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            We are building the nervous system of the human oversoul.

Terence McKenna

Authoritarian societies are inherently corrupt, and corrupt societies are inherently unstable. Rule of thieves brings collapse, eventually, because they can't stop stealing.

William Gibson

Time and space are not conditions in which we live, but modes by which we think. 

Albert Einstein
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BOOK ONE

Inanna - Sumerian goddess

Grudoff - a Transylvanian coachman

Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Lafayette Chance - retired soldier, Irish 

Bejikereene Beruvoskii - innkeeper of the Eagles Head, Cristañan

Olaf Beruvoskii - innkeeper and philosopher

Mitke - urchin of the Eagles Nest

Old Rugel - retired miller of the Eagles Nest

Kalyenka Menschkievr - Moravian revolutionary and artist 

King Gustavus of Cristaña

His son King Roland

Proko - hapless young thief

Petrov Morlulian - his cousin, an equally shabby and useless bandit

Lazlo - baker of the Eagles Nest

Black George - Cristañan bandit chief

General Manfred Von Teufel - diminutive Prussian hard man

Kaiser Eitel Friedrich of Prussia - knife collector

Doctor Zegher Botghert Vehemple - Nuclear and Quantum Physicist. Dutch..

Baron Codrût Ancoulsis - Wallachian scholar and revolutionary

Enlil - Sumerian god

Marduk - Sumerian god

Duke of Petrograd - Duke Ferrapont Gennadi Galitzyn

Vania de Mezzanotte - Italian revolutionary and writer

Don Enrico de Mezzanotte - her father

Zosha Kuznetsov - exiled Russian noblewoman, mother of Vania de Mezzanotte

Carlo Guilani - Genoan doctor 

Doctor Adhira Amordule - biological engineer. Indian.

BOOK TWO

Crown Prince Eitel Humbert - Kommandant of the Moravians

Julie Brown - American opera singer and songwriter

Colley Macready - English impresario and show business manager

Tibor Liszt - Hungarian impresario

Bujar - Armenian bodyguard

Alfonso Zithembe - singer-songwriter, guitarist. African American.

Veronica Almonado - Cosmic physicist. African American.

Cesáire Devurrier - mechatronic engineer. French.

Joâo Rodriguez - head of Securité, the Hospice defence battalion. Portuguese.

Caliph of the Ottoman Empire the Padishah Must Čelebi - aviation enthusiast

Mullah Nasreddin - his Chief Mullah

Kulan Pulynyuu - Pitjantjatjara Clever-Man and ethnobotanist

Sándor Petöfí - author of the Nemzeti Dal, poem that sparked the Hungarian revolution

Lajos Kossuth - Hungarian journalist and politician

Abd al Alim, the Servant of the All Knowing - Turkish war elephant

Fat Ursula - Transylvanian brothel madame

Lord Algernon Cockwattle - English aristocrat

Zhāng Sān - Vietnamese Dream Engineer 

Prince Dmytro Vyshnevetsky of the First Zaporizhian Sich - dandy and plunderer

Commander Hieronim Nekanda Trepka - Polish Marshall

Matthew Weiss Brown - Fire Eater, Julie Brown’s father

Madeline Brown - Julie’s mother

The Sarhang, Doctor Augustine D’Angel, founder of the Hospice and the D’Angels. Persian.

Rilka Arud - Norwegian biochemist

Gustave Courbet - artist. French

President James Buchanan - 15th US President

J. B. Henry - the President’s private secretary

Cora Scott - swamp creature

Jian Cong - Chinese Shefu, or sorcerer

General Yaklovev - Serbian war criminal

Léon Carvalho - Parisian theatrical agent

Madame Eusapia Bisson - French spirit medium

BOOK THREE

Ernesto D’Angel - Italian merchant 

Princess Shirin Azarmidokht - Persian princess

Hafiz - poet (Full name: Khwāja Shams-ud-Dīn Muḥammad Ḥāfeẓ-e Shīrāzī)  

Jimmy Jella - Pitjantjatjara rock star

Abu Zayd al-Balkhi - Persian archeologist

Sarantsatsral Yargui - a Natugai of the Mongolian people

Galyna Black Otter - the Znakharka of Ukraine 

The Völva Yrsa - a Nordic priestess

Nefu - Egyptian guide

Baast - Egyptian goddess

Menahem Ziyuni - a Kabbalistic scholar

Al-Baladhuri - Persian alchemist

Babak, his servant

The Dastur Rashin Shanahnaz Shahzadi - Zoroastrian priestess

Major Mengele - Prussian artillery commander

Vidyadhishananda Subramuniyaswami - a Vedic monk 

Azriel - a Qliphoth demon

Veronique - Hospice nurse 

Noxolo - baby girl

Zithembe - her brother

Gilgamesh - King of Uruk

Ea-Nasir - his assistant

Neocoles - Lįmmûm pioneer

Chederlaomer - his business associate

Bo Bae - Korean student

Bitgaram - her brother

Jae Won - Korean graphic artist

Ermengarde of Occitania - a troubaritz, or female ballad singer
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THIS BOOK BEGAN IN JEST. The D’Angels were a slip of the tongue in performance by Bones Tain, became a shared joke with Leigh Ivin and gradually evolved into the cosmic gothic thriller which has occupied me for the past ten years through plague, bushfire and flood. My longtime collaborator and publisher Adam Bell provided the epistemological infrastructure which sustained me throughout.

I especially thank my editors Tanya de Lys Mandorla, Paul Carey, Bianca Joy Symonds, Therese Murphy and Ian Wakeling. 

Heartfelt thanks to all the many people who have sheltered, encouraged, cajoled or consoled me during the course of this long and obsessive project.

To Ann Daley,  Kate Daley and Grant Bedford, Narelle Butterworth, Annabel Daley, Steve Perry, Evey and Isabel, Ian Wakeling and Naya Crookshanks, Mark Ford, Sam Fiddian, Nicola Collins, Scott Bennett, Mark McCartney and Jo Ferrari, Mark Savic, Naomi Takita, Darren Bridge, Sarah Jones and Tim Somerville.

Jimmy Willing, whose artistic integrity is a beacon.

Aidan Ricketts and Adele Wessel for legal and ethical advice.

Especial cachet to my occult adviser Paul Carey, without whose arcane knowledge and unparalleled imagination I would not have been able to envisage the aberrations and liberties I took with this highly scientific field.

Daniel Landinski’s translations of Hafiz allowed me to contemplate the poet as a complete character and prosecute some kind of understanding of the Great Work.

The Hymn to Enlil first translated by George Aaron Barton in 1918, later translations by Thorkild Jacobsen, Miguel Civil and Joachim Krecher.

Excerpts from the Rig-Veda translated by Ralph T.H. Griffith in 1896
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INANNA SPOKE
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Inanna spoke:

I bathed for the wild bull,

I bathed for the shepherd Dumazi,

I perfumed my sides with ointment,

I coated my mouth with sweet-smelling amber,

I painted my eyes with kohl.

He shaped my loins with his fair hands,

The shepherd Dumazi filled my lap with cream and milk,

He stroked my pubic hair,

He watered my womb.

He laid his hands on my holy vulva,

He smoothed my black boat with cream,

He quickened my narrow bed with milk,

He caressed me on the bed.

Now I will caress my high priest on the bed,

I will caress the faithful shepherd Dumazi,

I will caress his loins, the shepherdship of the land,

I will decree a sweet fate for him.

*               *               *
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Ninshubur, the faithful servant of the holy shrine of Uruk,

Led Dumazi to the sweet thighs of Inanna and spoke:

My queen, here is the choice of your heart,

The king, your beloved bridegroom.

May he spend long days in the sweetness of your holy loins.

Give him favorable and glorious reign.

Grant him the shepherd's staff of judgment.

Grant him the enduring crown with the radiant and noble diadem.

From where the sun rises to where the sun sets,

From south to north,

From the Upper Sea to the Lower Sea,

From the land of the huluppu-tree to the land of the cedar,

Let his shepherd's staff protect all of Sumer and Akkad.

As the farmer, let him make the fields fertile,

As the shepherd, let him make the sheepfolds multiply,

Under his reign let there be vegetation,

Under his reign let there be rich grain.

In the marshland may the fish and birds chatter,

In the canebreak may the young and old reeds grow high,

In the steppe may the mashgur-trees grow high,

In the forests may the deer and wild goats multiply,

In the orchards may there be honey and wine,

In the gardens may the lettuce and cress grow high,

In the palace may there be long life.

May there be floodwater in the Tigris and Euphrates,

May the plants grow high on their banks and fill the meadows,

May the Lady of Vegetation pile the grain in heaps and mounds.

O my Queen of Heaven and Earth,

Queen of all the universe,

May he enjoy long days in the sweetness of your holy loins.

––––––––
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Anonymous, c. 2000 B.C.  

from The Cycle of Inanna: The Courtship of Inanna and Dumazi

Akkadian; trans. Diane Wolkstein & Samuel Noah Kramer
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Act Great
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IN THE RIEMANN NODE, Kalyenka looked at the Sarhang’s face or rather, she reminded herself, that of his eidolon. His complexion was olive, which made sense as he was of Mediterranean descent and grew up under the Persian sun. 

“Is this the actual face you possessed?” she asked. “When you were, erm, alive?”

The Sarhang looked up. “More or less. I have reconstructed its appearance from memory.”

“Memories can be misconstrued from vanity,” Kalyenka said. “Or from self-doubt.”

He smiled. “I do not suggest that as a transubstantiated being I am free from vanity. I am the sum of all my experiences. But the Mēnõg has given me insights that transcend human frailties.”

Above them, outside the dome, the prehistoric forest shivered with the passing of several gigantic reptiles. Kalyenka and the Sarhang watched them romp past, long tails unfurled. Breathing unsteadily, Kalyenka focused her gaze inside, tracking along a maze of bookshelves into a chamber wherein lay beds, should she wish to repose in comfort, and a pool for recreational swimming. She frowned, forefinger tracing down her nose to her chin.

“I’m confused Augustine. You say you are transubstantiated, whatever that means. Your chimera lens is astonishing. But tell me, why were you not able to anticipate Vehemple’s defection? I foresaw it. Why couldn’t you?”

The Sarhang sighed. “I am not a god Kalyenka. Well, that’s a qualified argument. But even if I were I cannot see everything at once, nor am I able to snuff out the Lįmmûm at will. Not even the Supreme Being can do that.”

“Supreme Being?” said Kalyenka. “This tale is going to have a religious edge after all?”

“No.” The Sarhang’s eyes were solemn. “There is no bearded patriarch hiding behind my words. Let us define the Supreme Being as Nature; the unified consciousness of all things. It is a mystery no-one can truly understand, but is composed of the Lįmmûm as much as it is of you and I. As to Vehemple, ultimately we have to make our own judgements and in his case I proved as fallible as any human.”

He stood, running his fingers along the books on the nearest shelf. “My first mistake was my willingness to believe the good in anyone. I trusted Vehemple’s desire to work in the Hospice because it boasts the best scientific facilities in the world. He never claimed to be an altruist, he was quite simply the best in his field. I did not suspect the avarice lurking under his bland visage.”

“I saw it straightaway,” said Kalyenka. “But I could not deduce his ultimate goal. I think I have a better idea now.”

“That will become clear as I tell my tale,” said the Sarhang. He sat again, straightened his coat. “At any rate, the chimera lens does not make me omniscient. I can use it to examine specific individuals, but spying on employees is not my wont. Moreover, when I did begin to suspect Vehemple of wrongdoing, I discovered he had somehow shielded himself from observation. His scientific abilities are prodigious. Satisfied?”

“Not really.”

The Sarhang chuckled. “Good. Now, with your permission, I will begin. Remember that you are seeing events in the chimera lens as they transpire, not related from some distant past as in the pages of a book.”

Kalyenka pulled a chair out and sat at the table. “Very well, I will try. Please begin.”

“I was as you are, a human being,” he began, and Kalyenka heard an odd note in his voice.  

“I was a scholar, a polymath born during the Abbasid Caliphate in Persia, a period known as the Golden Age of Islam.”

A heavily-browed baby boy in a simple white shift appears in the chimera lens. His mother is evidently the host of the lens, for she lifts him to suckle on her breast.

“I am the son of Ernesto D’Angel, a European merchant. Long before Marco Polo he crossed cultural boundaries and became a pioneer of international finance, establishing a trading empire from southern Europe into Persia. My mother is the Princess Shirin Azarmidokht, daughter of the Caliph’s cousin, who became partners with my father.”

“She was, is lovely,” says Kalyenka, now gazing into the serene features of a woman, sitting contemplatively in a lush garden. Peacocks roam among water fountains, date and almond trees, ornate hedgerows and flower gardens, all fed by a central water wheel and stone-lined canals.

“Yes,” the Sarhang answers sadly. “A passionate woman who finances the work of poets and artists. She founds a house for the poor in Baghdad and prevails upon my father to donate to its upkeep every year.”

Through the lens Kalyenka sees the Sarhang’s father, a short, clean-shaven, brown-skinned man, in conversation with a heavily bearded elder in a robe of fine linen, over glasses of sherbet in a crowded tea shop. 

“Ernesto establishes a trading house in Baghdad. With the imprimatur of his father-in-law he makes a fortune exporting Persian silks and spices, importing steel and furs from Europe. Our family has a palace, slaves, chariots and a stable of a thousand horses.”

Augustine’s voice becomes more animated as Kalyenka watches the infant Sarhang tottering around the family home.

“I am a privileged child, but never spoilt. I do chores around the house and am only allowed such luxuries as might be of practical use. At the age of two I am given an oud. A lovely, pear-shaped instrument with thirteen strings stretched taut above the sound hole. Dragging my fingers across the strings evokes a sound so thrilling that it becomes indelibly etched in my mind.”

Through the eyes of his mother Kalyenka sees the child caress his instrument. He rubs his cheek against its underbelly, smelling the scented wood. Kalyenka hears it chime as he plucks a clumsy note and she smiles through brimming eyes.

The Sarhang too seems affected. He clears his throat delicately. 

“As I grow older I come to understand that playing chords activates powerful emotions within me. Improvising childish poetry over them, I find myself creating songs. The alchemy is spellbinding. I wish only to repeat that sensation over and over again, till singing with my oud becomes the emotional background to my life’s work.

“I grow up studying under esteemed tutors, including the astronomer Qutb al-Din al Shirazi, the poet Rudaki and the physician Hunayn ibn Ishaq.”

“Never heard of them,” says Kalyenka, watching distinguished gentlemen in elaborately patterned robes patiently instruct young Augustine.

The Sarhang shrugs. “Great men and women. Under them I learn astrology, mathematics, alchemy, all the sciences known to civilisation. I am enrolled at the House of Wisdom in Baghdad, studying Greek mathematics, geometry and trigonometry. I am one of the first students to master third order equations.”

“I don’t know what they are, but I’m sure they came in very useful,” remarks Kalyenka quietly. The Sarhang nods absently.

The chimera lens must have switched to the point of view of a bird, for it levitates, showing a vast blue plate of sky, then revolves down to the ancient capital of Persia. Four stately roads, straight as ancient justice, meet here. Three annular walls encircle ordered suburbs, clusters of banks and markets and in the innermost circle, palaces and schools of law and science. 

Symbolic geometry adorns its vaulted courtyards, canals and domed halls, exemplars of scale to form which demonstrate dazzling architectural expertise. 

The lens bounces back to earth, where it briefly inhabits the eyes of a concubine inspecting combs in a bazaar, before jumping to those of a mullah squatting over a privy, thence to a street cleaner at work with a broom, followed by a bored soldier guarding one of the city gates. Leaping from beggar to banker, it glimpses the purview of dozens of Baghdadis. The reasty aromas of sewers, cooking fires and flowered gardens make Kalyenka’s nostrils twitch.

She sees monumental palaces and gardens, streets alive with children and traders, donkeys and yapping dogs. She listens rapturously to the Sarhang’s voice, watching the people of the Golden Age of Islam labour and fornicate, pray, fight and feast.

“The Abbasid Caliphate is the most progressive culture in the known world,” the Sarhang says. “Its scholars are tasked with assimilating all the knowledge of previous civilisations. Few of the writings of Hippocrates, Plato, Aristotle, Ptolemy and Archimedes would have survived marauding Mongols, Visigoths, Macedonians and Vikings otherwise, but in our libraries they are translated into Greek, Persian, Indian, Chinese, Egyptian, Turkish, Hebrew, and Latin.” 

Through young Augustine’s eyes, Kalyenka sketches a bearded scholar, lecturing children seated on benches around a circular room, windows open to the desert sky. 

“I was born with eidetic memory, retaining everything I ever read,” said the Sarhang. “All of that wisdom is transferred intact into my young brain, using educational techniques inherited from the Sassanian and Parthian empires, in turn reaching back into antiquity - the scholar Al-Baladhuri draws a line directly to the matriarchal cattle worshipping societies of Çatal Hüyük. He contends that their use of sacred mushrooms as entheogens has been the genesis of our culture. Am I boring you?”

“No,” says Kalyenka. “Though I’m a little concerned we might be running out of time to combat the Lįmmûm.”

“Believe me Kalyenka, time does not exist here. We can do nothing until our dilemma is resolved.”

“Of course. Please, continue.”

“I shall. When in Baghdad my father often hosts banquets for merchants, lawyers and bankers. I am trotted out to recite the works of Plato and Pythagorus. Ernesto boasts I will one day take over his business empire, an ambition I do not share. 

“My mother has other ideas. She inculcates in me an animistic belief in the natural world. This is a dangerous proposition. Religious fundamentalism is on the rise, though as a member of the royal family her heresies are tolerated. 

“These are heady days for me. Every morning before dawn I walk through the streets and climb broad stairs to the House of Wisdom.”

They watch the child Augustine in a plain blue robe, walking through Baghdad. Kalyenka sketches his contented smile. From a street vendor Augustine buys hot lavash bread with an egg cooked inside and eats it with a cup of turmeric tea, before sweeping out the classrooms, laying water on the floor to still the dust. 

“My classmates are not only the children of the wealthy. Persian society has advanced sociological ideals and Caliphate endowments enable children from the lower classes to attend the House of Wisdom.

“One of these becomes my constant companion. The great poet Khwāja Shams-ud-Dīn Muḥammad Ḥāfeẓ-e Shīrāzī, or Hafiz as he is better known, is the son of a bricklayer. He can recite Vedic epics by heart and is a joyous iconoclast even at age five.”

Kalyenka sees a chubby child, regaling a classroom with bawdy verse in the House of Wisdom.

“I know the poetry of Hafiz,” she interjects, clapping her hands. “His works are hilarious, inspiring. Divine epigrams that might have been quoted by a god. My friend Vania used to read them to me as I painted. But was Hafiz not born until much later, in the thirteenth century?”

“That is a fiction put about by the Lįmmûm, the enemies of humanity,” says the Sarhang. “They do not wish it to be known that Hafiz is already walking the earth in the eighth century. But Hafiz forms a significant part of my tale.

“He is a brilliant student, but refuses to confine himself to conventional study. Even as a child he celebrates joy in everyday existence and sees ‘god’ in every tree, rock and river. His poems are living algorithms, formulae revealing the true nature of existence.

“He is inspired by the teachings of Pythagorus, whose mystical interpretations of the properties of numbers describe the anatomy of the universe. His poem ‘In a Handful of God’ perfectly expresses that equation.”  

The Sarhang paused and Kalyenka blinked herself out of the chimera lens to watch his face as he orated.

Poetry reveals that there is no empty space.

When your truth forsakes its shyness, 

when your fears surrender to your strengths,

you will begin to experience that all existence is a teeming sea of infinite life.

In a handful of ocean water you could not count all the finely tuned musicians 

who are acting stoned for very intelligent and stoned reasons 

and are of course becoming extremely sweet and wild.

True art reveals there is no void or darkness. 

There is no loneliness to the clear-eyed mystic  

in this luminous, brimming 

playful world.

Kalyenka clapped delightedly. The Sarhang blinked. “That is beautiful,” she said. “You captured the mischief I see in young Hafiz.”  

The Sarhang giggled, amplifying Kalyenka’s smile. “Yes, he is a prodigal child. He torments his tutors with limericks crafted from grave philosophies, reduces mystical texts to tavern doggerel. He is a force of nature, formative to my outlook on life. 

“We study art, architecture, mathematics and science. Poets, musicians, bricklayers and janitors mentor us in their myriad realities. But Hafiz becomes enraptured by the glory of words and his only ambition is to become a wandering poet.”

The Sarhang’s face becomes sombre. “I am not to be allowed such latitude. My father wishes me to become a merchant. But while I excel at accounting exercises, I keep secret my determination to become a scientist. 

“I am intoxicated by pure knowledge, by the joy of physics, music and poetry. Every minute of the day I am reading or conducting experiments, reciting poetry or playing the oud, the rabab or the benju, chanting folk songs with Hafiz. Poetry and music are my passions, but my head is ruled by science.

“I am obsessed with the mechanisms that Greek and Persian scientists built to measure the passage of the sun, the moon, the planets and the stars. During his travels my father acquires a copy of the Antikythera orrery, invented seven centuries earlier by Archimedes.”

Kalyenka saw that in the Riemann node the Sarhang was tinkering with a complex bronze mechanism. He looked up and smiled. “Yes, this is the very same artefact.”

“What is it exactly?”

“A cosmic data transmission machine, which scientists of your era are unable to duplicate. Incorporating Archimedes’ modifications, I designed a speed differential to allow for the varying velocities of astral bodies.”

Kalyenka sketches sixty seven bronze gear wheels, assembled on a gear train to simulate the trajectories of planets and stars.

“As I grow into adolescence, one of a gang of young scholars, our great project is further evolving this instrument. Can you imagine the joy of working with the finest minds of my generation, mastering the laws of space and time, creating mechanisms to mimic cosmic forces? We are amplifying the knowledge of the human race at an audacious rate and our minds are evolving to keep pace with our discoveries.

“My work fuels speculations on gravity and the physics of light, inevitably leaning into the oddities of time. This kind of thinking is heretical because, as the province of Allah, time is a subject best left alone.”

Kalyenka pencils in the Sarhang’s eyes, shining as he speaks. “Islamic mullahs are gaining more power under the Caliphate. Though some brave souls at the House of Wisdom still teach that the universe operates according to principles enshrined in music and art, these are dangerous propositions.

“But I have little tolerance for the plagiarised fairytales of the Quoran and Christian Bible, which we are also obliged to study. Though I can quote both to my teachers, I have already concluded that creation is an ongoing process controlled by natural forces. On those principles I lean towards the philosophies of the Ancients - specifically Hermeticism and the Law of Thelema.”

Kalyenka yawned. “There’s more of those expensive words. You mentioned Hermeticism before. Pray, what is it?”

The Sarhang leaned back in his chair, hand resting on the forehead of a statue with large, rounded eyes. “Hermeticism derives from the seer Hermes Triśtmegiśus, whose writings conclude that every component of the natural world is subject to the workings of a universal mechanism.”

He pointed to the jungle above his translucent dome. 

“Nature is a cohesive entity made up of every being in creation; every tree, every stone, insects, the very stars. This knowledge is based on the Hermetic principles governing alchemy, magik and astrology. They are all tools used in the Great Work; the striving for mystical union between humanity and the Supreme Being. 

“The science of alchemy is crucial, as it governs the metaphysical agencies which comprise the fabric of the universe. This has become the focal point of all human epistemology, hinging on the mystical substance known as Xerion, or the Philosopher’s Stone.”

Kalyenka let the Sarhang’s casual use of the word ‘epistemology’ slide. She regarded the statue he was leaning on, wondering what those augmented eyes were all about.

“The Law of Thelema is even more arcane,” he continued. “It was established long before the dynastic Egyptians, before Babylon, before even the Akkadians or the people of Catal Hüyük. It details scientific processes under which humans may access the higher planes. How to communicate with the entities that inhabit these planes, with a view to - as the ancient Egyptians would put it, making Horus achieve Ma’at - or in other words, participating in the Great Work to one’s fullest extent.”

Kalyenka sees a tumult of visions which remind her of the theta wave’s phantasms; formless vistas hinting at entities unseen, inhabiting atmospheres unimaginable. Frustratingly, the vision resolves onto a turbaned executioner, beheading a blindfolded prisoner in a high-walled courtyard. Kalyenka shrieks, but the Sarhang’s voice intercedes.

“In the Abbasid regime it is forbidden for artists to depict ‘god’ or write his name. This is a sure attempt to stifle authentic contact with the divine in nature. Religious police are always on the lookout for sedition or heresy. In response artists, poets and intellectuals evolve their own artistic language - the arabesque.  

“This uses geometric motifs to symbolise the numinous in architecture, carpets and calligraphy. Likewise, writers use codified phrases for controversial ideas. These subversions are paralleled by the cults of Sufism and Zoroastrianism, which are based on a mystical appreciation of the natural world.”

Kalyenka draws concentric patterns, moving with hallucinatory precision. They encompass a panorama of individuals cloaked and hooded, weaving threnodies of light. She realises they share the exaggerated eyes of the Sarhang’s statue.

The Sarhang, watching her, smiles. “In studying these codes I become expert in mystic symbology. But while I am content to read edgy texts, Hafiz is far more brazen.

“He is an outspoken adolescent, twice cautioned by the Mullah’s police for questioning scriptural law and caned publicly, after claiming that god exists as much in an amphorae of wine as he does in a mosque.

“Though Hafiz is a brilliant student, he is usually found in the street talking with pedlars and street musicians, or in taverns singing bawdy songs. I sometimes tear myself away from my books to join his escapades.”

Augustine and Hafiz are sitting in a cafe by the Euphrates river. A temple girl called Azadeh challenges Hafiz to recite his favourite poem. “If I like it I shall blow you, right here,” she says. To her disgust he blurts out a common limerick. 

A temple girl pissed in the river

And asked all the gods to forgive her

She offered to blow them

But when that wouldn’t slow them

She showed them the rest of her quiver 

Azadeh throws wine in his face. Wiping his downy moustache, Hafiz splutters, "That is as worthy a poem as any other. If it makes me laugh, then I am one with god.”

Azadeh is not convinced. Nor is Augustine. 

“If any old piece of rhyming slang will do, what is the true purpose of poetry?” he asks. 

Hafiz touches his friend on the shoulder, beaming. “A poet is someone who can pour light into a cup, then raise it to nourish your beautiful parched, holy mouth.”  

“That summer Hafiz and I embark on a cultural pilgrimage, playing music to propel nomadic Sufis into their whirling trances.”

In a meadow atop Mount Halgurd, Hafiz joins the dancers, singing poetry aloud while Augustine plays oud alongside drummers on nagara and tef, the eerie bowing of the kemenche, the furious plucking of the baglama and the wild droning of the tulum. He plays long into the night, fuelled by wine and hashish, stoking ecstatic fervour in the throngs of villagers and farmers who join them. 

“That pilgrimage cements in my mind the power of applied emotion. I see clearly that exerting creative will can direct people into desired paths of action. For Hafiz too, the experience is transformative, enkindling his final break with formal religion.”

One morning as they lie half awake in the yard of a peasant family, contemplating a days march to their next performance, Hafiz opens one eye and asks; “What is the key to untie the knot of your mind’s suffering? What is the esoteric secret to slay the crazed one whom each of us did wed? Who can ruin our hearts and eye’s exquisite tender landscape?”

Changing a broken string on his oud, Augustine takes a sip of cardamon tea. “Tell me Hafiz, what is the key?”

Luminous eyes laughing, Hafiz says, “Hafiz has found two emerald words that restored me, that I now cling to as I would sacred tresses of my beloved’s hair: ‘Act great’ my dear, always act great. What is the key to untie the knot of the mind’s suffering? Benevolent thought, sound and movement.”

Augustine goes on changing the string. But a single tear travels down his cheek, lingers on his chin, and plops onto the bowl of the oud.

“That is the day Hafiz embarks on his life’s work. He embraces me and sings;

‘We have not come to take prisoners,

but to surrender ever more deeply to freedom and joy

We have not come into this exquisite world

to hold ourselves hostage from love.

Run my dear, 

from anything that may not strengthen 

your precious budding wings.’

“I kiss his cheek in silence. Hafiz gives me that brilliant, mischievous grin. ‘It is time, my beloved. The heavens beckon, and I must act great, before the need to urinate drives me into the garden, and I forget my purpose once again.’ With that he is gone, trudging up the road towards destinies he alone can see.

“The following day I return to Baghdad. A week later a letter arrives from an uncle who works in the Caliphate bureaucracy. He has arranged a posting for me. That year I winter with an archeological expedition in Mesopotamia.”
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Desert Stars
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OUT OF THE CONFUSION of the Skein, bruised but unbroken by the onslaught of the Qliphoth, Kulan’s consciousness reassembled itself by degrees. At first the rasa sensation of suede repelled him, a visceral reminder of the Lįmmûm attack in the Skein. Gradually he began to recognise parts of himself, memories joining together to reconstruct a whole. 

The attack had been horrific, but oddly instructional. Now Kulan knew what not to do in Skein warfare. 

He found himself walking along a dirt track in his ancestral home - the Pitjantjatjara desert country. That made sense. Under extreme duress his internal khuti magneto had made straight for its home territory. He stretched in the heat and familiar smell of desert air, seeping like warm syrup through his bones. Though he was technically one hundred and fifty years along his apeira and despite the modular habitations he could see amongst the spinifex grass, despite even the loud, wheeled machine coming towards him, he recognised the place clearly as Tjutatjitji, his homeland.

Almost as amazing as arriving in the land of the bush turkey was that he was no longer blind. Kulan accepted his full visual capacity without question - one of the vagaries of travel through the Mēnõg. It was early in the morning and there had been rainfall overnight. The sand was damp and gumtrees glistered in satin hues. He picked up a branch fallen from a desert gum and breathed deep of desert air, redolent with the scent of wildflowers and distant kangaroos. The Skein, he remembered, had been devoid of any smell.

His heart was full as he looked out over the spinifex plains of his Anangu people. Five of them were staring at him through the window of the vehicle that stopped before him, stinking of volatile fumes.

Loud music issued from it. Percussion and distorted guitars accompanied by a voice singing “Maruku!”, celebrating kinship with the country around Tjutatjitji.

The engine inside that machine went quiet and the music stopped. The people glanced nervously at Kulan who looked away, politely pondering a drifting eagle. Eventually the senior man in the vehicle addressed him.

“Hallo uncle,” he said, for although Kulan looked to be younger than he, this man could see that he was born centuries before. Kulan drew a circle in the sand with his stick. “Palya,” he said. “What’s that music?”

“That’s Spirit Lights,” the man said proudly. “Rock and roll band from Tjutatjitji. That’s my nephew singin’ there. Deadly hey?”

“Yuwah,” said Kulan. “Listen uncle, I need to see that nephew on important business.”

The old man knew that already. Such as this one didn’t show up unless there was business afoot. “You can go in the camp and have a cup of tea,” he suggested. “We goin’ to Kalgoorlie. My nephew comin’ out from jail.”

Scrying contemporary data, Kulan instantly knew that in this epoch a third of Indigenous men were imprisoned over offences for which white Australians would receive no penalty at all. That his Anangu made up a tiny part of the population, yet over a third of all its prisoners. That they had a shamefully low share of the national wealth, derived by exploiting the ancestral lands from which they were dispossessed and that their mental and physical health were disproportionately lower than white Australians. The genocide enacted upon invasion of their continent had ended only in name.

“What’s that fella’s name?” asked Kulan.

“He’s our law man,” said the elder. “His name Jimmy Jella.”

“You tell him I need to see him real quick,” said Kulan.

The old man frowned. “He might want ‘out from jail’ party in Boulder town.”

“Need to see him today,” said Kulan. The old man stared glumly at the horizon. Kulan tapped the front of the machine. “What’s this?”

The old man considered the question. “Toyota.”

Kulan rapped it with his stick. The driver started the vehicle and drove off.

Kulan sniffed the air. That Toyota stank like one of Menahem Ziyuni’s magic spells. He walked along the dirt track, entering the community of Tjutatjitji. Last time he was here there were no strange buildings, no odiferous machines. Just people and spinifex. Or sometimes, spinifex and nothing.

He nodded to several women seated in the shade of a tree, playing cards. Three others were painting metaphysical landscapes on canvas, surrounded by waves of khuti. They regarded him silently, smelling trouble like a goanna smells water. 

“Hullo Aunties,” he said. “Where’s the old fellas?” One of the women glanced westaways, beyond a building where people with bags of food were gathered. Children emerged shouting from the building, but were silent when they beheld Kulan. He smiled at them and walked on through the village, out to where three Toyotas were parked. A group of bearded old men wearing high-peaked hats with broad brims sat in the dirt, surrounded by dogs. They watched him approach. Evidently he was expected.

“News travels fast round here,” he chuckled, but none of the elders responded. The dogs warily watched him approach, but none of them barked. Kulan sat on his heels in the shade of a mulga bush. The old men politely ignored him. After a long pause one of them offered a colourful cylinder, taken from a box beside him.

“Want cool drink?”

Kulan gravely accepted the gift. It was indeed very cold in his hands. He looked at it carefully. There was a mechanism on top with which to open it. He gripped the tag and delicately pulled it off. There was a hiss of escaping gas. Inside was a dark, bubbling liquid. He sipped. Cold, and sweet. “Palya,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Want smoke?” asked the elder.

Kulan examined the proffered object, a smaller tube of rolled paper. He shook his head. “I’ll save myself for something stronger.”

The old men looked at each other. The oldest sat forward and patted his dog.

“You got law business?” he asked.

“I got every kinda business,” said Kulan. “Somethin’ happenin’ here today?”

“Spirit Lights, rock and roll band. They gonna play, if Jimmy get back from Boulder.”

“He’s comin’ back,” said Kulan. The old men looked at each other. That was good information. Ordinarily you wouldn’t expect the lawman back for a week at least, till he had taken care of certain matters in town. But if this Clever-man, who appeared out of the desert, who was Anangu but also a spirit of some kind, if he said Jimmy was coming back, then Jimmy was coming back.

Kulan leaned back against the mulga. One of the dogs trotted over, sniffed and sat next to him. Three others joined it. The old men began to play cards. Kulan watched them. Beyond the rolling of smokes, laughter and money changing hands, he sensed deeper transactions. 

Decisions were being made. He entered into the spirit of things, accepting a hand. The cards assembled swiftly into shape, numbers receding into infinity. Messages were found, things declared. The old men played with curious intensity, peering through cigarette smoke at cards emblazoned with mysterious data.

Kulan saw a sudden vision; a looming purple moon, pregnant with augury. Transfixed in its surface was a stone monolith, its surface pitted with age, adorned with primigenial carvings. 

“Tjuringa!” whispered Kulan, and remembered an ancestor displaying the stone on his spirit journey, before he encountered the Skein. A whirly whirly came flirting in from the desert, scattering dust. Kulan glared. He spoke a Word and it darted away, careering around the fringe of the camp.

One of the men was looking into a small tablet, held carefully in his hands. Kulan sidled over and examined the object, seeing therein tiny moving pictures of Anangu. He nodded thoughtfully. A red light was strobing on the screen, above it was a lurid symbol. He recognised that symbol from his dreaming work, had seen it pulsing against the background of a million different names. Kulan divined that it was a branding of the Skein and concluded this tablet must be a portal into that abomination. Something like a counterfeit Tjuringa, he mused.

He thought about a conversation he’d had a few weeks earlier with the sorcerer Menahem Ziyuni in the Entheogen Academy, which occupied an eastern wing of the Hospice.

“Egypt, Sumeria, yeah those civilisations been around thousands of years,” Kulan said. “Enough to establish serious connection with the sacred realms. But my people, we been here over 100,000 years by human reckoning. Our country is old, man, real old. We live halfway inside the Mēnõg. We call it Tjukurrpa. Others call it Dreaming, but we in the Dreaming all the time, not just when we asleep.”

Ziyuni waved a hand at the books stacked around him. “You are suggesting that your tribesmen, who never developed so much as the wheel, were intellectually in advance of the Egyptians, whose culture established epistemologies in a variety of arcane sciences, whose pyramids embodied complex algorithmic equations, whose libraries encompassed knowledge that is lost to modern civilisation?”

Kulan had not been able to physically see Ziyuni, but behind his blind eyes a welter of energies converged where the sorcerer sat. “Don’t need to invent the wheel when you got no use for it,” he told Ziyuni. “Just get bogged down in the desert. Walking is the real science. Singing up country across a land so vast you could fit a thousand Egypts inside.

“Our people don’t need libraries. Our knowledge lives inside songs so complex you have to walk through country just to sing ‘em out. They express astronomical equations, behavioural psychology, biochemical and anthropological understandings, all threaded through lyrics as beautifully composed as the landscape they describe.  

“That old country got thin topsoil, no good for intensive agriculture, that’s why we didn’t develop cities. We had towns though, despite what colonials tell you. Advanced food gathering systems, game parks hundreds of miles wide where kangaroo and emu roam free, but could be hunted when needed. Fish traps, enough agriculture to suit the needs of small populations.

“Anangu didn’t need machines. We developed internally. Worked out laws to resolve issues without war. Calculated quantum mathematics through ceremony, plotted cosmic navigation in our heads. Kept that country alive for countless millennia. White man destroyed it in two centuries. No matter what investment your magik got, Tjukurrpa knowledge is a far more sophisticated way of dealing with the Skein.”

Menahem Ziyuni snorted. He had fought fiercely against the Skein project and repeatedly warned Vehemple of its dangers. “Now that is a claim I take issue with. The Skein is a pernicious virus which has defeated the efforts of our best magikal technicians. Yet you claim that your Clever-man techniques will be its undoing?”

Kulan dipped his head, chewing on acacia bark. “We know that human emotion and imagination conjure power in the sacred realm. My Anangu thrived for untold millennia in Tjukurrpa, deep in the desert; a reservoir of numinous power. Employing these powers in unison is our best hope.”

“Why are your people hemmed into their desert refuge then?” said Ziyuni.

“No other option,” said Kulan. “Colonialists destroyed the cohesion of the tribes. Scattered those left from their genocidal wars. In addition we been hampered by the loss of our Tjuringa stones.”

Ziyuni looked up. “What are they?”

“The most sacred talismans, anchoring the earthly power of our guardian spirits. Old stones carved with powerful Tjukurrpa, venerated for millennia. They correspond directly to entities living along our song-lines, under the most sacred waterholes and mountains. But many of them, including the Tjuringa connected to the Rainbow Serpent are missing.”

“What do you mean, missing?”

Kulan shrugged. “A mystery. These Tjuringa, some of great size, disappeared. Maybe they were subsumed by the entities, to protect them. We don’t know. It’s a grievous blow. Still, the desert remains a formidable bulwark against the Skein and ultimately, Lįmmûm strategies.”

Menahem Ziyuni’s glittering eyes hooded over. “We had better hope you are correct then, Kulan. Because if we are not able to activate the Cosmic Shekinah our project may be doomed.”  

Kulan’s reverie was interrupted by developments in the card game. Power was moving, momentum gathering. Leathery fingers manipulated the cards, made spells of their combinations.

He dismissed thoughts of Ziyuni and Tjuringa and concentrated on the game. One of the men laughed triumphantly, scooping up a pile of twenty dollar notes. Kulan joined in the badinage, joking with the elders as the cards were collected, shuffled and dealt again.

The day passed. Getting on towards dusk the dogs began barking and Kulan saw a tiny shadow high in the sky, approaching from the southwest. Soon the hum of engines could be heard. Children were shouting. Kulan joined a procession of Toyotas and people walking towards the airfield.

The machine came in low. Kulan saw it was held aloft by a long wing on either side. It dipped onto the runway and came to a stop. People clambered out. Kulan watched as a tall figure emerged. Greeted deferentially by the waiting Anangu, he walked towards Tjutatjitji, carrying no baggage.

Kulan waited under a tree, where the man’s steps unerringly took him. “Jimmy,” he said. The big man stopped, eying Kulan carefully from under heavy brows. “Hallo, Uncle.”

“You senior law man?” said Kulan. “I got some work for you to do.”

Jimmy nodded, apprehensive. “What kinda work?”

“Just play your music tonight.”

Jimmy looked relieved. “Play rock and roll? What’s that gonna do?”

“Activate bush turkey magic. You play like you never played before. I’ll do the rest.”

Jimmy looked again at this strange man, who seemed partway here, partway somewhere else. “How you get here?”

“Toyota.”

Jimmy dropped his head respectfully and walked away to get a cool drink. People tried to talk to him but when they saw his expression let him walk by. Kulan wandered back to where the old men sat, a grin playing on his face. They talked long into the afternoon.

In the dusk Kulan followed the movement of people to the eastern edge of the community. Under the verandah of a large tin shed, the Spirit Lights’ rock and roll equipment was set up. Lenny was tuning his bass, Kevin playing pentatonic trills, Jon tightening his drum traps. Amplifiers emitting sharp squeals, fast rattling of the snare, low thud of a bass string.

Jimmy adjusted the guitar over his shoulders, glaring through the stage lights. A hundred people were watching, gathered around Toyotas or sitting on camp chairs. He sent a chord soaring through his amplifier. 

“We are Spirit Lights!”

Jon unleashed a whip-crack snare beat. Jimmy played a chord progression and sang “Maruku!”. Borne on a backbeat and overdriven guitar, the song swelled into the desert air. The Anangu moved with it and looking into the Mēnõg, Kulan could see the khuti they generated. Around that magenta-coloured cloud revolved curious Tjukurrpa creatures, and Kulan grinned. 

The band finished their song. Jimmy gazed out at the mob on the basketball courts, leaning on Toyotas, talking and laughing. “I am out from jail!” he announced. “Happy to be back in Tjutatjitji, my home!”

Kevin played an opening riff and the band tore into the song of the same name, ‘Tjutatjitji’.

I’m looking at the children

Happy in their family home

The elders came back in trucks and walking

From the places of exile

Now they’re happy in their ancestral home

Eating kangaroo under the kataya trees

Tjutatjitji, that’s my home.

Noticing a woman point a flickering tablet towards the band, Kulan beckoned to her. She eyed him nervously but showed him the screen, upon which was inscribed tiny moving images. He deduced she was recording Spirit Lights’ performance, to be displayed on other Skein portals. Kulan wondered how many such devices there were in this apeiron. Potentially billions, all circulating the insidious power of the Skein. He remembered his last words to Ziyuni;  

“We know that human imagination creates movement in the Mēnõg. Every creative act generates khuti, as a foot stirs up dust. Music magnifies khuti, so a musical ceremony makes an extremely powerful khuti generation machine.”

The time was right. Kulan activated a Tjukurrpa module, conjuring Spirit Light’s khuti into the liminal space between Mēnõg and Gēttīg. He saw their khuti as a purpling vapour, sucked into the vortex of the woman’s portal. Those recorded images began cycling through the Skein with the full power of the desert behind them. Kulan sensed that the Skein virus was recoiling, damaged by this khuti influx.

If his calculations were correct, that would become a running sore in the flank of the Skein. The Lįmmûm would not be able to plug that hole, for the power of Tjukurrpa here was unassailable.

Kulan looked around at his people, content in their desert country. He sighed, smiled and  walked away, into the desert. Camp dogs followed him. He stopped to look back one last time and the dogs sat on their haunches and watched. When he began singing they howled, and vanished into the night, desert stars trailing into infinity. After a while nothing moved out in the desert, but the distant sounds of rock and roll drifted from Tjutatjitji.
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Chattering Monkeys
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BLACK GEORGE FOLLOWED General von Teufel along a mine shaft running through the shoulders of the Assassin. The General’s torch made huge shadows against the walls, slick with moisture and lichen. It was bitterly cold and Black George hugged his stolen coat tight, wondering where the Prussian was taking him.

With a jaeger’s carbine prodding his back, Black George emerged in a rock chamber. Hundreds more jaegers sat around fires made of dismembered wooden crates. Black George saw that their contents had been assembled into a towering structure against the far wall. 

Technicians were adjusting cables leading from an unfeasibly small generator to what he assumed must be a drill rig. But it was like no rig he ever laid eyes on. Black George had robbed the payrolls of seven silver mines in the surrounding mountains and was familiar with such machinery. 

In contrast to those filthy, coal-fired systems, this consisted of electrical servos arrayed around a gleaming motor. Its underside bore a spherical lens of opaque glass, but nothing resembling a drill bit.

Three dead men lay before it, shot or bayoneted. Black George recognised their uniforms as those of tougrak troopers. He heard a technician hail von Teufel. “Herr General, the Dutchman’s machine is operational.”

Teufel glared. “Commence. The Kaiser will shortly be here. He will want to see results, not explanations.”

The technician saluted. Buttons were pushed, levers twitched, the tiny generator came aglow with flickering energies. The technicians donned earmuffs and handed one to the General, pointedly ignoring Black George. He clapped his hands to his ears as Vehemple’s machine began to bellow. The lens focussed a dazzling light below it, where something strange was happening to the rock floor. 

Black George shielded his eyes as did the jaegers, for the glare was blinding. Beneath that blaze the rock was vaporising into smoke and dust. Exhaust fans sucked up the grime, pipes evacuating through a vent in the mountainside. As the machine was lowered into the fast-growing hole, power cables went snaking in its wake. The entire apparatus descended out of sight at a prodigious rate. 

Black George licked his lips. These Prussians were indeed in possession of powerful technology. But the mountain was high and he resigned himself to a long wait, whatever it was they were up to.

Shielding his ears from the din, he sat on frigid stone watching jaegers dice and play cards around their fires. Teufel stood in front of the machine, hands on hips, coldly assessing its progress. He only stirred when a jaeger came hurrying into the cavern and saluted. 

Unable to make himself heard, the jaeger pointed to the rear of the cavern. Teufel turned and Black George followed his gaze. The Kaiser stood there, flanked by bodyguards. Jaegers leapt to their feet saluting, but the Kaiser just stared, arms folded.

Teufel saluted briskly, then returned his attention to the machine. The Kaiser sat on a camp stool, smoking a cigar. Black George kept his eyes downcast. He had begun to notice a curious smell wafting from the caliginous void yonder, where that machine bored steadily down into the mountain. At once musty and oddly sweet, the smell seemed to Black George to be deeply ominous. 

After a while Teufel signalled to his men to stand down. Black George crept to a dark corner and sat with his back against the wall.

What must have been hours later, he woke. A different tone was coming from the apparatus. Technicians fussed around their levers and the relentless racket eased. That incandescent beam was extinguished, the machine extracted and borne away by hydraulic lifters. 

The Kaiser strode forward to inspect the excavation, though it fumed with hellish vapours. Back-lit by Vehemple’s scaffold, he teetered on the edge of that depthless pit, looking to Black George like a hobgoblin on holiday. Elated by the spectacle, the Kaiser turned to his soldiers, strutting before them in a gorgeous ermine coat. 

“Soldiers of Prussia!” he bellowed and they saluted as one man. “In the spirit of my n-noble ancestor Friedrich the Great, we go into b-battle against the tougrak. See how my mighty machine has cut a shaft clear to the bottom of the mountain, beneath the tougrak lair. Now, my j-j-jaegers, the future of Prussia and the Aryan peoples d-d-depends upon you. You must leap boldly into the chasm and t-t-take their stronghold from them. No matter how many m-men fall, be confident they give their lives for the true blood. Any scientists or savants that you see, c-capture or exterminate them. But do not r-rest until we have taken their citadel!”

The Kaiser’s eye fell upon Black George. “Why is the g-gypsy still here? He c-compromises the security of our m-m-mission.”

Black George went down on one knee. “Your Lordship, I have men concealed at the base of the tougrak lair, waiting for my signal to assist your onslaught.”

“Silence gypsy!” roared Teufel, but the Kaiser raised his hand.

“What p-proof have you that your rabble will fight for me?” he demanded. 

“Why, only that I made that agreement with General von Teufel, your Majesty,” said Black George, lowering his eyes. “I came through great danger to deliver the idol to you, making good on the terms agreed.”

“Is this so?” the Kaiser demanded of Teufel.

The General reluctantly nodded, sparing a venomous glare for Black George. “Very well,” barked the Kaiser. “Let us w-waste no more time. Attack!”

Jaegers had been anchoring ropes to spigots hammered into the rock around the smoking fissure. One by one they attached rappelling rigs and descended into its depths. Teufel ushered Black George to the edge, directing a jaeger to strap him into harness.

“One false move, gypsy,” he said, patting his holstered pistol. “And if your bandits do not make good, trust that I will complete the terms of our agreement.”

Black George judged it best not to reply, stomach whirling as he contemplated the black pit below. He had watched how the jaegers adjusted their harness, now he tried to copy them as best he could - till Teufel abruptly pushed him into the abyss. He lurched out into nothingness, grabbing desperately at the rope encircling his belly. 

The harness held as he hurtled into the blackness, bouncing painfully off unseen walls. His stomach lurched into his throat and Black George had enough time to consider that he could be falling to his death and this was perhaps not entirely unwelcome. After what seemed an eternity the rope jerked tight around his torso, winding him. Dangling in space, it took him a moment to understand that his booted foot was brushing solid ground and men stood around him with lit torches. 

“Move, gypsy!” shouted Sergeant Kelso and Black George hurriedly untied himself, dropping awkwardly onto uneven rock. Still alive then. Clearly he was meant to cause more mayhem in this world. The harness was yanked aloft as more jaegers dropped around him. Their torches illuminated a huge cavern wherein they were assembling into formation.  

The jaegers stood uneasily between stalactites and pools of black water that shifted in the flickering light. Black George peered into this eerie landscape, a sense of foreboding upon him. He sniffed the air, redolent of that odour he’d detected earlier. It reminded him of mushrooms and incense intermingled. He had little time to brood however, as Teufel had landed. Briskly removing his harness the general bellowed, “Raus, raus, tauben! Form up!”

The jaegers, who had fought in Siberian tundras, Finnish mountains and Flemish lowlands were unusually slow to form ranks. The oppressive air of the mountain’s bowels exerted a lassitude which Teufel recognised.

“Two hundred pushups, you bastards,” he thundered. “If your piss-ant hearts are cold now, wait till you wade through the freezing rivers ahead! What? Am I amongst Rumanians? Two hundred pushups and be thankful you have a chance to fight for your Kaiser.”

His men dropped to the ground and jerked up and down in unison, shouting, “Eins, zwei, drei!” Sergeant Kelso bellowed a marching song. 

Our dear women

From the cold spring,

Give us poor mercenaries

A warm sun!

Don't let us freeze to death

Well in the innkeeper's house

Let's go with our bags full,

And empty again!

It had the desired effect; soon the jaegers were joking amongst themselves.

“Schweigen!” roared Teufel. “You chattering monkeys! Form line of march. We go double time to death and glory.”

The jaegers bustled into order, the strongest detailed to carry boxes of equipment. Their Kaiser landed at that moment, removing his harness with great dignity. He nodded to Teufel. “Forward!” 

The jaeger’s advance was slow, picking their way through convoluted caverns, slipping on icy stone and cracking heads into deceptively lacy veils of rock. They came to a river that blocked their way. One man was washed away by the freezing torrent as he hammered in spigots to create a rope bridge. But the next man tied off the rope and clambered hand over hand to the other side. The others followed in grim silence.

Black George scowled murderously when it came to his turn. The bite of the water was fierce on his thighs as he dragged himself across. He watched, shivering as the heavy gear was ported over, till Sergeant Kelso punched him, snarling, “Raus!”

The column crawled through a warren of caves and cramped tunnels. Teufel led, navigating from an illuminated map given him by Vehemple. Startled by a scream, he forced his way back through the oncoming men to where a jaeger knelt, choking on his own blood. A fallen stalactite protruded through his back, emerging out his ruptured bowels. Around him the soldiers stared in horror. One man crossed himself, the others raised their heads to stare into the gloom above. Teufel shot the dying man in the head and the report echoed loud and long.

“Fall into ranks you children,” roared Teufel. “Would you shame your Kaiser? A man trips over a piece of rock and you cry like babies. Bah! Your fathers would disown you. March!”

Hours later the party clambered onto a rock shelf, crowded above a yawning abyss. Water coursing along the shelf made it treacherous. Teufel and the jaegers, even the Kaiser himself were forced to slide down the other side, soaked to the skin and spattered with freezing mud. They stood at the bottom shivering as the last ten men picked their way along the ledge. To their horror it began to disintegrate. One man fell screaming into the chasm, the others were stranded on the far side. 

“Jump, you fools,” ordered their corporal, but his voice was drowned out by a cracking sound. The ledge gave way and he and his men were pitched into the darkness below.

Seven more jaegers died in that journey through the mountain’s bowels. One perished after a glowing centipede bit him on the hand. Death followed swiftly, green bile foaming on his lips. Minutes later a torrent of water flushed a tunnel through which the soldiers crawled. When their comrades fished through the diminishing flood, they found five men drowned. 

The seventh was Sergeant Kelso, pitched into a crevasse as he crept along a narrow trail. In the darkness and confusion no-one noticed that behind him had been Black George. 

The jaegers, hardened killers all, began muttering that the mountain was accursed. Teufel decked two with his fists to restore order and made them redouble their speed through the tortuous caverns. After hours traversing endless galleries, abseiling down cliffs and crawling through convoluted tunnels, the jaegers came to a cavern indicated on Teufel’s map with a glowing sigil.

“The Dutchman said he would be here,” Teufel snarled. He consulted the screen again. “Ja, I have the coordinates correct. The fool must have gotten himself into trouble.”

The Kaiser picked his way stiffly through the men. His fine uniform was torn and wet, his temper short. “If Vungle is not here in t-ten minutes, we l-launch the attack regardless.”

“Of course, my lord,” said Teufel, wondering which piece of misbegotten rock he would launch the attack upon.

Black George watched keenly as the jaegers assembled several pieces of ordnance. One proved to be the frame for a powerful arc light that illumined the cavern. Another assumed the shape of a hand-cranked automatic cannon with a circular magazine and water-cooling jacket, mounted on pneumatic tyres. The bandit licked his lips as he imagined the mayhem that machine could wreak on a column of soldiery. Other weapons were assembled; a small howitzer and what looked like a mobile battering ram with articulated jaws.

Just as the Kaiser stood to order the assault, a clattering noise came from the darkness ahead. Jaegers aimed the arc light at receding stalactites and the air was filled with the sound of a thousand carbines cocking.

Through wavering shadows Vehemple limped into view. 

“Behind me! I am being followed,” shouted the Dutchman, and Black George saw movement in the darkness, then a body of men, firing as they came. He ducked behind a spear of rock as a jaeger in front of him was hit, bloodstain spreading across his shoulder and down his back. Other jaegers returned fire as Teufel bellowed orders and suddenly Vehemple lurched into view, limping towards them. 

Black George grabbed the dead jaeger’s carbine and fired into the darkness. Behind the Dutchman he saw a diminutive figure dart behind a veil of rock. Black George giggled. “Proko?”
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A Lover of Roses
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“WOULD YOU LIKE ANY refreshment, Kalyenka?” asked Augustine D’Angel. “I know my tale must seem long.”

Kalyenka stared doubtfully at the palm of her hand.

“Is this eidolon I inhabit made of actual flesh and blood?” she asked. “Would food and drink, or for that matter a pipe replenish me?”

“No,” said D’Angel, gazing at her over the top of his glasses. “Of course it would not. But your consciousness is carried intact into your eidolon and the savour of a hot cup of tea, though entirely illusory, will hearten you as you observe the more tragic aspects of my tale.”

“No then, thank you,” she sniffed. “I can take it. But tell me, what’s up with that thing?”

The Sarhang leaned forward to look at the statue whose eyes so intrigued Kalyenka. He stroked its head fondly. “Sumerian sculptors exaggerated eyes because it implied wisdom in the subject. A means of encouraging more commissions I suppose.”

Kalyenka considered that, noticing more artefacts scattered around the Riemann node than before. It seemed to have expanded to accommodate an influx of sculptures, paintings and instruments.

She shrugged. “Very well, Professor. Kindly continue.”

“Thank you,” he said. “Now, where was I? Ah yes. After touring with the Sufis, the archeologist Abu Zayd al-Balkhi recruited me to join him on a dig. Farewelling Hafiz, I join al-Balkhi in Mesopotamia, working in the ruins of the city of Nippur.” 

Kalyenka sees a desert camp, tents facing the ruins of an enormous ziggurat; the E-Kur, temple of the god Enlil. Young Augustine is a slight youth with tawny skin and the makings of a beard latticing his eager face. Furrows alongside his mouth bespeak quick humour and long contemplation.

“Downwind of our latrines, vulnerable to icy winds and rain from the south, we are the object of suspicion from local peasants,” the Sarhang said. “Their landlord is a devout emir, whom al-Balkhi suspects is spying for the Mullahs.

“We are the first such expedition to descend upon these haunted ruins. The E-Kur has been shunned by the local populace and rulers of successive dynasties since it was sacked by the Emperor Xerxes many centuries before. It is built of clay bricks, millions of which have tumbled into the ruin of the city around it. It takes two weeks and a hundred labourers to clear them and locate the sacred procession road.”

Kalyenka can hear the zeal in the Sarhang’s voice and wonders if she is warming to this strange individual.  

“I love Al-Balkhi’s passion,” he says. “The scholar is famously erudite, unperturbed by his ghastly appearance, a male camel having bitten his nose off years earlier.”

Abu Zayd al-Balkhi is an enormously fat man with a cicatrice in the centre of his face. Kalyenka watches the scholar supervise his labourers, removing debris to allow passage into subterranean levels of the temple. There they discover a treasure trove - stacks of cuneiform tablets containing everything from simple shopping lists to municipal planning laws.    

A perfectly preserved tablet is exhumed. Al-Balkhi translates the cuneiform; “‘Work the pump well and Enki’s blessings will emerge from underground.’”

“Ha!” he beams. “These are instructions to prime irrigation pumps, bringing artesian water into the terraced gardens of the city.” 

Wielding a spade, covered in dust but solemn as in school, al-Balkhi lectures young Augustine. “These mundane objects demonstrate that human behaviours remain the same today as in the mists of antiquity. The thoughts foremost in the mind of Babylonian farmers, councillors and kings were what they were going to eat that day, where they would sleep, whom they should do business with.”

Fascinated, Kalyenka gazes at the marks of adze and mattock on the walls, imagining overseers and architects gossiping over rice and jugs of millet beer while slaves huddle, exhausted, over bowls of pottage.

The labourers unearth frescoes showing slaves being whipped by zealous overseers. Abu Zayd al-Balkhi points them out with proprietary glee, beads of oily sweat rolling down his face, dripping into the awful cavity where his nose had been.

“These are the best examples of slavery tableaus I have seen,” he gloats. “The cuneiform indicates these poor wretches are Assyrians, victims of Babylon’s victory over that ancient empire.”

"That scene could have been carved on my father’s estates,” young Augustine observes. “We are just as cruel to our workers now as they were then.”

"The vagaries of time little affect ordinary human lives,” says the noseless man. “For the slaves who built this mighty palace, as for those who grow our wheat and make the mud bricks for Baghdad’s houses, little has changed. All toil, starve and thirst, while their masters fight territorial wars. The peasant learns of such events only when he is conscripted to be slaughtered in battle.”

But the labourers draw al-Balkhi’s attention to a bas relief they have found further along the passage. Kalyenka watches young Augustine, holding a flaring torch as al-Balkhi peers at the carving of a winged serpent being attacked by a heroic warrior.

“The Babylonians regarded the E-kur as the axis between heaven and earth,” he says. “They have at some stage rebuilt it as a bulwark against the forces of evil, notably Tiamat, the abominable sea dragon, otherwise known as ‘the Glistening One’, seen here under attack by the imposter god Marduk. As Tiamat was a female entity associated with the ocean, it has not escaped my notice that this misogynistic trope is emblematic of predatory cultures of the ancient world. Nor that it was Marduk who slew her.”  

Al-Bahlki points to blemishes in the stone where cuneiform inscriptions have been clumsily edited. “This is evidence that worship of Marduk was superimposed on the E-kur by the Babylonians,” he says. “A poor attempt to efface the memory of Enlil. One of many spurious claims that Marduk has always been the primary god of the Akkadian peoples.

“My researches indicate that Enlil’s deposition by Marduk was part of a shift from matriarchal, nature-worshipping cultures to warlike patriarchies. In fact I am certain that Tiamat was a nurturing goddess until rebranded as a demon, to be conveniently dispatched by Marduk.”

Brushing dust from the bas-relief, al-Balki inadvertently dislodges a keystone, revealing empty space behind it. He gasps. “Augustine, bring that torch closer. Look, there to the left. There is another passage beyond this wall. Afsar, give me that pick.”

Taking a tool from Afsar his overseer, al-Balkhi carefully dismantles the wall and excavates a passage leading deeper into the E-kur. He follows it, crawling on all fours with Augustine and Afsar in his wake. When they get to their feet in the chamber beyond they stand before a stone altar. On the opposite wall, facing the altar is an inscription. Al-Balki reads it aloud. 

“The powerful lord, who is exceedingly great in heaven and earth, who knows judgement, who is wise. In Nippur, the bond of heaven and earth, he establishes his place of residence. It permits no inimical word to be spoken in judgement, no improper speech, hostile words, hostility, and unseemingliness, no evil, oppression, looking askance, acting without regard, slandering, arrogance, the breaking of promises. These abominations the city does not permit. The evil and wicked man do not escape its hand.”

“By all the gods,” Al-Balkhi whispers. “The inscription refers to Enlil himself. The language is distinctive. This must be the very repository of Enlil’s power. That altar once held his idol. Augustine, you are looking at the last refuge of the Bearer of the Lightning. But alas, we are several millennia too late.”

He strokes the altar and lisps reverently. “Yes, the wall was intact. That means this is not the work of tomb robbers. The god must have spirited his idol away, before he was tricked by Marduk and banished from Babylonia.”

Through the lens Kalyenka can see young Augustine, looking from al-Balkhi to the altar, his eyes betraying intense speculation. But the Sarhang’s voice intercedes. 

“Cheated by warring gods, we had missed one of the most significant finds in Persian history. Al-Balkhi could only speculate what the idol must have looked like, for there are no images of it in the temple frescoes. Nonetheless that dig has already yielded fabulous tranches of data. 

“We loads hundreds of tablets onto carts, to be taken back to the House of Wisdom for further study. In spring our expedition moves north into Anatolia, where we exhume the prehistoric city of Çatal Hüyük. The frescoes there indicate traces of a cult of matriarchal, mushroom-consuming spiritual cosmonauts.  

“They reveal a people determined to honour the higher emotions, who wrote of love and revered the soul, who held women in the same regard as men, who worshipped cattle as the progenitors of life, but above all, who used psychoactive mushrooms as sacramental entheogens to access the higher realms.”
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