wouldn’t forgive me for failing to do so. I’ll send some people around to your house to find your cousin. I’m sure you’re right and she’s there.’ Doran regarded Sandy. ‘As for you, Mr Mason – the police and Body officials are gathering exposed dreamhunters so they can be quarantined. It’s a matter of public safety. I’m sure you understand. And you will need some easing through it.’ Doran patted Sandy Mason’s shoulder. ‘We’ll let you know how your friend is as soon as we locate her.’


Sandy slumped, but nodded.


Doran signalled to a bowler-hatted Regulatory Body official. The man came to him.


‘I have a dreamhunter here,’ Doran said, one hand resting on Sandy in a proprietary way, ‘and Maze Plasir’s apprentice is standing over there with my son. Also, Miss Tiebold tells me that her cousin – the dreamhunter Laura Hame – will have run home.’


‘She didn’t sleep,’ Rose said again. ‘We were talking.’ Then her eyelids fluttered as if she were about faint and she began to laugh, semi-hysterical again.


The official took hold of Sandy and escorted him away.


‘Your cousin’s beau?’ Doran asked.


Rose stopped laughing and said, ‘I’m sure I wouldn’t know,’ every inch a Founderston Girls’ Academy senior asserting her sense of what was proper. And Cas Doran realised with a small shock that he knew very well what her life was like. Rose Tiebold had the kind of agile spirit to be found in those who straddled very different worlds. She attended a fashionable school, had all the manners of a nice young lady – in other words, she prickled with barbed boundaries – but she was also from a dreamhunting family, and party to the daily phantasmagoria of life with dreamhunters, to their frequent exhaustion and feverish wildness.


These dreamhunters – they were his. His responsibility, his study, his stock-in-trade. But Cas Doran was not a dreamhunter, nor was anyone in his family. He lived a regular domestic life in a household run by a refined woman – herself a graduate of the Girls’ Academy. And that is how Cas Doran knew what Rose Tiebold’s life was like: how contradictory it must be. Because, even given the differences in their age and occupation, this girl was in some ways like him.


Rose was squinting against the headlamps of his car, which his chauffeur had driven slowly and expertly through the thronging people. The chauffeur put his hand on the top of the windscreen, stood up and called to Doran. ‘Sir!’


‘Good work!’ Doran called back. He took Rose’s arm. ‘Come,’ he said, tenderly. ‘There’s no need for you to try to think it all through now. I’m sure we’ll find your cousin and she’ll be all right. Your mother will be perfectly safe at the police barracks, and cared for – I’ll see to that myself. We’ll send for your father – wherever he is. You must be worn out. If, as you say, you didn’t sleep, it is safe for you to sleep now.’




*





Rose went with Secretary Doran. He spoke soothingly, said that everything would be all right. He handed her into the car. Its interior smelled pleasantly of new leather. Rose realised that there had been some terrible smells, as well as terrible sights, in the plaza.


The car began to move again, easing its way through the thronging people. There were seething shadows in the plaza, interrupting the lights from streets and houses. Rose stared at Doran’s profile. In the light ghosting over his face Doran looked grim and intent, like someone making ready for a fight. Then he turned and smiled at her.


Rose knew she’d do everything she could to keep people from guessing that it was her cousin’s nightmare. Before too long she’d speak to Laura, then she would know why her cousin had done it. There would be a reason, some kind of sense. Rose suspected it was something to do with the letter Laura had torn up, a last letter from her missing father.


The letter had, for some reason unfathomable at the time, been partly buried in a large amount of sand in Laura’s bedroom at Summerfort. Laura had been Into the Place illicitly, looking for clues as to why her father had disappeared. She was back in Summerfort when Rose and Rose’s father, Chorley, found her. Laura had kept them out of her bedroom, then, when she had finally opened the door, they’d found her standing up to her ankles in a pile of sand. The envelope that held the letter was sticking out of it.


Sand!


That very night – St Lazarus’s Eve – when the howls of terror had wound down, Rose had seen her cousin emerge from the Hame suite, and stand for a moment unwinding bandages from her hands. Laura had looked up at Rose, then seemed to dismiss her. She began to call. What Laura shouted sounded like nonsense, but it was a name. At her call a monster had come running. A great statue in the shape of a man – beautifully muscled, nobly serene. A man apparently made of sand. The monster had swept Laura up in his arms and run to the stairs down to the dreamer’s door. Rose had tried to break away from her mother to follow them. But Rose’s mother had kept a firm hold on her. Then Rose, straining after Laura, had seen something. She saw the name Laura had called was scored in the sand on the back of the monster’s neck. Four letters: N O W N.


Rose was trembling. Secretary Doran touched her arm and said, ‘How are you, Rose?’ Then, ‘We’ll be home shortly.’


There was no one in the world Rose was closer to than Laura, but Rose had known nothing of any of this – the nightmare, or the monster. She felt herself shrinking. She didn’t know anything. All her schoolmates thought she was a bit of a hero, but she wasn’t. She was baffled, and in the dark.



















Two
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Laura’s sandman carried her all night. He walked for twenty miles, following the railway line south-west from Founderston, travelling along the trackbed with long, rocking strides. Laura was careful to keep her eyes open. She was afraid of waking up in her dream again, of opening her eyes on blackness and the chilly embrace of a satin shroud.


They left the railway tracks at the small station near Marta Hame’s house. They didn’t follow the road, for it was getting light, a dull twilight rinsed by drizzle.


As Nown clambered up a hillside Laura heard sheep pattering away from them. She saw the flock pour down a slope together and flow into the groove of a gully, like raindrops on a large leaf spilling to pool at the stem.


Nown pressed down the top wire of a fence and the whole thing strained, twanging along its length. He stepped over it.


At the edge of Aunt Marta’s yard Laura told Nown to stop. She slid from his arms and he steadied her till she found her feet. She said, ‘You hide yourself. But stay near.’ Then she recalled that she had set him free.


Nown had helped her do what her father had asked in the letter he left for her. Laura hated having to catch Buried Alive, and overdream her unsuspecting Aunt Grace. But it did seem the only way of letting people know that prisons were using nightmares to subdue convicts. As Laura had gone about catching and delivering Buried Alive, she had come to understand that her sandman had doubts about what she was doing. When he tried to speak to her she had silenced him.


She had made him, he was her servant, bound to obey her by rules she knew she didn’t fully understand. But she did understand the most simple rules of the spell that had made him. She knew that if she erased the W in his name, made it NON instead of NOWN, he would fall apart, as her father’s sandman had. And she knew that if, instead, she erased the first N in his name, he’d be his own – free. With Nown’s help Laura had completed the task her father had set her. Then she found that what she wanted next wasn’t obedient help, but guidance and wisdom – and to be cherished.


So it was that, a few hours before, in the dark of night, when frost was first forming on the timber sleepers of the railway line they walked along, Laura had leaned over her sandman’s shoulder and scratched out one letter on the back of his neck, the first N in his name. She’d freed him. And he didn’t leave her (as her father had) – instead, he gathered her close and kept on walking.


‘You hide yourself, but stay near,’ she told him, then stood for a moment stupefied by the thought that since she’d freed him he didn’t need to obey her. Then – ‘I’m soaking wet,’ she said, ‘I must go in. Will you wait for me?’


‘Yes,’ said Nown.


Laura approached the house. She went up the steps to the porch. As soon as her foot touched the top step barking erupted from within. It was Downright, her aunt’s dog. She heard the dog coming till he was on the other side of the door, his nails clicking on the timber floor as he danced about.


Laura called through the door, ‘It’s me, Laura!’


Downright paused to listen then began to bark again.


The stained glass around the door lit up as a lamp was carried to it. It was Mr Bridges, one of Aunt Marta’s elderly servants. Laura heard the man speak sharply to Downright. Then Marta joined him, calming her dog with praise. ‘There’s a good boy, settle down now.’ The bolt rattled, the door opened, and two people and the dog all stared at Laura.


Downright surged forward, and his collar jerked free from Marta’s grip. He brushed past Laura, ran outside, and began to track back and forth across the lawn with his nose down. He reached the long grass at the edge of the mown area and stood stiff-legged, silent, pointing. Then his ears went back and he hunkered down on his haunches, made a tight turn, and scuttled back across the lawn. He pushed past the people in the doorway and vanished into the dark dead-end below the main staircase, where he cowered, whimpering.


Marta looked at her dog, frowned, then drew Laura indoors. She released her niece and looked at her wet hands. ‘What is this?’ she said. ‘Where have you come from? And what on earth are you wearing?’


‘I walked here. I’m wet through,’ Laura said.


Marta made a small sound between grunt and gasp, more exasperated than shocked. She took hold of Laura and hustled her up the stairs, issuing instructions over her shoulder about breakfast.


Marta’s bedroom was warm, last night’s fire smoking still. She gave her niece a nightgown and told her to change out of her wet clothes and get under the covers. Marta poked at the fire, put on more coal. Laura stripped off her silk pyjamas, which weren’t evenly soaked – no, her back and seat and one shoulder were dry, for they had lain against the shelter of Nown’s body. Laura could see that the pattern was incongruous, so she crumbled the silk into a wad so that the very dry patches blotted the wet. She dropped the bundled pyjamas and put on her aunt’s nightgown. Her bare feet tingled with the blood coming back into them. She climbed into her aunt’s bed, but remained sitting. ‘I mustn’t sleep,’ she said.


Marta got up from the hearth and stared at Laura. ‘What have you done?’ she said.


‘I showed them.’ Laura shivered.


Marta put on her dressing gown and stood at the mirror to brush out her plait. She wound her hair into a coil, and pinned it. She was silent throughout, and it was as though she hadn’t heard Laura. But then, without turning, she met her niece’s gaze in the mirror and asked, ‘What did you show them, Laura?’


‘What happens,’ Laura said. She opened her mouth again to add, ‘The dreams they take to the prisons,’ but something inside her interrupted. It wasn’t like being interrupted by her own thoughts. She recognised it as different from her, a fragment of planted intelligence, something that had come to her with the dream. It seemed to say, ‘What has happened,’ to warn, ‘What will happen.’


‘Laura.’ Aunt Marta was sitting on the bed beside her, hands gripping her shoulders. ‘Lie back, girl, you’re faint. Your face is completely white. You can sleep if you need to. No one in this house is about to go back to bed.’ Marta began to muse. ‘Though, really, if your dream is that dire, I will have to have you moved elsewhere.’


Laura put her head back on the pillow. Her shivering began to subside. She closed her eyes. A moment later she felt her aunt lift the covers. Marta said, ‘You weren’t wearing any shoes, but your feet are clean. Who brought you here? Who else knows you’re here?’


‘No one,’ Laura said. ‘I came on my own.’ In her mind she saw the three remaining letters on the back of Nown’s neck. She flicked her thumb against her forefinger and felt the sand packed under her fingernail.


Her aunt said, ‘Why did you choose to come here?’


‘I haven’t anywhere else to go. Everyone will be angry with me,’ she said, and thought: ‘and it was raining.’


She had been wet and cold. But if, when the day came, the sun had appeared too, then she might have asked Nown to keep on walking, to carry her away somewhere, as if a spell held her together, instead of all her regular needs – food and shelter, clothes and money.


The bedroom door closed. Aunt Marta had gone out. Laura opened her eyes and looked around at the plaster decorations on the ceiling, the white ropes of leaves and flowers gathered at four corners of the room by big bows borne by birds in flight.


Once she was warm Laura got out of bed and stood at the window. It was a grey morning, not much more light than the dawn had been. Laura saw Mr Bridges hurrying off down the road, patting one pocket as he went.


The bedroom door opened. ‘Get back into bed,’ Marta said. ‘I’ve sent Mr Bridges to the telegraph at the station. I feel the need of some advice. You were always an honest girl, Laura, and open – without having picked up that habit the Tiebolds have of broadcasting constant reports on their mental weather …’


Laura got back into bed, remained sitting, but drew the covers up to her chin. She listened to her aunt mutter about the shortcomings of the rest of her family. Marta was opening drawers and rattling coat-hangers in her wardrobe as she spoke. ‘You were honest, but now I see you’re heading down the same path your father took. You have to understand that you shouldn’t abuse your gift for any reason. Not for any reason.’


‘I’m not. You’ll see.’


Marta shook her head, bundled her clothes in her arms and went out of the bedroom again.


Half an hour went by. Mrs Bridges came in with breakfast on a tray. She too told Laura that her husband had gone to the station’s telegraph office. ‘Miss Marta has asked her friend the Grand Patriarch to send a car – “immediately” is what she wrote.’


It appeared that Laura had come all this way only to be carried back to Founderston.


Mrs Bridges shovelled more coal into the grate, then said, ‘You should tuck in, dear. You must be famished. Here, let me take the top off that egg.’ The woman came and did that, and then stood making soothing noises over Laura as she ate. ‘That’s right. Get that down you,’ she said, and, ‘Have some more toast. My quince jelly turned out particularly well this year.’


When Mrs Bridges finally left, Laura eased the tray off her legs and got out of bed. She posted herself at the window and waited. Mr Bridges came back along the road and turned in at the gate. Once he was indoors, Laura pushed up the sash and thrust her head out. It was dull full daylight outside, but Laura couldn’t see where Nown might have hidden himself. She called his name – in a loud whisper.


Behind her the bedroom door opened. ‘Get away from that window!’ commanded Aunt Marta.


Laura took her knee off the sill and shuffled back to the bed. Her aunt’s nightdress was too long for her.


Marta closed her wardrobe doors. She turned the key in the lock, removed it and put it in her pocket. ‘I have nothing that would fit you anyway. You’d be swimming in all my dresses,’ Aunt Marta said. ‘And this way you won’t think of setting out cross-country again.’


‘Mrs Bridges told me you asked the Grand Patriarch to send a car.’


‘That’s right. Upon reflection I’ve decided that I can’t turn the Bridges out of their beds just because you’re carrying a nightmare.’


Laura’s aunt stood straight-backed, with one hand pressed flat to her pocket as though she thought the key might leap out of it. Her face was stern and full of suspicion. ‘While I am pleased that you think you can come to me, Laura,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid that this is all a bit beyond me.’


When Laura had last visited Marta, she’d had her aunt teach her ‘The Measures’. Laura had told her aunt that she had been talking with her father about ‘The Measures’ and other old Hame songs the last times she saw him, at Summerfort and on Sisters Beach station before the special train carried him away. She’d told her aunt that her father said the songs were his only real family legacy, and that she should know them. Marta Hame had, till recently, been the choir mistress at the Temple in Founderston. She was a musician, a music teacher and a Hame – the ideal person for Laura to ask about the family music. But Laura hadn’t been collecting songs to remember her father by – no, she had wanted to learn ‘The Measures’ because it was a spell, a recipe for making a servant out of earth. Now, looking at her aunt, Laura wondered how Marta could know the chant and not know what it could do.


Laura’s aunt said, ‘Erasmus will tell me how to handle you.’


Laura laughed and shook her head, partly out of a sense of absurdity – her aunt had such faith in her friend and spiritual guide, the Grand Patriarch of the Southern Orthodox Church. But the Grand Patriarch was always speaking out against dreamhunters and dream palaces. According to him, the Rainbow Opera was a place where people indulged in ‘a second-hand education of the senses’ and ‘acts without consequences’. What kind of advice could the Grand Patriarch offer a law-breaking dreamhunter? All he believed in was abstinence. Besides, Laura hadn’t wanted advice, she’d only wanted to get the job done.


Marta pulled the window closed before she left the room. For a long time Laura didn’t dare to stir. She was sure that her aunt was just beyond the door, listening for movement. Laura waited. She became drowsy, and it was her drowsiness that frightened her out of the warm bed and across the room. For a minute she stood pressed against the window – her face turned to the door. There was a light in the hall, a candle perhaps, its wavering radiance lancing through the keyhole. Laura watched it, and the strain of watching was so great, and she so still, that everything seemed to come to life around her, the bedroom furniture, the plaster garlands carried by plaster birds, the patterns on the carpet – everything became animated and seemed to watch her back. Laura felt like a wild animal; she ached for escape.


After a long time she turned back to the window.


Nown was standing on the lawn looking up at her.


Laura pushed the sash open and swung her legs over the sill. She stepped out onto the cold, corrugated iron of the veranda roof. She walked as far as she could, to where the curve began to plunge down to the guttering.


Nown stalked nearer, till he stood at the veranda rail, directly beneath her.


Laura looked down into his black-banded, statuesque eyes and thought that it wasn’t really any wonder that she’d imagined the bedroom furniture had come to life. Nown was made of inanimate matter, sand all the way through – and yet here he was, waiting to hear what she wanted. She said, ‘My aunt has sent for a car. She’s taking me back to Founderston. Not to the authorities though, I think.’


Nown didn’t move, show surprise, nod to acknowledge he’d heard, or make any noise to encourage her to go on speaking.


Laura looked around the misty farmland. She saw a pine plantation – trees black in the mist – growing on the curve of the nearest hill like the neatly cropped mane of a cavalry horse. She pointed. ‘Wait for me there, in that forest. Can you do that? I’ll be back as soon as I’m able. I don’t want anyone to see you.’


Nown didn’t reply – he didn’t say ‘I’ll do that.’


‘Please,’ she said.


He lifted his arms and held them out. He didn’t say anything, but the gesture meant, ‘Jump!’ It meant, ‘Jump, and I’ll catch you.’


From the room behind her Laura heard her aunt, shocked, shouting, ‘Laura! What are you doing out there? Come back inside this instant!’


Laura took one last look at her sandman’s open arms, his black-banded, brilliant eyes, then turned and made her way carefully back to the open window and stepped into the warm bedroom.



















Three




[image: ]








The day before – St Lazarus’s Eve – when Laura’s overnight train had arrived in Founderston at nine-thirty in the morning, she had pushed three envelopes into the post box on the concourse of the station.


The letters were collected and sorted at the Central Post Office. None made the ten-thirty delivery. All three went out at noon.


One landed at twelve-forty in the basket of the assistant to the Director of the Regulatory Body. It was still lying there unopened when the man put on his coat and hat at 1 p.m. – the beginning of his half-day holiday – and went out to meet his wife at the People’s Gardens.


The second letter was delivered to the Temple at noon, but the Temple was always busy over the feast of St Lazarus, and the letter didn’t find its way into the hands of Father Roy, the Grand Patriarch’s secretary, until seven the following morning. When the Grand Patriarch returned to the vestry after the celebration of early mass he was met by Father Roy, with the letter, and a telegraph from his friend Marta Hame asking him to send a car to her house. The Grand Patriarch read Marta’s message and despatched a car. He read the letter, then handed it back to Father Roy and said, ‘Perhaps this explains the crowd at mass. Much more than the usual Lazarus Day throng. There were people wrapped in blankets standing at the back, and lining the aisles. They looked as if they’d wandered in from a disaster.’


The Grand Patriarch went back to his apartments and sat down to breakfast and the morning paper. The paper carried a red ‘Stop Press’ report of the riot at the Rainbow Opera.


The third letter found its way to the mail room of the Founderston Herald shortly after noon on St Lazarus’s Eve, then languished among dozens of other letters to the editor because the paper was being put to bed early that day – printers into double time to get out the holiday edition, a paper full of advertisements, announcements of engagements and the Ladies’ Supplement’s thoughts on hats and tango heels. At midnight on St Lazarus’s Eve the skinny, seedy little man whose job it was to sift through letters to the editor burst out of the nearly deserted Herald offices and into the street to jog several blocks and over a bridge to the Isle of the Temple. He arrived in time to see bloodied people spilling out of the Rainbow Opera, and the first constables pushing their way in. Despite his protests he was turned away from the Crescent Plaza by the police. It was hours before he managed to find the Herald’s editor, who was at home by then, cleaned up, but still grey-faced, and with fresh scabs on his scalp from where he’d torn at his own hair. The skinny, seedy man handed the letter to his editor, who peered at the elongated, backwards-sloping handwriting, and read: 




Dear Sir


Please publish this letter. It has come to our attention that the Dream Regulatory Body has been using nightmares to terrorise and subdue the inmates of this nation’s prisons in order to guarantee a co-operative labour force to work in mines and factories and on road and rail projects.





The accusation was all in one long, mad, bad sentence. The editor frowned, and read on:




The public may already be aware that dreams are used for education and rehabilitation in prisons. But the public does not know that instead of sharing dreams about the wages of their sins the prisoners are forced to endure frightful nightmares from which no one could learn anything.





‘The author of this letter has a large vocabulary, but is semi-literate in my opinion,’ said the editor.




The nightmare broadcast in the Rainbow Opera on St Lazarus’s Eve is one such dream. We have overdreamed Grace Tiebold’s Homecoming so that the public will know that this is what it is like for those prisoners. We did it in order to wake the public conscience.


Stop the torture!


Lazarus





‘I’ll deal with this,’ said the editor to his assistant. He saw the man to the door then sat down to compose a note to his friend Cas Doran, the Secretary of the Interior.




*





The police handwriting expert peered at the two letters, the one that began ‘Dear Sir, Please publish this letter’ and the other beginning ‘The time has come for the Regulatory Body to submit to judgement’. He said that the writer was left-handed, and secretive. ‘Look at those backwards-sloping letters.’ He said that the stationery was the same for both letters, but that one page was more yellowed than the other, perhaps the top sheet of a pad that had sat around in sunlight for some time. It was export-quality linen paper, manufactured in a certain paper mill in the south. The letters had probably been written at a desk equipped with a writing set, because the ink was blotted with sand. The handwriting was highly distinctive, fluent and not, the expert thought, a disguised hand. ‘But it seems to me that the handwriting is more mature than the composition – the bad grammar and poor punctuation.’


Having given his opinion, the handwriting expert was shown from the room. Cas Doran, the detective inspector from Founderston Barracks and the director of the Regulatory Body were left alone.


The detective inspector said, ‘Before we ask Grace Tiebold in here we should think about charges.’


Doran closed his eyes, saw darkness, winced and opened them again. His mouth and jaw were sore. It hurt him to speak. ‘What can she or Mason be charged with? There is no crime of “Grievous Mental Harm”.’


‘Perhaps there should be.’


‘Certainly not,’ said Doran. ‘We’d then have this Lazarus and his allies bringing criminal charges against the Regulatory Body and the Department of Corrections.’


At this the detective inspector merely cleared his throat. Then he said, ‘So, you believe this Lazarus has allies?’


‘Yes. The letter says, “We have overdreamed”, and “It has come to our attention”. But I doubt that “we” is George Mason and Grace Tiebold.’


‘Mason and Tiebold could be charged with disturbing the peace,’ said the detective inspector.


Doran shook his head. ‘There are regulations that cover safe practices in Dream Palaces, just as there are regulations that govern how many fire escapes any new building must have. But the regulations haven’t thought to ban Soporifs from sleeping in Dream Palaces. Though – believe me – that’s about to change.’


The detective inspector sighed. He would have been much happier if he was closer to an arrest.


The director of the Regulatory Body said, ‘Shall we speak to these dreamhunters now? Mason first, I think.’




*





George Mason was co-operative – and no real help at all. He spent only half an hour in Doran’s office, then was sent to join the dozen other dreamhunters who had been at the Opera. They had all taken a print of Buried Alive. They were to be transported to Doorhandle and then Into the Place so that they could attempt to overwrite the nightmare with something harmless.


The Place was where the dreams came from. It was a territory infinitely more vast than the hundred or so square miles of the mountain range it encompassed. A limitless, lifeless Place, a landscape of plains and rolling hills covered in white grass and scrub, where leathery leaves still hung on bone-dry trees, but fell if touched; a silent, windless, waterless landscape, where time had apparently stopped. Only a very few people could actually enter the Place. Most, on approaching its invisible borders, would only find themselves going on up into the temperate rain-forest of the Rifleman Mountains. Perhaps one person in three hundred was able to pass through Into the Place, and of those, only a very few were any good at catching the dreams they found there. These became dreamhunters, and made their livings – or their fortunes – from dreams caught and carried out and shared with others.


When she was shown into Cas Doran’s office, Grace Tiebold was still wearing her dreamhunter’s finery, though the peacock-print train of her gown had been trodden to tatters by both the police and the people the police had protected her from. Doran saw that Grace had a bruise on her jaw, as well as the now familiar self-inflicted scratches on her cheeks. And, of course, it hurt her to speak.


The first thing Doran did was push one of the letters across the desk and under her nose. ‘Is this your schoolgirlish false officialese?’ He asked. Then, in mocking imitation, ‘It has come to our attention …’ He waited, then said, ‘I believe you left school at twelve to work in your father’s tobacco shop?’


The dreamhunter’s eyes flicked up to his face. She showed fright. Then she stared at the letter and looked puzzled. ‘I don’t recognise the handwriting,’ she said. She seemed surprised.


‘Should you?’ asked the detective inspector.


She hesitated. Then, ‘No,’ she said, finally.


‘And how does this letter strike you?’


‘It’s demented, fantastical,’ Grace said. ‘The writer is defending an act of terror. An act of spectral terror. But apparently, according to the letter, you people deal in terror too.’


‘You know what we do,’ Doran said. ‘There’s nothing you don’t know about what we do.’


Grace looked into his eyes. She was exhausted, bleak, but seemed to have recovered from her moment of fright. She said, ‘I doubt that.’


‘The Intangible Resources Act provides for the use of certain sorts of dreams “for the public good”, including nightmares – punishments that cause pain but not injury. I’m sure we can agree that this is something you already know.’


‘I know it,’ Grace said. She gestured at her own nail-marked cheeks, then at Doran’s injured mouth. ‘But – is this pain without injury?’


‘There were no precautions. No restraints.’


‘So you strap your prisoners down, then give them nightmares?’


Doran leaned back in his chair. ‘Mrs Tiebold, are you defending yourself? You seem to be saying that inflicting a virulent nightmare on the general public is no different from the controlled use of nightmares on convicted criminals.’


‘It wasn’t my nightmare!’ Grace Tiebold’s eyes blazed. ‘This Lazarus used me! Me and George.’


The Director of the Regulatory Body spoke up then. ‘Why did you ask the Soporif George Mason to lie in with you?’


‘I’ve been having difficulty falling asleep. George went In with me to catch Homecoming. We even have a witness. Jerome Tilley was at the site with us, catching it too. Jerome had a booking in Westport for a feast-day performance at the Second Skin Theatre. George and I walked back to Doorhandle with him, and George drove us all to Founderston. He dropped Jerome at the station, and me at my house. Three hours later I met my daughter and niece for lunch, then we went home, changed and came out to the Opera. I’m sure George can account for all his movements that afternoon too. We didn’t hike back In – days In – and catch that nightmare. We are not Lazarus. I’m very sorry that this person chose to spill his nightmare out on my penumbra. And I’m sure George is very sorry that he made it difficult for everyone to wake up.’


Doran made a steeple of his hands and gave Grace Tiebold a little pinched smile over the top of them. ‘That wasn’t your penumbra – it was Lazarus’s. Perhaps five hundred yards. Lazarus wanted your audience, Mrs Tiebold, not your powers of amplification. Lazarus is very probably a more powerful dreamhunter than you.’


‘Where has he been hiding himself all this time?’ Grace said.


‘Has he been hiding himself?’ Doran said, as though she knew whom they were talking about.


‘Tziga’s dead,’ Grace said, and dropped her gaze. ‘I’m  tired, Mr Doran. I don’t know anything more. I want to go In and erase this, if I can. And first I want to go home to wash and change and check on Rose and Laura.’


‘Rose is spending today in the company of my wife, and Mamie,’ Doran said. ‘The girls go back to school tomorrow.’


Grace glared at him. ‘You might have mentioned that first. And if Rose is with Mamie, where is Laura?’


Doran spread his hands and shrugged. ‘I thought you might know.’


‘Laura will have the nightmare too. She might not realise it until she falls asleep.’


‘Your daughter told me that Laura didn’t sleep. But we are looking for her,’ Doran said.


‘Good,’ said Grace, and turned her face away.


‘That will be all for now,’ said the Director of the Regulatory Body. ‘Some of my people will escort you to your house, then take you onto Doorhandle.’


‘Thank you.’ Grace Tiebold got up and nodded to the detective inspector, who said to her that he’d like her to come and see him once she was back. At the door the dreamhunter turned and asked, ‘How is President Wilkinson?’


‘He is recovering well,’ Doran said.


‘I’m glad to hear it. We need him,’ Grace said.


Doran smiled again, his mouth performing a kind of spasm of involuntary glee that opened the wounds on his lips. Here was evidence that, despite the nightmare, Plasir’s apprentice Gavin Pinkney’s little bit of ‘colouring’ had been absorbed and remembered. Doran risked saying, ‘Yes, we do need Wilkinson, and it’s such a pity his term is nearly up.’


‘Yes.’ Grace hovered in the doorway, frowning. ‘Eight years does seem far too short a term for such a constructive President. Or, at least, that’s what I think.’




*





Grace was feeling very foggy when she left Cas Doran’s office, but once she was out in the cold morning air she remembered something she’d noticed while she was there. Something much more important than what a shame it was that Garth Wilkinson was shortly to retire. She had recognised the stationery on which Lazarus’s letter was written. The paper was expensive, and probably plenty of well-off, or very particular, people liked to use it. It was expensive and elegant, like everything of Chorley’s – for it was Chorley’s. Grace’s husband wasn’t much of a letter writer and tended to make all his plans on drawing paper in his workshop. So the stationery sat in a boxed block on the desk of Summerfort’s library, in full sunlight, often for weeks – and for months once the family packed up at the end of summer and went back to Founderston. The paper of the letter had been yellowed, and printed with a paler mark, a star shape – where Chorley’s fossilised starfish paperweight had sat while the sun shone and turned the page yellow around it.


‘Laura,’ Grace thought, again. For the letter showed her niece’s lack of punctuation and, as Doran had so descriptively put it, her ‘schoolgirlish false officialese’.


But the handwriting was not Laura’s.



















Four
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It was afternoon when the car sent for Laura and her aunt Marta reached its destination. It passed through an open arch into the courtyard of the Grand Patriarch’s palace. Laura had a glimpse of Temple Plaza – of sunshine on damp cobblestones, and people strolling about in their feast-day finery. She could hear the music of an accordion coming from one of the cafés in the plaza. These signs of life came to her through a hot mist of fever and exhaustion.


The running boards of the car were slick with mud from country roads. Laura climbed out carefully. She had slippers on her feet and one of her aunt’s coats over the borrowed nightgown.


There was a priest waiting to meet them. Aunt Marta called him ‘Father Roy’. Marta and the priest fell into step, their heads together. As they were climbing the steps to the side entrance to the palace, Father Roy turned and gave Laura a sharp, wry look. Laura was led into a chilly room with dark, wood-panelled walls and ceiling. Father Roy asked her to wait. He and Marta went out. A few minutes went by, then Laura heard several people hurrying back along the passage. Father Roy returned with a couple of black-clad religious sisters. They got Laura up and conducted her out of the room. Aunt Marta was nowhere in sight.


Laura was marched up several flights of stairs, along corridors, then out of a door onto a rooftop walkway, which crossed from the roof of the palace to that of the Temple, and a small door beneath the deep masonry lintel around the base of the dome. One of the sisters behind Laura tapped her back to urge her forward. Laura stooped and went through the door. It led into a short tunnel, at the end of which Laura glimpsed a grille, and beyond that a place she recognised, the gallery that ran around the inside of the dome, which was as far up as she’d ever been on visits to the Temple with her schoolmates. The sister behind Laura seized her arm and turned her in the narrow space to face a dark opening in the wall of the tunnel. ‘Wait,’ the woman said. Laura heard a match struck. The sister pushed past Laura, carrying a candle, and stepped up into darkness. She was standing on a stone staircase that disappeared upward in a tight spiral. She gestured for Laura to follow her.
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