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THE
BUSINESS
OF DEATH



The dead girl, her skin glowing with a bluish pallor, comes toward me, and the crowd between us parts swiftly and unconsciously. They may not be able to see her but they can feel her, even if it lacks the intensity of my own experience. Electricity crackles up my spine—and something else, something bleak and looming like a premonition.


She’s so close now I could touch her. My heart’s accelerating, even before she opens her mouth, which I’ve already decided, ridiculously, impossibly, that I want to kiss. I can’t make up my mind whether that means I’m exceedingly shallow or prescient. I don’t know what I’m thinking because this is such unfamiliar territory: total here-bedragons kind of stuff.


She blinks that dead person blink, looks at me as though I’m some puzzle to be solved. Doesn’t she realize it’s the other way around? She blinks again, and whispers in my ear, “Run.”
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BOOK ONE


DEATH MOST DEFINITE




But lo, a stir is in the air!


EDGAR ALLAN POE, “THE CITY IN THE SEA”


Brace yourselves.


OLD RM HUMOUR




PART ONE


THE SCHISM
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I know something’s wrong the moment I see the dead girl standing in the Wintergarden food court.


She shouldn’t be here. Or I shouldn’t. But no one else is working this. I’d sense them if they were. My phone’s hardly helpful. There are no calls from Number Four, and that’s a serious worry. I should have had a heads-up about this: a missed call, a text, or a new schedule. But there’s nothing. Even a Stirrer would be less peculiar than what I have before me.


Christ, all I want is my coffee and a burger.


Then our eyes meet and I’m not hungry anymore.


A whole food court’s worth of shoppers swarm between us, but from that instant of eye contact, it’s just me and her, and that indefinable something. A bit of deja vu. A bit of lightning. Her eyes burn into mine, and there’s a gentle, mocking curl to her lips that is gorgeous; it hits me in the chest.


This shouldn’t be. The dead don’t seek you out unless there is no one (or no thing) working their case: and that just doesn’t happen. Not these days. And certainly not in the heart of Brisbane’s CBD.


She shouldn’t be here.


This isn’t my gig. This most definitely will not end well. The girl is dead; our relationship has to be strictly professional.


She has serious style.


I’m not sure I can pinpoint what it is, but it’s there, and it’s unique. The dead project an image of themselves, normally in something comfortable like a tracksuit, or jeans and a shirt. But this girl, her hair shoulder length with a ragged cut, is in a black, long-sleeved blouse, and a skirt, also black. Her legs are sheathed in black stockings. She’s into silver jewelry, and what I assume are ironic brooches of Disney characters. Yeah, serious style, and a strong self-image.


And her eyes.


Oh, her eyes. They’re remarkable, green, but flecked with gray. And those eyes are wide, because she’s dead—newly dead—and I don’t think she’s come to terms with that yet. Takes a while: sometimes it takes a long while.


I yank pale ear buds from my ears, releasing a tinny splash of “London Calling” into the air around me.


The dead girl, her skin glowing with a bluish pallor, comes toward me, and the crowd between us parts swiftly and unconsciously. They may not be able to see her but they can feel her, even if it lacks the intensity of my own experience. Electricity crackles up my spine—and something else, something bleak and looming like a premonition.


She’s so close now I could touch her. My heart’s accelerating, even before she opens her mouth, which I’ve already decided, ridiculously, impossibly, that I want to kiss. I can’t make up my mind whether that means I’m exceedingly shallow or prescient. I don’t know what I’m thinking because this is such unfamiliar territory: total here-be-dragons kind of stuff.


She blinks that dead person blink, looks at me as though I’m some puzzle to be solved. Doesn’t she realize it’s the other way around? She blinks again, and whispers in my ear, “Run.”


And then someone starts shooting at me.


Not what I was expecting.


Bullets crack into the nearest marble-topped tables. One. Two. Three. Shards of stone sting my cheek.


The food court surges with desperate motion. People scream, throwing themselves to the ground, scrambling for cover. But not me. She said run, and I run: zigging and zagging. Bent down, because I’m tall, easily a head taller than most of the people here, and far more than that now that the majority are on the floor. The shooter’s after me; well, that’s how I’m taking it. Lying down is only going to give them a motionless target.


Now, I’m in OK shape. I’m running, and a gun at your back gives you a good head of steam. Hell, I’m sprinting, hurdling tables, my long legs knocking lunches flying, my hands sticky with someone’s spilt Coke. The dead girl’s keeping up in that effortless way dead people have: skimming like a drop of water over a glowing hot plate.


We’re out of the food court and down Elizabeth Street. In the open, traffic rumbling past, the Brisbane sun a hard light overhead. The dead girl’s still here with me, throwing glances over her shoulder. Where the light hits her she’s almost translucent. Sunlight and shadow keep revealing and concealing at random; a hand, the edge of a cheekbone, the curve of a calf.


The gunshots coming from inside haven’t disturbed anyone’s consciousness out here.


Shootings aren’t exactly a common event in Brisbane. They happen, but not often enough for people to react as you might expect. All they suspect is that someone needs to service their car more regularly, and that there’s a lanky bearded guy, possibly late for something, his jacket bunched into one fist, running like a madman down Elizabeth Street. I turn left into Edward, the nearest intersecting street, and then left again into the pedestrian-crammed space of Queen Street Mall.


I slow down in the crowded walkway panting and moving with the flow of people; trying to appear casual. I realize that my phone’s been ringing. I look at it, at arm’s length, like the monkey holding the bone in 2001: A Space Odyssey. All I’ve got on the screen is Missed Call, and Private Number. Probably someone from the local DVD shop calling to tell me I have an overdue rental, which, come to think of it, I do—I always do.


“You’re a target,” the dead girl says.


“No shit!” I’m thinking about overdue DVDs, which is crazy. I’m thinking about kissing her, which is crazier still, and impossible. I haven’t kissed anyone in a long time. If I smoked this would be the time to light up, look into the middle distance and say something like: “I’ve seen trouble, but in the Wintergarden, on a Tuesday at lunchtime, c’mon!” But if I smoked I’d be even more out of breath and gasping out questions instead, and there’s some (well, most) types of cool that I just can’t pull off.


So I don’t say anything. I wipe my Coke-sticky hands on my tie, admiring all that je ne sais quoi stuff she’s got going on and feeling as guilty as all hell about it, because she’s dead and I’m being so unprofessional. At least no one else was hurt in the food court: I’d feel it otherwise. Things aren’t that out of whack. The sound of sirens builds in the distant streets. I can hear them, even above my pounding heart.


“This is so hard.” Her face is the picture of frustration. “I didn’t realize it would be so hard. There’s a lot you need—” She flickers like her signal’s hit static, and that’s a bad sign: who knows where she could end up. “If you could get in—”


I reach toward her. Stupid, yeah, but I want to comfort her. She looks so pained. But she pulls back, as though she knows what would happen if I touch her. She shouldn’t be acting this way. She’s dead; she shouldn’t care. If anything, she should want the opposite. She flickers again, swells and contracts, grows snowy. Whatever there is of her here is fracturing.


I take a step toward her. “Stop,” I yell. “I need to—”


Need to? I don’t exactly know what I need. But it doesn’t matter because she’s gone, and I’m yelling at nothing. And I didn’t pomp her.


She’s just gone.
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That’s not how it’s meant to happen. Unprofessional. So unprofessional. I’m supposed to be the one in control. After all, I’m a Psychopomp: a Pomp. Death is my business, has been in my family for a good couple of hundred years. Without me, and the other staff at Mortmax Industries, the world would be crowded with souls, and worse. Like Dad says, pomp is a verb and a noun. Pomps pomp the dead, we draw them through us to the Underworld and the One Tree. And we stall the Stirrers, those things that so desperately desire to come the other way. Every day I’m doing this—well, five days a week. It’s a living, and quite a lucrative one at that.


I’m good at what I do. Though this girl’s got me wondering.


I wave my hand through the spot where, moments ago, she stood. Nothing. Nothing at all. No residual electrical force. My skin doesn’t tingle. My mouth doesn’t go dry. She may as well have never been there.


The back of my neck prickles. I turn a swift circle.


Can’t see anyone, but there are eyes on me, from somewhere. Who’s watching me?


Then the sensation passes, all at once, a distant scratching pressure released, and I’m certain (well, pretty certain) that I’m alone—but for the usual Brisbane crowds pushing past me through the mall. Before, when the dead girl had stood here, they’d have done anything to keep away from her and me. Now I’m merely an annoying idiot blocking the flow of foot traffic. I find some cover: a little alcove between two shops where I’m out of almost everyone’s line of sight.


I get on the phone, and call Dad’s direct number at Mortmax. Maybe I should be calling Morrigan, or Mr. D (though word is the Regional Manager’s gone fishing), but I need to talk to Dad first. I need to get this straight in my head.


I could walk around to Number Four, Mortmax’s office space in Brisbane. It’s on George Street, four blocks from where I’m standing, but I’m feeling too exposed and, besides, I’d probably run into Derek. While the bit of me jittery with adrenaline itches for a fight, the rest is hungry for answers. I’m more likely to get those if I keep away. Derek’s been in a foul mood and I need to get through him before I can see anyone else. Derek runs the office with efficiency and attention to detail, and he doesn’t like me at all. The way I’m feeling, that’s only going to end in harsh words. Ah, work politics. Besides, I’ve got the afternoon and tomorrow off. First rule of this gig is: if you don’t want extra hours keep a low profile. I’ve mastered that one to the point that it’s almost second nature.


Dad’s line must be busy because he doesn’t pick up. Someone else does, though. Looks like I might get a fight after all.


“Yes,” Derek says. You could chill beer with that tone.


“This is Steven de Selby.” I can’t hide the grin in my voice. Now is not the time to mess with me, even if you’re Morrigan’s assistant and, technically, my immediate superior.


“I know who it is.”


“I need to talk to Dad.”


There are a couple of moments of uncomfortable silence, then a few more. “I’m surprised we haven’t got you rostered on.”


“I just got back from a funeral. Logan City. I’m done for the day.”


Derek clicks his tongue. “Do you have any idea how busy we are?”


Absolutely, or I’d be talking to Dad. I wait a while: let the silence stretch out. He’s not the only one who can play at that. “No,” I say at last, when even I’m starting to feel uncomfortable. “Would you like to discuss it with me? I’m in the city. How about we have a coffee?” I resist the urge to ask him what he’s wearing.


Derek sighs, doesn’t bother with a response, and transfers me to Dad’s phone.


“Steve,” Dad says, and he sounds a little harried. So maybe Derek wasn’t just putting it on for my benefit.


“Dad, well, ah…” I hesitate, then settle for the obvious. “I’ve just been shot at.”


“What? Oh, Christ. You sure it wasn’t a car backfiring?” he asks somewhat hopefully.


“Dad… do cars normally backfire rounds into the Wintergarden food court?”


“That was you?” Now he’s sounding worried. “I thought you were in Logan.”


“Yeah, I was. I went in for some lunch and someone started shooting.”


“Are you OK?”


“Not bleeding, if that’s what you mean.”


“Good.”


“Dad, I wouldn’t be talking to you if someone hadn’t warned me. Someone not living.”


“Now that shouldn’t be,” he says. He sounds almost offended. “There are no punters on the schedule.” He taps on the keyboard. I could be in for a wait. “Even factoring in the variables, there’s no chance of a Pomp being required in the Wintergarden until next month: elderly gentleman, heart attack. There shouldn’t be any activity there at all.”


I clench my jaw. “There was, Dad. I’m not making it up. I was there. And, no, I haven’t been drinking.”


I tell him about the dead girl, and am surprised at how vivid the details are. I hadn’t realized that I’d retained them. The rest of it is blurring, what with all the shooting and the sprinting, but I can see her face so clearly, and those eyes.


“Who was she?”


“I don’t know. She looked familiar: didn’t stay around long enough for me to ask her anything. But Dad, I didn’t pomp her. She just disappeared.”


“Loose cannon, eh? I’ll look into it, talk to Morrigan for you.”


“I’d appreciate that. Maybe I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but it doesn’t feel like that. She was trying to save me, and when do the dead ever try and look after Pomps?”


Dad chuckles at that. There’s nothing more self-involved than a dead person. Talking of self-involved… “Derek says you’re busy.”


“We’re having trouble with our phone line. Another one of Morrigan’s ‘improvements’,” Dad says, I can hear the inverted commas around improvements. “Though… that seems to be in the process of being fixed.” He pauses. “I think that’s what’s happening, there’s a half-dozen people here pulling wiring out of the wall.” I can hear them in the background, drills whining; there’s even a little hammering. “Oh, and there’s the Death Moot in December. Two months until everything’s crazy and the city’s crowded with Regional Managers. Think of it, the entire Orcus here, all thirteen RMs.” He groans. “Not to mention the bloody Stirrers. They keep getting worse. A couple of staffers have needed stitches.”


I rub the scarred surface of the palm of my free hand. Cicatrix City as we call it, an occupational hazard of stalling stirs, but the least of them when it came to Stirrers. A Pomp’s blood is enough to exorcise a Stirrer from a newly dead body, but the blood needs to be fresh. Morrigan is researching ways around this, but has come up with nothing as of yet. Dad calls it time-wastery. I for one would be happy if I didn’t have to slash open my palm every time a corpse came crashing up into unlife.


A stir is always a bad thing. Unsettling, dangerous and bloody. Stirrers, in essence, do the same thing as Pomps, but without discretion: they hunger to take the living and the dead. They despise life, they drain it away like plugholes to the Underworld, and they’re not at all fond of me and mine. Yeah, they hate us.


“Well, I didn’t see or sense one in Logan. Just a body, and a lot of people mourning.”


“Hmm, you got lucky. Your mother had two.” Dad sighs. “And here I am stuck in the office.”


I make a mental note to call Mom. “So Derek wasn’t lying.”


“You’ve got to stop giving Derek so much crap, Steve. He’ll be Ankou one day, Morrigan isn’t going to be around forever.”


“I don’t like the guy, and you can’t tell me that the feeling isn’t mutual.”


“Steven, he’s your boss. Try not to piss him off too much,” Dad says and, by the tone of his voice, I know we’re about to slip into the same old argument. Let me list the ways: My lack of ambition. How I could have had Derek’s job, if I’d really cared. How there’s more Black Sheep in me than is really healthy for a Pomp. That Robyn left me three years ago. Well, I don’t want to go there today.


“OK,” I say. “If you could just explain why the girl was there and, maybe, who she was. She understood the process, Dad. She wouldn’t let me pomp her.” There’s silence down the end of the line. “You do that, and I’ll try and suck up to Derek.”


“I’m serious,” Dad says. “He’s already got enough going on today. Melbourne’s giving him the run-around. Not returning calls, you know, that sort of thing.”


Melbourne giving Derek the run-around isn’t that surprising. Most people like to give Derek the run-around. I don’t know how he became Morrigan’s assistant. Yeah, I know why, he’s a hard worker, and ambitious, almost as ambitious as Morrigan—and Morrigan is Ankou, second only to Mr. D. But Derek’s hardly a people person. I can’t think of anyone who Derek hasn’t pissed off over the years: anyone beneath him, that is. He’d not dare with Morrigan, and only a madman would consider it with Mr. D—you don’t mess with Geoff Daly, the Australian Regional Manager. Mr. D’s too creepy, even for us.


“OK, I’ll send some flowers,” I say. “Gerberas, everyone likes gerberas, don’t they?”


Dad grunts. He’s been tapping away at his computer all this time. I’m not sure if it’s the computer or me that frustrates him more.


“Can you see anything?”


A put-upon sigh, more tapping. “Yeah…I’m…looking into… All right, let me just…” Dad’s a one-finger typist. If glaciers had fingers they’d type faster than him. Morrigan gives him hell about it all the time; Dad’s response requires only one finger as well. “I can’t see anything unusual in the records, Steve. I’d put it down to bad luck, or good luck. You didn’t get shot after all. Maybe you should buy a scratchie, one of those $250,000 ones.”


“Why would I want to ruin my mood?”


Dad laughs. Another phone rings in the background; wouldn’t put it past Derek to be on the other end. But then all the phones seem to be ringing.


“Dad, maybe I should come into the office. If you need a hand…”


“No, we’re fine here,” Dad says, and I can tell he’s trying to keep me away from Derek, which is probably a good thing. My Derek tolerance is definitely at a low today.


We say our goodbyes and I leave him to all those ringing phones, though my guilt stays with me.
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I take a deep breath. I feel slightly reassured about my own living-breathing-walking-talking future. If Number Four’s computers can’t bring anything unusual up then nothing unusual is happening.


There are levels of unusual though, and I don’t feel that reassured by the whole thing, even if I can be reasonably certain no one has a bead on me. Something’s wrong. I just can’t put my finger on it. The increased Stirrer activity, the problems with the phones… But we’ve had these sorts of things before, and even if Stirrers are a little exotic, what company doesn’t have issues with their phones at least once a month? Stirrers tend to come in waves, particularly during flu season—there’s always more bodies, and a chance to slip in before someone notices—and it’s definitely flu season, spring is the worst for it in Brisbane. I’m glad I’ve had my shots, there’s some nasty stuff going around. Pomps are a little paranoid about viruses, with good reason—we know how deadly they can be.


Still, I don’t get shot at every day (well, ever). Nor do I obsess over dead girls to the point where I think I would almost be happy to be shot at again if I got the chance to spend more time with them. It’s ridiculous but I’m thinking about her eyes, and the timbre of her voice. Which is a change from thinking about Robyn.


My mobile rings a moment later, and I actually jump and make a startled sound, loud enough to draw a bit of attention. I cough. Pretend to clear my throat. The LCD flashes an all too familiar number at me—it’s the garage where my car is being serviced. I take the call. Seems I’m without a vehicle until tomorrow at least, something’s wrong with something. Something expensive I gather. Whenever my mechanic sounds cheerful I know it’s going to cost me, and he’s being particularly ebullient.


The moment I hang up, the phone rings again.


My cousin Tim. Alarm bells clang in the distant recesses of my mind. We’re close, Tim’s the nearest thing I have to a brother, but he doesn’t normally call me out of the blue. Not unless he’s after something.


“Are you all right?” he demands. “No bullet wounds jettisoning blood or anything?”


“Yeah. And, no, I’m fine.”


Tim’s a policy advisor for a minor but ambitious state minister. He’s plugged in and knows everything. “Good, called you almost as soon as I found out. You working tomorrow?” he asks.


“No, why?”


“You’re going to need a drink. I’ll pick you up at your place in an hour.” Tim isn’t that great at the preamble. Part of his job: he’s used to getting what he wants. And he has the organizational skills to back it up. Tim would have made a great Pomp, maybe even better than Morrigan, except he decided very early on that the family trade wasn’t for him. Black Sheep nearly always do. Most don’t even bother getting into pomping at all. They deny the family trade and become regular punters. Tim’s decision had caused quite a scandal.


But, he hadn’t escaped pomping completely; part of his remit is Pomp/government relations, something he likes to complain about at every opportunity: along the lines of every time I get out, they pull me back in. Still, he’s brilliant at the job. Mortmax and the Queensland government haven’t had as close and smooth a relationship in decades. Between him and Morrigan’s innovations, Mortmax Australia is in the middle of a golden age.


“I don’t know,” I say.


Tim sighs. “Oh, no you don’t. There’s no getting out of this, mate. Sally’s looking after the kids, and I’m not going to tell you what I had to do to swing that. It’s her bridge night, for Christ’s sake. Steve, how many other thirty-year-olds do you know who play bridge?”


I look at my watch.


“Hey, it’s only three.”


“Beer o’clock.” I’ve never heard a more persuasive voice.


“Tim, um, I reckon that’s stretching it a bit.”


There’s a long silence down the other end of the phone. “Steve, you can’t tell me you’re busy. I know you’ve got no more pomps scheduled today.”


Sometimes his finger is a little too on the pulse. “I’ve had a rough day.”


Tim snorts. “Steve, now that’s hilarious. A rough day for you is a nine o’clock start and no coffee.”


“Thanks for the sympathy.” My job is all hours, though I must admit my shifts have been pretty sweet of late. And no coffee does make for a rough day. In fact, coffee separated by more than two-hourly intervals makes for a rough day.


“Yeah, OK, so it’s been rough. I get that. All the more reason…”


“Pub it is, then,” I say without any real enthusiasm.


I’ve a sudden, aching need for coffee, coal black and scalding, but I know I’m going to have to settle for a Coke. That is, if I want to get home and change in time.


“You’re welcome,” Tim says. “My shout.”


“Oh, you’ll be shouting, all right.”


“See you in an hour.”


So I’m in the Paddo Tavern, still starving hungry, even after eating a deep-fried Chiko Roll: a sere and jaundiced specimen that had been mummifying in a nearby cafe’s bain-marie for a week too long.


I had gone home, changed into jeans and a Stooges T-shirt—the two cleanest things on the floor of my bedroom. The jacket and pants didn’t touch the ground, though, they go in the cupboard until I can get them dry-cleaned. Pomps know all about presentation—well, on the job, anyway. After all, we spend most of our working day at funerals and in morgues.


I might have eaten something at home but other than a couple of Mars Bars, milk, and dog food for Molly there’s nothing. The fridge is in need of a good grocery shop; has been for about three years. Besides, I’m only just dressed and deodorized when Tim honks the horn out the front. Perhaps I shouldn’t have spent ten minutes working on my hair.


Getting to the pub early was not such a good idea. Sure, we avoided peak-hour traffic, but my head was spinning by the first beer. Chiko Rolls can only sop up so much alcohol—about a thimbleful by my calculations.


“Why bulk up on the carbs?” Tim had declared—though I’m sure he’d actually had something for lunch. “You need room for the beer.”


I end up sitting at the table as Tim buys round after round. He comes back each time a little bit drunker. His tie slightly looser around his neck. A big grin on his face as he slides my beer over to me. “Now, isn’t this perfect?”


We’ve always been like this. Get us together and the drinks keep coming.


He’s already bought a packet of cigarettes. We used to sneak off at family parties and sit around smoking whatever cigarettes we could afford, listening to the Smiths on cassette. Things haven’t changed for Tim. If Sally knew about those cigarettes he’d be a dead man. To be honest, I’m not that keen on them either. The last thing you ever want to do is pomp a family member.


“Look,” he says, well into our fifth pint. He nurses his beer a while, staring at me like I’m some poor wounded pup. “We’re worried about you. Look at you there, all miserable.”


“Yeah, but I don’t get shot at every day. This is new.”


“You know that’s not what I’m talking about.”


“Don’t you mention her. It was three years ago.”


“Exactly.”


“I’m over her.”


Tim drops his glass onto the table. It makes a definitive and sarcastic crack. “If Sally were here she’d be laughing right now. Just because we’ve stopped setting you up on dates doesn’t mean we agree with you.” He raises his hand at my glare. “OK. So how about work? Is that going well? I hear there’s been a few issues lately.”


“What are you fishing for?”


“Nothing—that’s Mr. D. He’s been away the last few days, fishing, hasn’t he?”


I raise an eyebrow. “I didn’t think these were work drinks. You trying to claim this on your tax?”


Tim shakes his head. “Of course not. I suppose I just get a bit nervous when Mr. D is away for so long. The whole department does.”


“Shit, you are fishing.”


“Not at all.”


“You’re going to have to be more subtle than that. Morrigan doesn’t like you that much, Tim.”


Tim’s face darkens. “It’s not my job to be liked. Besides, he doesn’t like your dad all that much, either.”


“Morrigan loves my father. He just never agrees with him. That, my dear cousin, is the very definition of a friendship. Mutual admiration orbiting mutual contempt.”


Tim grins. “Certainly what we have, eh? And may it always be so.” He raises his pint glass. “To immortality.”


I crack my pint against his. “Immortality.” We’re both aware of how ridiculous we sound. Grow up around Pomps and ridiculous is all you’ve got.


I want to tell Tim about the dead girl but I can’t quite bring myself to. Truth is, I’m a bit embarrassed. I’m not sure if my feelings for her show that I’m finally over Robyn or that I’m in deeper than ever. Besides, it’s just not the done thing. You don’t fall for a punter. No one’s that unprofessional. No one’s that stupid.


By mid evening there’s a pretty decent cover band belting out versions of pub rock standards from The Doors to Wolfmother. They’ve only started into the first bars of Soundgarden’s “Black Hole Sun” when I see the dead guy. I look at Tim, who’s just ducked back from a smoke.


“That’s odd,” I say, all the while wondering how sober I am.


Tim raises an eyebrow. He’s not a Pomp but he knows the deal. He can recognize the signs. And they’re very obvious in a crowded pub. Some people reckon that Black Sheep know the deal better than anyone, because if you’re from a pomping family you don’t choose to become a Pomp, you choose not to. “Punter?”


“Yeah.” I tap my phone with beer-thickened fingers. Is this thing broken? I wonder.


“Maybe it’s someone else’s gig,” he says, hopefully, looking from me to the phone and back again.


I shake my head. “No. The schedule’s up. Nothing about a Pomp being required here. Second time today.”


“And you neglected to tell me this?”


“I thought this wasn’t a work meeting.”


“See what I mean?” Tim says, pointing at the space where the dead guy stands. “This is why we worry when Mr. D goes fishing.”


I throw my gaze around the room. The last time this happened someone started shooting at me. Can’t see that happening here.


“Something’s not working,” Tim says. “Shouldn’t you… ?” He nods toward the dead guy.


“Yeah.” I put down my beer and roll my shoulders. There’s a satisfyingly loud crack. “I’ve a job that needs doing.”


I get up, and an afternoon’s drinking almost topples me. I grip the table, perhaps a little too desperately.


Tim reaches out a steadying hand. “You right?”


“Yep. Yep.” I push him away. “I’m fine.”


There is no way I should be doing this drunk. I could lose my job. I’m sure it’s somewhere in my contract. But technically this isn’t supposed to happen. There’s a dead guy here, and no one to facilitate his next step. It’s a crowded pub, and yet there’s this empty space—empty to everyone but me. If it didn’t piss me off so much it would be funny to watch. Anyone who gets close to the dead guy frowns then darts away.


If only that space was near the bar.


The dead guy’s head jerks in my direction. His eyes widen and he blinks furiously: a look that would be almost coquettish if it wasn’t so familiar.


“It’s all right,” I say.


It isn’t, he’s dead. But there’s nothing that can be done about that. Whatever could have been done wasn’t or failed. We’re past that. Pomps don’t deal with the dying but with what comes after. We’re merely conduits, and gatekeepers. The dead pass through us, and we stop the Stirrers coming back. But this—this dead guy in the Paddo, and me—is too reactive. Someone should have been sent here by head office. He should be on the schedule. But he isn’t. And that leaves a very bitter taste in my mouth; I do have some pride in my job. Death is the most natural thing in the world but only because we work so hard to make it look easy.


I look around. Just in case… Nope, no other Pomps in the building. Should be able to feel one if there is, but I have had a lot to drink.


“Sorry,” the dead guy says, his voice carrying perfectly despite the noise.


“Nothing to be sorry about.” I’m wearing the most calming expression I can muster. I know he’s scared.


I reach out my hand, and he flits away like a nervous bird, and brushes a bloke’s arm. The poor guy yelps and drops his beer. Glass shatters and the circle around us widens, though people don’t realize what they’re doing. I can feel eyes on me. This must look more than a little crazy. But the gazes never linger for long—looking at a spot where a dead person is standing can be almost as uncomfortable as bumping up against one. The average human brain makes its adjustments quickly and shifts its attention elsewhere.


The dead guy steps back toward me.


“What’s your name?” I ask him, keeping my voice soft and low. His eyes are focused on my lips.


“Terry.”


“You want to talk, Terry?” A name is good. Morrigan would describe it as being of extreme utility. It’s a handle, a point of focus. Terry’s eyes search my face.


“No. I—this isn’t right. I’ve been wandering, and there’s nothing. Just—” He blinks. Looks around. “What is this place? Shit, is this the Paddo?”


“You shouldn’t be here, Terry,” I say, and he’s back, looking at me. There’s more confidence and less confusion in his eyes.


“No shit. I haven’t been back to Brisbane in years. I—do people really still listen to grunge?”


“What’s wrong with grunge?”


Terry rolls his eyes. “Where to begin…”


I take another step toward him. “Look, it doesn’t matter, Terry.” This is inexcusable. Someone has majorly screwed up, and I’m certain I know who. But that’s for later. I need to stay calm.


“Terry, you know where you need to be,” I say gently, as gently as you can above the cover band’s rendition of Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit.”


He nods his head. “I can’t seem to get there.”


“Let me help you, Terry.”


I reach out. This time he doesn’t dart away. I touch him. And Terry’s gone, passing through me, and into the Underworld. There’s the familiar pain of a successful pomp, a slight ache that runs through me. I take a deep breath. Then, between blinks, all that space around me fills with people. I elbow my way toward my table none too gently; I reserve softness for the dead. I’m fuming with a white-hot rage, my body sore from the pomp.


Derek’s in trouble, now. If he’s messed up the rostering this badly, what else is he doing wrong? I’m filled with a righteous (and somewhat enjoyable) anger. I’d call him right now, but anger isn’t the only thing I’m filled with and it’s decided to remind me in no uncertain terms.


I make a dash for the toilets, stand at the urinal, and it’s a sweet relief. I glance over at the mirror; the hair’s looking good.


“You’re in danger,” a familiar voice whispers in my ear, and I jump. It’s the dead girl. She smiles that mocking smile.


“Jesus! Where the hell did you… What do you mean, in danger?” I’m a while framing that question.


She shakes her head, her eyes a bit fuzzy. She blinks.


“I’m not sure.” Then there’s some clarity in her gaze. “Still trying to remember. You’re really taking this people wanting to kill you thing very well. Or maybe not… Hmm. How much have you had to drink?”


I’m pretty unsteady on my feet, and I’m still peeing. So, a lot.


“I… Would you mind turning the other way? I don’t think people want to kill me, that was just some crazy guy with a gun.”


The dead girl’s face creases. “A crazy guy who just happened to take potshots at you?”


“Which is why he’s crazy. I mean, why would anyone want to blow my brains out?”


Someone’s walked into the toilet. The movement catches my eye. I turn, free hand clenched, a move I know is hardly intimidating, particularly while I’m pissing. I sway there a moment.


“Not him,” she says.


“How do you know?” I demand. “You’re hardly a reliable source of information, what with the dropping in and dropping out.”


The poor interloper hesitates for a moment, looking at me, looking at the urinals, and feeling the presence of a dead person pushing him anywhere but here. He heads straight to a stall and locks the door.


And I’m suddenly feeling a whole lot more sober. The dead girl stands far enough away from me that I can’t pomp her. It’s not like I’d touch her before washing my hands anyway.


“Are you really dead?” I zip up. The room’s swaying a little, which can’t be good.


She nods. “The real deal. And you need to get out of here, there’s stuff I have to tell you, I think.” She looks down at her hands, and there’s something about the gesture that makes me ache. “It’s much harder keeping this together than I expected. And the urgency, I’m trying to hold onto that… But I’m remembering.” She looks up at me. “It’s getting a little clearer. That’s something, right?”


I wash my hands, studying her in the mirror. A dozen contradictory emotions dance across her face. All of them legitimate, and every one of them adding to her confusion. And here I am leaden with drink. This demands sensitivity. I want to help her but I’m not sure if I can. Maybe the best way, the most professional way, is by pomping her.


But I’m also angry. She’s scaring me, and that’s not supposed to be the way this works.


“Good,” I blurt, “because I really want to know why someone was shooting at me.”


The dead girl scowls. “Maybe I should just let you die.”


I shrug, drunkenly belligerent. I’m not the dead one after all. “Maybe. Then at least we’d—”


That’s when the beer, the I’ve-been-shot-at-and-lived-to-tell-the-tale beer, has its effect on me, and I’m running for the nearest stall, the one next to the poor guy I scared off the urinal. When I am done, after a series of loud and desperate sounding hurls, I feel utterly wretched. I look up at her, because she’s followed me in. “Bad Chiko Roll,” I explain, half-heartedly.


The dead girl grimaces at me. But her eyes are more focused. The mere act of talking, of a person’s interest in her, has helped ground her.


She even smiles. Nothing like a spew as an icebreaker.


“Do people even eat those anymore?”


What is it about the dead today? Everybody’s talking back. “Yes, and they listen to grunge.”


“What?” She rubs her chin thoughtfully. “Though that might explain it.”


“It was a legitimate movement.”


“The stress is on the was, though.” She’s looking more coherent, almost concrete.


“Name’s Steven,” I say, and I instinctively reach out toward her. It’s my job after all. She darts back, a look of horror on her face.


“Watch that!”


“Sorry, it’s just habit.” My head’s feeling clearer.


We stand crammed in the grotty stall for a moment, just staring at each other. There’s a tightness in my throat, a ridiculous sense of potential in a ridiculous place. Whatever it is, it passes. She nods, taking another step back, so that she’s almost out of the stall. She keeps an eye on my hands.


“Lissa,” she says. “Lissa Jones.”


Which sounds a hell of a lot better than Dead Girl.


I open my mouth to say something, anything, but she’s gone. And again, it’s nothing to do with me. She’s just gone. I’m suffering an altogether unfamiliar hurt, and it’s awful.
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Tim is far too drunk to drive me home. But sober enough to get me a taxi with what appears to be some sort of magic gesture. It’s as though he plucked the car out of the night.


Tim presses the packet of cigarettes into my hands. “Hide the evidence, eh. And look after yourself.”


“You too.”


He gives me the thumbs up. “’S all good!”


And I know that he’ll be at work sans hangover tomorrow, which brings a slight wave of resentment to the top of my rolling-drunk thoughts because my day off isn’t going to be nearly as pretty. I watch him pluck another taxi from the ether.


“Where to?” the driver asks me. I mumble directions. Tim’s taxi is already off. His driver probably knew where to go before Tim had even opened his mouth.


The taxi ride home is just swell, though a couple of times I nearly hurl again: seems my stomach has found more than that Chiko Roll to challenge it. Both times the driver is just about ready to push me out the door. I swear, one time I feel his boot on my back. But we make it, and he’s happy enough to take my money, and happier still when I wave away his vague, and extremely leisurely, attempts at giving me change.


The taxi pulls away and I stare at my place. It’s all a bit of a blur really, except for the brace symbol marked above the door. It’s glowing: there must be Stirrers about. Not my job, though, the night shift will be dealing with those.


As I unlock the front door Molly’s greeting barks are gruff and accusatory. She may be the most patient border collie in the world, but even she has limits. I realize that I hadn’t fed her before I left. I make up for it, nearly falling flat on my face as I scoop dog food into her bowl, then walk into the bathroom and splash my face. I hardly feel the water. The space around me seems packed in cotton wool. I poke my cheek and it’s as though I’m touching something inanimate. For some reason that saddens me. There’s a few of Robyn’s things still in the bathroom cupboard. A small bottle of perfume, a toothbrush. Three years and I’ve not managed to throw them out.


Molly pushes her black and white snout against my leg; she’s wolfed down dinner and needs to go outside. There’s an impatient gleam to her eyes. I think she’s just as sick of me mooching over Robyn as everyone else, and Molly never even knew her. I bought her after Robyn left. Yeah, rebound pet ownership—real healthy.


“Sorry, girl.”


She’s on my heels all the way through the house to the kitchen and the back door, rushing past me as I open it. The refrigerator hums behind me.


In the backyard the air is cool. It’s a typical spring evening and the city is still and quiet, though I know that’s a lie because it’s never really still or quiet. People are always sliding away to the Underworld, and things are always stirring. But I can imagine what it would be like to believe otherwise. I sit on the back step, smoking one of the cigarettes that Tim bought—yes, I’m that drunk—and wait for Molly to finish her business, thinking all the while about Lissa. I’d helped Terry easily enough. Why couldn’t I help her? She’s the most striking girl I’ve ever seen, but that shouldn’t matter. I’m already feeling the remorse that no amount of alcohol can shield you from, because drinking is all about remorse.


Molly trots up next to me and I scratch her head. “What’s wrong with me, eh?”


She’s got no answer to offer. She’s happy, though, to receive the scratching. I yawn at last, get up and leave the unquiet city outside.


I’m drunk and exhausted but I’m restless as all hell. I walk about my house, not really connecting with any of it. All the stuff I’ve bought. The useless shit, as Dad calls it. The posters, the DVDs, and CDs: some not even out of their wrappers. None of it plants me here. None of it means anything. I might as well be a ghost. I wonder if this disconnect is how it feels to be dead. I’ll have to ask Morrigan—if anyone will know, it’ll be him. Molly follows me for a little while but can see no sense in it, or just gets bored, and wanders off to her bed. I drop onto the couch in the living room, and sit on my cordless phone. The damn thing beeps at me.


I press the talk button and hear the familiar rapid blipping dial tone: there’s at least one message on my voicemail.


I ring through to check. Two missed calls. The alcohol steps politely aside for a moment. One of the calls is from Morrigan: too late to call him back. Besides, if it had been really important, he would have tried my mobile.


There’s a message, too. The phone crackles, which means either there are Stirrers about or we’ve hit a period of increased solar flare activity. Both mess with electrical signals.


“Steven,” Dad says. “Hope you haven’t been drinking.” He doesn’t sound too hopeful. “Thought I’d call to let you know you were right, it wasn’t a coincidence. The police released the name of the gunman. Jim McKean.”


McKean…


McKean…


The name’s familiar. Dad fills in the blanks. “McKean’s a Pomp… Was a Pomp. Sydney middle management; didn’t show for work yesterday. I’ve heard he was doped out: on ice, that’s what they call it these days, isn’t it? Out of character, completely out of character.”


Of course, McKean!


I remember him. A quiet guy. Always seemed nice, and a little bookish. We’d actually talked science fiction at a Christmas party a few years back. He was a real Heinlein nut, not that I’m saying anything, but…


“Morrigan’s using his connections, digging into the why, but—whatever the reason—McKean is behind bars. You don’t need to worry.”


But I am. The guy came after me with a gun. Even with Molly the house seems too…empty.


“Give me that phone, Michael.” It’s Mom. “Steven, your father was less than speedy in passing on to me the details.” Mom stresses the last word. “Your rather worthless father said you’d had a tough day. He neglected to tell me that you’d been shot at. You’ll be having dinner with us tomorrow night. No excuses. Now, I hope Tim hasn’t gotten you too drunk. We’re all rather worried about you.”


The message drops out.


I’ve a dinner invite for Wednesday, and I’ll be there. Mom and Dad are excellent cooks. I might have inherited the pomping career but the culinary skills seemed to have skipped me. I might even have made enough peace with my stomach to be hungry by then.


I play the message over, twice, just to hear their voices. It grounds me a little. The dead aren’t the only ones who like to feel that people care. I check my mobile but no missed calls, no texts, and the schedule hasn’t changed.


I switch on the television, and flick through the channels.


Two of them are running stories about McKean. Shots of him being taken into custody, backlit by a frenetic clicking lightshow of camera flashes. There’s something not right about him but I guess you could say that about anyone who decides that today is a good day to start firing a rifle into a crowd. No one was killed, thank Christ, but not all of that is luck: he wasn’t gunning for anyone else. There’s nothing in the story linking him to me. Nothing about me at all.


The sight of him draws a rising shudder of panic through me that even the weight of alcohol can’t suppress. I guess it has affected me more than I care to admit.


I turn off the television and switch on my Notebook, hook into Facebook, and the Mortmax workgroup—Morrigan set that up—and there’s Jim McKean in my network: looking his usual awkward self, and nothing like a killer. I check his profile. His life/death status is up as dead. Morrigan installed that morbid little gadget a year or so ago. Pomp humor is very much of the gallows sort.


Peculiar, as McKean isn’t dead. But that slips from my mind in an instant, because there’s Lissa’s face in his friends list. I click on her profile photo.


She worked for Mortmax?


I bang my head with my palm. Of course she had. Lissa Jones. Melbourne agency. It’s all here, and I must have met her before. Her green eyes mock me. Her status though, according to this, is living. Something’s wrong with that gadget of Morrigan’s.


I open Dad’s profile. Dead.


Then Mum’s. Dead.


I open my own profile. Status: Dead.


Then I’m opening all the Brisbane pages. And every single one of them, including Morrigan, is the same.


Something prickles up my spine.


I switch to Mr. D’s profile. It has his usual picture, a crow on a tombstone. His is a dry and obvious sort of humor. But Regional Managers are like that. Death, after all, is the reason for their existence. His status: gone fishing.


Nothing peculiar there. Our RM loves to fish—most of the Orcus do. I’ve heard he has a boat docked at the piers of Hell, and that Charon’s own boatmen run it. I’ve seen the photos of the things he’s caught in the sea of the dead—the ammonites, the juvenile megalodon, the black-toothed white whale with old mariner still attached.


Regardless, the timing is odd. I get the feeling that there’s something I’m not seeing, but there’s a thick and somewhat alcohol-muddied wall between the truth and me.


I switch off the Notebook. Then look at my watch. There’s no one I can reasonably call about this. So I call Dad.


“Do you know what time it is?”


I don’t realize that I’d been holding my breath until he answers. Morrigan’s gadget is wrong, thank Christ. “Sorry, Dad, but…” I mumble something drunkenly at him about the Facebook accounts.


Dad lets out a weary breath. “That’s what this is about?”


“Yeah, it’s, I—”


“We’ll discuss this tomorrow, when you’re sober.”


“But Dad—”


“Get some sleep.”


There’s a long moment of silence. Dad sighs again. “OK, there’s some sort of glitch on the server. If we’d kept to the old ways… well, I wouldn’t be answering a call from you in the middle of the night. I tell you, Steve, it’s been a hell of a week.” Which is saying something, as it’s only Tuesday night. “Just a wonderful one for Mr. D to take off. Morrigan’s looking into it. Now, go…to…sleep.” Dad sounds like he is already, which is good or I’d be in for a lecture.


“Sorry,” I say.


“’S OK,” he says. “I’m just glad you’re not hurt. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.” He hangs up, and I’m left holding the phone.


Dad said I’m safe, earlier. I can’t say that’s how I see it.


It’s a weird world. A weird and dangerous world. When you’re a Pomp, even such a low level one as me, you get your face rubbed in it. Robyn couldn’t handle it. I don’t think she believed in half of what I did. I don’t blame her for leaving, not one little bit, nor for the hole she left in my life. She didn’t grow up with all this, hadn’t seen some of the things I’ve seen, or witnessed some of the deaths I’ve attended. Still, until today I’d never been shot at.


I walk around the house checking the locks, and then double-checking the front and back door. Then I’m looking in cupboards, even under the bed. It’s a drunken, shambling sort of scrutiny. And when I catch myself stumbling to the front door for the third time I snort.


“Ridiculous.”


Molly, who’s been watching all this from her mat with a bemused tilt to her head, stares up at me.


“Ridiculous,” I say again, and scratch behind her ears.


She grins at me.


“Safe as houses, eh, Moll?” I stumble to the bedroom, and crash onto the bed, after flipping my shoes across the room where they land with two dull thwacks against the wardrobe mirror. My reflection shivers at me.


“Buffoon,” I whisper at it.


The bed begins a wobbly spin, even as I’m slipping into sleep. I stare at the window to steady that roiling movement. It works, but I know I won’t be awake for much longer.


One drawn out blink, and then another, and I’m sure Lissa’s face is pressed against the window or through the window. Then it’s just the moon, full and blue. “Luminous,” I whisper, at the pale light.


The moon says something, but I can’t read her lips.


The window rattles as a car mutters in an eight-cylindered tongue down the street. Exhaustion has its hooks in me, and I’m too far gone, and full, to find a pause from my fall into slumber.


No wakefulness. No dreams. Just dark, dark sleep: that’s where I’m headed. And Lissa, the moon, and all the questions rushing around me like Mr. D’s crows, cannot follow me there.
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My status on Facebook isn’t the only thing that’s dead.


Someone has jimmied open my skull and poured highly flammable liquid migraine directly into my brainpan. I can taste stale vomit, a night’s worth of spewing crusted to the roof of my mouth. I open my eye a crack and admit a jack-hammering Brisbane morning light that ignites all that potential pain at once. I shut my eye again. The room, windows closed, smells delightfully of sick and ashtray.


The phone rings, and I’m immediately regretting the decision to have a handset in my bedroom. The ringing is an ice pick swinging into my forehead.


I ignore it. Let it ring out. A second later my mobile starts up. Fucking ice pick all over again.


I open my eyes. The light is merciless as I scramble around hunting for my mobile, and it keeps ringing and ringing and ringing. This has to be some sort of cruel and unusual punishment. Sliding out of bed, I realize that I’m still half in my jeans: the other pants leg has the pocket with my phone in it.


I snatch out the mobile, consider hurling it against the wall, then see the number and moan.


Mortmax. And whoever’s calling has disengaged the message service, which gives me more than a clue as to who is responsible.


I flip the phone open. “Yes.”


“Steven,” Derek says, “we need you in the city. No later than ten.”


He hangs up.


Yes, king of bloody small talk. And do I have a thing or two to talk about with him! Starting with Lissa, and ending with Terry. Derek’s messed up a few too many times in the last couple of days.


I look at the clock. 8:30.


Shit! I can’t imagine this hangover leaving before late afternoon. It has teeth and cruel hangovery hands that are less than gently clenching my stomach, engendering an argument over which end of me is most likely going to be needing to evacuate the evils of the evening before. There are good odds it could be both at once. It’s a finger-in-all-pies sort of hangover.


How do I get myself in these situations?


My phone chirps with a text. Tim. Hope you’re feeling OK :-)


Prick.


Just chipper, I text back. Even texting is painful and nausea inducing. I fish through cupboards, and drawers, until I find something strong for the pain. I manage to keep it down. Molly’s waiting, eyes lit with a weary impatience, to be let out the back door. Opening it only lets in more of that brutal morning light. I wince, leave the door open for the dog, and make the trek to the bathroom.


Oddly enough Molly follows me. I shrug at her. “Suit yourself.” There’s blood in the bathroom. On the walls; a little on the mirror. I wrinkle my nose at it. Molly sniffs at the walls, doesn’t bother licking them. This ectoplasmic blood is mildly toxic. The first time she encountered it, gobbling down what she obviously thought was a marvelous, if peculiar, free feed, she had diarrhea for two days. Now that was pleasant for the both of us. Whenever there’s an increase in Stirrers this happens. These sorts of portents come with the job. I do my best to ignore the sanguine mess. Cleaning is for post hangover.


The shower, alternating hot and cold, helps a little. I even manage to think about Lissa, wondering where she is and how horrible that state of limbo must be. Her having been a Pomp at least explains some of the why of it. She’s got the know-how. Though I don’t understand how she’s managing—but maybe she isn’t, maybe she was pomped last night. I finish my shower with that disturbing thought, and reach for a towel. The movement sets my head off again. It’s as though the shower never even happened, except I’m dripping wet.


This is hell, self-inflicted or not. I stand still for a while, taking slightly pathetic little breaths. Then get dressed, moving like an old, old man in a particularly didactic anti-alcohol advertisement.


Molly barks from the backyard. I stumble out, and she’s there with her mini-football in her mouth, wanting a game. One look at me and she changes her mind, dropping it to the ground with an expression that breaks my heart.


“Sorry, girl,” I say.


I step back from the door, into the kitchen and I consider breakfast, and then ruefully laugh that idea off. Besides, I’ve run out of time. I fill a bottle with tap water.


Molly isn’t too happy to come back inside, but she does. I pat her on the head, tell her how sorry I am, that I’m such a lousy fella, and make a mental note to take her for a long walk tonight, no matter how awful I feel.


People go on about the quality of light in Brisbane. Whatever it is, there is far too much of it today. My sunglasses only cut it down by the barest fraction; the migraine ignites again. If I had a better excuse there’s no way I’d be going in today. But I don’t. I still have all my limbs, and I’m not dead.


Now, Derek and I have our differences, but there’s one thing I’m sure we’d both agree on: if I don’t make it to the office, I’m gone for sure. I look at my watch. 9:30.


Half an hour’s cutting it fine, but I manage to catch the next train. It’s crowded for this time on a Wednesday morning. Someone’s mp3 is up so loud that we’re all getting a dose of Queen’s “We Will Rock You.” That pounding rhythm is pretty much in time with my headache. I glare at the culprit but he isn’t looking in my direction.


Derek’s been hunting for a reason to fire me for a while now, and I’ve never been a favorite of the other states’ administrators either. I do tend to get into a bit of trouble. I can’t help it if people don’t get my sense of humor. Really, how can that be my fault?


The only thing that has kept me in the job is that I’m good at it, and that Morrigan likes me. Morrigan’s influence as Ankou can’t be denied. Mr. D’s close working relationship with Morrigan tends to piss off the state admins mightily—and Derek cops that because Morrigan is a person you don’t want to cross. All of which pleases me no end, because Morrigan is virtually family.


Morrigan and Dad rose through the ranks together. Dad, a traditionalist; Morrigan, an innovator. Dad coordinates the cross-state linkages, pomps, and helps oversee Mortmax’s non-death-related industries—the various holdings in supermarkets, petrol stations and other businesses. He used to run the scheduling too, but a couple of years ago the side businesses expanded to such a degree that he had to let that slide. Morrigan had been pushing to stop him pomping as well but Dad prefers to keep his hand in.


I’d like to think that I could have taken over the scheduling. But a desk job’s dull. Derek, on the other hand, loves it. Too bad he’s doing such a miserable job.


I glance at my watch. It’s going to be close. Not showing up for a meeting is the fastest route to unemployment. Punctuality, under all manner of stress and duress, is an absolute necessity in the pomping trade. A hangover doesn’t even begin to cut it as an excuse.


I’m pretty sure I can make it, even riding what seems to be the slowest train in existence, but whether or not I can avoid spewing over Derek’s desk is another matter. But it would be a pathetic vomit at best: the last thing I ate was that Chiko Roll.


Anyway, getting into work is going to furnish me with some answers. There’s just been too much weirdness in the last couple of days. Too many things are unsettling me. If I wasn’t so miserable, they’d be unsettling me even more.


I get off at Roma Street Station, ride the escalator up and out onto George Street, taking small sips of unsatisfying water as I go.


I don’t notice anything is wrong until I touch the front door to Number Four.


I push, and the door doesn’t give. So I push harder.


Nothing but my knuckles cracking. The door doesn’t even draw its usual drop of blood. That’s the way it is with Pomps. You need blood to close certain doors, and blood to open them. But not today.


Number Four is locked up tight and toothless.


My first thought is that this is Derek, that he’s getting his revenge. Except the two wide glass windows either side of the door are dark. Not only that, but the brace symbol above the door has been removed. That symbol, an upside down triangle split through the middle with a not quite straight vertical line, keeps away Stirrers. It has to be refreshed every month or so, redrawn with ink mixed with a living Pomp’s blood. Now it’s gone, and that’s crazy.


The door should have opened. The lights should be on inside. But they’re not. I peer through the window to the left of the door, or try to. It’s totally dark beyond. My reflection stares back at me.


I touch the door again. There should be a buzz, a sort of hum running through me on contact, but there’s nothing, no sense at all that this is a point of interface between the living world and the dead one. It’s just a door. A locked metal door. I glance around, there’s no one I know standing around ready to tell me this is all some sort of joke.


The door leads into the vestibule of the building. There’s a desk at the front. Some chairs, a couple of prints, including Mr. D’s favorite painting, Brueghel’s “Triumph of Death.” Beyond the desk is a hallway leading to old-fashioned elevator doors, lots of brass, glass and art nouveau designs. The elevator has twelve floors marked, but our building only has eight storeys here. The other four are in the Underworld. That linkage between the living world and the dead should have me buzzing. Hell, standing this close to Number Four should have anyone buzzing.


It’s the reason we don’t get a lot of hawkers.


I reach toward the door again, then hesitate. Because in that moment it… changes. The door suddenly possesses a sly but hungry patience: as though it’s waiting for me to touch it this time. Just put your hand up against me, eh.


Instead, I press my face against the window to the right. Again, nothing but darkness. The hair rises on the back of my neck. Then something slams against the glass.


I get a brief sensation of eyes regarding me, and of blood. A soul screams through me. It passes, as though thrown, so fast that I don’t even get a sense of who it is I’ve just pomped. I stumble back from the window. They may have moved fast, but they’d been holding on. Their passage a friction burn, I’m seared a little on the inside.


I don’t tend to get the violent deaths but I’ve pomped enough to recognize one. Someone has just died, savagely and suddenly. Someone I know. Maybe Tanya behind the desk, or Clive from records. Brett was always down there, too—had a thing for Tanya. “Jesus.”


And then there’s another one. The second death is so quick on the back of the first that I moan with the fiery biting pain of it, then retch a little. Another violent exit, another desperate but futile clawing at survival.


“Get out of here, Steven.” The voice is familiar.


My mouth moves, but nothing comes for a moment. I turn toward Lissa, fight my almost instinctive desire to pomp her. At least that would be normal. But the urge passes in a wave of relief. Here she is, at last. How can she do this to me, this rising excitement, even now? But she does.


“What?”


“You have to get to Central Station,” she says, sliding around me, slipping out of hand’s reach, then darting in to whisper. “You need to get as far away from here as possible.”


I blink at her, expect her to disappear, but this time she doesn’t. In fact she seems much more together than I have ever seen her—a layer of confusion has been sloughed away and replaced with a desperate clarity.


“Hurry. We don’t have much time. Someone is killing Pomps.” She smiles at that, then frowns, as though the first expression was inappropriate. “You’re the first one I’ve managed to save. And I’m getting tired of repeating myself.”


The door picks that moment to open. Just a crack. A cold wind blows through it, and it’s not the usual breath of air conditioning. From within comes the distant rasping of the One Tree, the Moreton Bay fig that overhangs the Underworld. That sound, a great sighing of vast wooden limbs, dominates the office. Hearing it echo out here in the street is disturbing. Christ, it terrifies me. It’s as though Hell has sidled up next to the living world and has pulled out a bloody knife. I hesitate a moment. I know I should be running but those two pomps in quick succession have scattered my thoughts. And this is meant to be a place of refuge. There’s a gravity to that doorway, born of habit and expectation.


Lissa swings in front of me. “Don’t,” she says. “You go through that door and you’re dead.”


And I know she’s right. It’s like a switch finally turns off in my brain.


I sprint from the doorway, glancing back only when I’m at the lights (fighting the urge to just run out into the traffic, but there’s too much of it and it’s moving too swiftly) to see if anyone, or any thing, has come through the door after me. I get the prickling feeling that someone’s watching me.


I blink, and the door’s shut again, and that sensation of scrutiny is gone. I take a deep breath.


“Roma Street Station’s better,” I say, trying to keep focused, even as my head throbs. This really is a bitch of a hangover.


“What?”


“Central’s too obvious. If I was looking for someone trying to get out of the city I’d go to Central.”


Lissa appears to consider this. “You’re probably right.”


I know I’m right. Well, I hope I am. I need to have some semblance of control, or I am going to lose it right here in the middle of the city.


We’re on George Street, heading to Roma Street and the train station, stumbling through late-morning crowds: all the business and government types up this end of the city, heading out for their coffees, oblivious to what’s going on. People are being killed. My people. It can’t be happening. Part of me refuses to believe it, even now, but those violent, painful pomps tell me otherwise.


I could feel resentful, but that’s going to serve no useful purpose. The further I get away from Number Four though, the better.


To the left are the council chambers, reaching up into the sky, looking like a Lego tower of Babel constructed by a not particularly talented giant infant who nonetheless had big ideas. Just to my right is Queen Street Mall where, only yesterday, I was running for my life. Who’d have thought it would become something of a habit? Behind me, the state government building looms shabbily, a testament to, or rather an indictment of, eighties’ architecture.


Tim works in that building.


“Where are you going?”


I turn around heading toward Tim’s building, hardly realizing I’m doing it.


Lissa’s in my face, hands waving, sliding backward to keep out of my reach. “Are you stupid? This is the wrong way.”


I stop and stare at Lissa. How do I even know I can trust her? But there’s something there, surely. Something in her gaze that tells me I can.


“No, it isn’t.”


“I don’t want you to die.”


“I know,” I snap. “That much I get.” And I don’t want to die either, not with her around.


Her face creases with irritation. “You’re making the concept easier for me, though.” She slides to my right. Turns her back on me. I’m almost relieved; the fire in that gaze would consume me. She passes into a patch of light and is almost completely devoured by it. But then she’s out and staring at me.


“Well? Aren’t you going to keep moving?”


We cross George Street, pass the stately sandstone edifice of the Treasury Casino. The street’s not as crowded on this side, away from the shops. There are a few buses coming and going and people are heading toward the government building, or office towers; suits and skirts of the power variety. The Riverside Expressway is a block away, and a cool breeze blowing up from the river carries all that traffic noise toward me. Traffic, not the creaking of the One Tree.


I get to the glass doors which front the government building and stop. A couple of blocks down, the door to Number Four is waiting. My skin crawls—that sense of being watched again. Still, I hesitate. I reach into my pocket, pull out my phone.


No, I can’t draw him into this. Not yet. I put the phone away.


I have to figure this out. On my own, or with the help of my kind. This isn’t Tim’s problem, he’s a Black Sheep—government liaison or not—and my best friend, and there’s no way I’m going to drag him into whatever this is. He made his choice not to be involved in the business years ago, and I’m going to honor that. Besides, I doubt there is anything he can do.


I turn around, walk back down the street in the direction of Roma Street Station, keeping to as much cover as I can. Lissa’s presence makes me stand out in a crowd—to those who know how to look, anyway.


I think about that damn disconcerting door, and whoever it was I pomped. The pomps had been too fast for a visual, but the souls seemed familiar somehow. Perhaps Morrigan, or Derek? I can’t imagine either of them dead.


The day’s warm but I’m shivering in my suit.


Lissa looks at me. “It’s going to be all right. Take some deep breaths. Try and calm yourself down, Steven.”


“You really think this is going to be all right?” I growl. She looks away. “How the fuck is this going to end well?”


“You have to believe it will, or you might as well just sit down now, and do nothing. Wait for whoever it is to find you, if you want. Let me tell you now, they won’t be gentle.”


“I’ll get home, and we can sort this out.”


“No,” she shakes her head stridently, “you don’t want to go home. They’ll be there. I went home, and it was the last mistake I made. I can’t tell you how angry it makes me, to have died this way.”


I look at her more closely; she’s starting to fade a little. I need to bring her back. “Why didn’t you tell me that you were a Pomp, Lissa? I found you on Facebook last night.”


“I’m surprised it took you that long,” she says.


“Well, what with the shooting, and the running, and your appearing and disappearing… I’m a Pomp, not a detective. And then I had a lot to drink.” The hangover’s circling again and, in the busy street, everything’s starting to tilt into the surreal. Lissa gives me a look that could pass as sympathetic but for the edge to it. Her gaze holds me and, stupid as it is here and now, I’m thinking how beautiful she is. My kind of beautiful—and I’d never really been aware that I’d had a kind of beautiful before I met her. Why now?


“I’m sorry,” she says, “but death is… confusing. Painful, scary, everything moves so fast. I was shifting from Pomp to Pomp. With the first one I was fine, not that it helped him—knife to the back, horrible. But by the time I got you—and I wasn’t controlling who I ended up with—I was rather…scattered.”


“But how did you shift from Pomp to Pomp in the first place? That’s not possible is it?”


“Look, I was desperate, and dead, Steven. Who knows what’s possible?”


“How long has this been going on?”


“I know about as much as you. Two days at least. You saw me those first times. I was confused. You grounded me.” She swings her face close to mine. I could just… I mean I want to… Those lips. There’s a charge shooting up my spine. An ache I thought I’d never feel again.


Enough.


“That’s my job. You know how it is,” I say, and step away. She doesn’t. How could she? Lissa is so far out of my league. I’m actually feeling a little lousy about not recognizing her from the start, because I did know her. Not personally, but enough that I realize that I recognize her. There aren’t that many Pomps working in Australia. “You work in Melbourne.”


“Um, I used to work in Melbourne,” she says slowly. “No one does, now. They’re all dead. There’s a whole Night of the Long Knives thing going on.”


I must be looking at her blankly because she slows it down even more. “You know, the Night of the Long Knives? Hitler gets an out-with-the-old-and-in-with-the-new attitude and kills his Brown-shirts’ leaders—”


I clear my throat. “I know about Nazis. I’ve got the History Channel, watch it all the time. You think this is an inside job? It doesn’t make any sense.”


Lissa regards me with those striking green eyes of hers, and I’m feeling stupid. “Think about it, Steven.”


How can I think about anything when she’s looking at me that way?


“Anything else doesn’t make sense,” she says. “Whoever’s doing this has to understand our communication system, our computers. We don’t outsource any of that.”


We stop at the corner of George and Ann, waiting for the lights to change. Big trucks and maxi-taxis roar by, dragging curtains of dust and diesel fumes. I don’t hear the phone, just feel it vibrating in my pocket. Number Four, the LCD says. I show it to Lissa. She looks from the little screen to me, and back again.


“You better answer it.”


I don’t know what I’m going to hear, don’t know if I want to hear it. I lift the phone to my ear. “Yes?”


“Steven?”


Finally, someone I know. “Morrigan, thank Christ.” In the background, above Morrigan’s voice, the One Tree creaks. Morrigan is definitely in Number Four.


Words pour out of me. “I tried to get into work. The door was locked, wouldn’t shift, and then the door was something else.” I sound like a child, reporting to their head teacher. Lissa watches me and my face burns, though there’s no judgment in her expression.


“It’s lockdown in here,” Morrigan says. “Only we haven’t done the locking. I don’t know who it is. There’s three of them. Stirrers from the feel of it, but not like any I’ve encountered before. For one, they’re using weapons. They’ve not yet made it into the main offices. You’re lucky you couldn’t get inside, believe me. Everyone in the vestibule is dead.”


“Do you want me to come back?” Something shatters. A gun fires. Even down the phone the sounds have me flinching.


“No, that would be… unwise.” Morrigan’s voice lowers to a whisper. “We’re holed up here. I’m trying to get some word out. Just keep away. Derek’s here. If we can keep them out of the main office, I can still keep track of people.”


I hesitate. “I’m not far away… I could—”


“You’ll do no such thing,” he snaps. “You keep away, Steven. Keep moving. You did good running. They’d have just gotten you too. We’re losing Pomps.”


“I know, Lissa told me.”


He’s silent for a moment. Then, “Lissa—Lissa Jones is with you?”


“Not exactly.”


“Oh.” I can hear the sadness in his voice. Morrigan knows everyone. He may be based in Brisbane, but he has a lot of influence in the other states, too. You don’t get to the top without knowing the people beneath you. “You listen to her, Steven. This is worse than I thought. If Lissa’s gone, Melbourne’s gone, too, probably Sydney as well. She’ll help you. I need you to stay out of this. Tell her, I’m sorry.”


“Maybe Tim—”


“No, keep him out of it. The last thing we want is the government involved. If they trample over this the whole country’s going to circle the drain. He’s your cousin, Steven, but he’s not one of us. He made his decision.”


“OK, no Tim.”


“Good lad. Steven, I should have seen it coming.”


“Seen what?”


“I’d found references in some books, though I never believed—” The phone dies, there’s nothing down the end. I smack it with the palm of my hand.


“That’s not going to do anything,” Lissa says.


“Makes me feel better.” I jut out my lower lip, and scowl. Just how petulant can I be? My face reddens again but Lissa’s ignoring the show, considering the problem like I should be. After all, I’m the living one here.


“Is there some drift?” she asks.


I shake my head. “No, the signal’s strong.” I show her the phone.


“The under and upper worlds are in sync. They’re almost rubbing up against each other.”


“Maybe that’s why all this is happening. All this death. All these murdered Pomps.”


“It’s not murder,” I say. “It’s assassination.”


And then I have a terrible thought.


Something so obvious that the realization hits me hard and cold.


“Gotta call Mom and Dad.”


“Too late, Steve,” says a voice at my ear.


It’s Dad, and Mom is with him.


“Been too late for at least half an hour,” he says.
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This is the moment I’ve dreaded all my life. I’d always imagined it differently. But here it is, as it is for civilians: unexpected, sudden and utterly terrible.


Dad’s in his usual attire—pants, and a light tan sports jacket. All of it crumpled. He’s even wearing his favorite fedora, hiding his thinning hair. Pomps are well dressed in the main. Most of the time we’re in a suit, black, of course; comes from going to so many funerals. But Dad could get away with wearing a pink Hawaiian shirt to a funeral. Charisma, I guess. He dresses sloppy, but it’s charming sloppy. I’ve never really understood it but people tell me it’s there. Everybody loves my dad.


“It’s not your fault, Steve,” Dad says. His face is lined, but those lines were drawn by smiles. It’s a generous face, though he’s already losing that—the emotions are slipping away to the One Tree. He frowns. “Did you have a big night last night? You sounded like it on the phone.”


I shrug: avoid eye contact. Standard guilty son response. “I may have… indulged.” Parents, even dead ones, know how to push the right buttons.


“Look at me, boy. That’s better. Son of mine, I worry about you.” And he does, it’s in his face, even if it is fading. It shames me a little.


I want to hold him. I want to hold Mom. But I can’t. The moment I do, they will go. “Dad… What happened? How?”


He coughs. The spirit clings to these old habits. “It was fast, didn’t even suspect, until it was over. We hadn’t even finished breakfast. Just don’t go over to our place. Promise me that.”


I nod my head, feeling sick to the stomach.


“Same happened to me,” Lissa says, and Dad turns toward her.


“This is Lissa,” I say.


“Ah, Melbourne isn’t it? The Joneses?” Dad asks, and then he catches me looking at him. “Never forget a face.”


“Particularly a young woman’s,” Mom says. She’s as I remember her, in a sensible woolen jumper and pants, both mauve, both as neat as Dad’s are crumpled. She’s wearing (technically projecting) her favorite brooch: a piece of Wedgwood. There’s a clarity and a calmness about her that she’d never had in life. That’s over for her now, only the One Tree waits. There’s still enough life left, though, to bring up these age-old arguments.


Lissa turns a remarkable beetroot red.


“Now, that’s not exactly fair,” Dad says, hands raised placatingly. “The Joneses are an old pomping family. Hardly any Black Sheep, too, I might add.”


“Not that old,” Mom says. She looks at Lissa. “I was very sorry about your loss last year. Both parents, and so quickly.”


“It’s all right,” Lissa says. “We of all people know that.”


“Still—”


“Leave off, Annie,” Dad says. “She obviously doesn’t want to talk about it.”


“I’m trying to be compassionate here, and you start on this. You’re just uncomfortable talking about your feelings. And look at what that did to your son.”


“Please,” I say wearily, though I really don’t want an end to this. Mom and Dad can argue for as long as they want if it means I can still have them here. “This isn’t the time or place.”


But there’s no time, and only one place for them, and we all know it.


“Sorry,” Dad says.


Mom nods. “Yes, he’s sorry.”


Yet again, I’m waiting for the lights to change, on the corner of George and Ann Streets, the edge of the CBD. I can’t move. Dead people who no one else can see, though their presence must be raising some hackles, surround me. I don’t care. I don’t want to share this space with anyone. There’s a huge black dog barking madly across the road, its eyes firmly fixed on my posse and me. It strains on its leash, the dog’s owner shaking her head with embarrassment, doing her best to stop it pulling her across the road.


The living are stepping around us as though I’m stinking of urine and praising some cruel deity at the top of my voice, a vengeful one, obviously.


The lights have changed a half-dozen times at least, but I’m not ready.


I’m dazed.


Various cousins and aunts and uncles, well their spirits at any rate, keep dropping by. Uncle Blake dressed in his golf clothes shocks me with how calm he is, dead or not. There’s none of the bluster, the fire that made a lot of the de Selby Christmas parties so interesting. He just seems resigned. Aunty May grabs my arm, perhaps in shock at her death, and is pomped at once. There can’t be that many Pomps left in Brisbane. The conversations are mainly like this.


“Steve, oh, they’re—”


“Did you?”


“Boyo, be careful.”


“Who’s that? Oh—the Jones girl.” (Am I the only one who doesn’t know this girl and her family?)


“Love, be careful.”


It’s my younger cousins that hurt me the most. Too young, all of them. Too young. They sigh and moan as they pass through me.


My Aunt Gloria looks at me sadly. “Just call Tim, will you? Promise me that. Let him know that Blake and I love him and that we always will.”


I think about what Morrigan told me. Maybe calling Tim isn’t such a good idea. But I can’t keep this from him. “He knows that already, Aunty G. He knows how much you love him.”


She gives me a look—the family look—a mixture of stern disapproval and dismay that only someone who truly loves you is capable of, and that engenders a kind of cold, chemical, panicky reaction in my stomach.


“I’ll call him. Once I sort this out.” That last bit has become something of a refrain. But I don’t think I’m ever going to sort this out. Then she pomps through me, and is gone.


The lights change but I hover on the corner. All of this is really starting to sink in. I’m in serious trouble, half the Pomps I know are dead, and most of those are family. Now my entire living family consists of poor Tim and an aunt in the UK.


“Are you all right?” I ask Mom, and she’s looking at me with the eyes of a dead person. There’s love there, but it’s a love separated from life. I’m regretting that I haven’t been around to see them outside of work in a while, and now I’ve promised to not see what is left.


She blinks, looks at Dad, then back at me. “It didn’t hurt, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“Absolutely,” Dad says. “Whoever did it was a professional. Quick and painless.”


Of course it hurt, but they’re trying to spare me that. I try and respect their pretense and play along, but I can’t. Quick death is always painful, always dislocating.


“Mom, I need to—”


“You don’t need to know at all. You want to.” Her voice hardens. “Steven, you know the deal, we all do. I’m not happy with this, but it’s happened.”


“But why? Why has it happened?”


“If either of us had any idea, we’d be telling you,” Dad says. “But we don’t. You’re going to have to find out, and even that may not save you. I had no inkling of this in the office, and I thought I knew everything.”


I think about the phones, the rise in Stirrers. Something had been coming. Maybe I’d even felt it before I first saw Lissa. It’s easy to see that with hindsight. But that isn’t going to help now. I will get to the bottom of this. If this is death most definite then I’m determined to understand it. I just—I just wish I felt a little more capable.


Mom and Dad smile at me. Part of me is missing them already, and another part of me is so damn mad that I could kill someone. But there’s no one, or thing, I can direct my anger at. Not yet.


“We’ll come with you for as long as we can,” Dad says. “But…”


“I understand,” I say, though I wish I didn’t.


There’s more dead coming through. Pomps and regular punters, drawn to me because the number of living Pomps is shrinking. I’m giddy with it and feeling sick at the same time. I’ve never had this many people to deal with.


Pomping hurts. Each pomp is like a spider web pulling through my flesh. The silk is fine, but every strand is crowded with tiny hooks that snag and drag until they’re through. It’s more of a discomfort than a hurt, but with enough of them things begin to ache. I’m raw with the souls I’ve pomped.


I’ve heard stories about the world wars, about the Pomps there, how it nearly killed them. So many dead rushing through. I lost a lot of great-uncles, most to the meat grinder of the front, but some to the job itself. I don’t want that to be me.


The lights change. Time to get moving.


I’m moving down Roma Street, up and over the overpass, heading toward the Transit Centre, the underbelly of which is Roma Street Station.


“You know I love you,” I say to my parents. I’d said it nearly a dozen times in the walk between Ann Street and the overpass. I knew I didn’t have much time; they couldn’t stay with me forever.


“Course we do,” they say in unison, and like that, in the blinking of an eye, they’re gone.


The last contact I get is their passage through me. Such a swift pomp. I’m never going to see them again. I try to hold on, to keep their souls with me, but there’s nothing I can get a grip on. All it does is draw out the hurt.


The grief is almost paralysing when it hits.


I’m right out in the open, not yet at the escalators sinking down into the station. I stop and hunch over, because this is agony. I’m not numbed by their absence, I’m hurting. A coughing sob shudders through me. I’m going to lose it.


Just because I know what goes on in the afterlife doesn’t mean I’m not missing my parents. I need time.


But there isn’t any.


“Hey. Hey,” Lissa says.


“You’re still here?”


I look at her, and even that hurts me. She’s beautiful, and I won’t get a chance to talk to her in the flesh. My mourning tugs me this way and that. Have to slap myself. My cheek stings.


Doesn’t help.


Lissa looks at me as though I am mad. There’s pity in her expression as well, and that makes me more than a little angry: mostly with myself.


She isn’t gone yet. I’m not quite alone.


I walk into the station.


“Hey!”


I spin on my heel, cringing. When’s the bullet coming?


“Your ticket!” The guard at the gate frowns at me, looking through Lissa, though I know how uncomfortable that must make him. It doesn’t help that she then swings a tight circle around him. His face twitches in synchrony with her movements. At any other time it would be amusing to watch.


“Yeah, right. Sorry.” I dig my pass out of my wallet.


He takes it from me. Nods. “Next time think about what you’re doing.” He pushes it back into my hand.


I nod, too, smile stupidly, and walk through the gate into the underpass that leads to the platforms.


“You have to be more careful than that,” Lissa says. “You have to stay focused. Something like that may get you killed.”


“I’m doing the best I can.”


She’s clearly not happy with my answer. But it’s all I’ve got.


I know where I have to go. The only place that I might possibly find some answers.


It might also kill me. That’s on the cards anyway. In fact, I imagine that’s where this will all end up. I’m a Pomp after all. Death is what it’s all about. Death is what it’s always about.


So I keep moving.
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Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean the Hill…”


I’m sitting in the train heading west along the Ipswich line, out of the city, my forehead resting against the cold glass of the window. People sniffle and cough all around me. The carriage is heavy with the odors of sickness: sweat and menthol throat lollies duke it out. It’s flu season all right, I can feel something coming on myself—or maybe it’s the last remnants of the hangover, combined with the ache of all those pomps.


I pat my suit jacket. “At least I’m dressed for a cemetery. Do you have any better suggestions?”


Lissa shrugs. I know she wishes that she did. So do I.


“The Hill’s the only place I might get some answers,” I say. Problem is, the answers I’m after are just as likely to kill me as save me.


I try Tim’s work number. Can’t get through. His mobile switches straight to voicemail.


How do I tell him? I need to warn him. I need to tell him that his mother and father are dead. His voicemail spiel ends and I’m silent after the beep, working my mouth, trying to find words.


Nothing comes. The silence stretches on. Finally: “Tim, I don’t know what you know. But I’m in trouble, you too, maybe. You have to be careful. Shit, maybe you already know all this. Call me when you can.”


I hang up.


Lissa stomps up and down the aisle. People shudder with her passage, burying themselves in their reading matter or turning up their mp3s. She’s oblivious to it, or maybe she is taking a deep pleasure in the other passengers’ discomfort, the dreadful chill of death sliding past life. I don’t know. Our carriage is emptying out fast, though. I find her movement hypnotic. Her presence is tenuous and vital all at once. I’ve never seen a dead person like this. Nor a live one, if I’m honest.


She catches me looking at her. The grin she offers is a heat rushing through me. My cheeks burn and for a moment my mind isn’t centered on life or death. I’d thank her for that, if this was going anywhere but Hell.


I’ve fallen in love with someone I cannot have. Someone who isn’t really a someone anymore. How bloody typical. But even this misery is better than the ones that crowd around me, grim and cruel, on that train. At least it’s bittersweet rather than just bitter.


The train rolls into Auchenflower. The Hill’s presence is already a persistent tingle in my lips like the premonition of a cold sore. Every place has a Hill, where the land of the living and the dead intersect. In Brisbane it’s Toowong Cemetery. I know the place well. Used to picnic there with the family. Lost my virginity on its grassy slopes when I was seventeen. Mary Gallagher. Didn’t last. None of my relationships ever had. I’m thinking of Mary as the train stops at the station. I don’t even know what happened to her. Married, I think, maybe has a couple of kids. Robyn was just the last in a long list of failures.


I get off the train, Lissa with me, and I’m sure everyone in the carriage behind me breathes a sigh of relief. The train pulls away, leaving a few people on the platform. All of them walk in the opposite direction to me. I’d find it funny, but the nearby Wesley Hospital distracts me. My perception shifts. There’s an odor as unsavory as an open sewer coming from there. Something’s going on in the hospital’s morgue.


Lissa drifts that way. Face furrowed.


“You sense it too?”


“It’s not good.” She coughs as though clearing her throat. “Something smells well and truly rotten, wouldn’t you say?”


“Stirrers, I think.” I wonder if they’re like the ones Morrigan described, different.


“Nothing you can do about that now.”


Yes, but I don’t like it. The air around there is bad and a kind of miasmal disquiet has settled into the building’s foundations: an unliving and spreading rot. Someone hasn’t been doing their job, I think. Who’s left to do it? Who’s going to sort this kind of stuff out? These things can get quickly out of control and then you’re rushing toward a full-blown Regional Apocalypse. Think Stirrers and death in abundance. Civilizations tend to topple in the wake of them.


I try not to think about it. Lissa’s right, there’s no time. I head in the opposite direction; take the underpass beneath the station and away from the hospital. If I get a chance I’ll come back. I push the hospital to the back of my mind, where it settles uneasily. Nothing good can come of this day.


My head is pounding again. Then a caffeine craving hits me all at once. It’s a deep, soul-gnawing pit in my stomach. I’m tempted to swing into Toowong, casually order a coffee—a nice long black—and sit on the corner of High Street and Sherwood Road and watch the bus drivers try and hit pedestrians; tempted till it’s a throbbing ache. Now, I’m hurting. The last time I remember talking to my living, breathing mom was over coffee. Both of us had been real busy, like I said—flu season.


We keep moving through inner-city suburbia, up and down the undulating landscape of Brisbane, swapping the disquiet of the hospital for the jittering energy of the Hill. We reach Toowong Cemetery in pretty good time, though I have to catch my breath. Squat, fat Mount Coot-tha rises up before us like the great dorsal fin of a whale. My eyes burn as though there is suddenly too much fluid within them. Something else is straining to inhabit my vision.


This close to the Hill, Pomps get flashes of the Underworld. I can hear the great tree creaking. I can even see it. This is why Mount Coot-tha and the cemetery were once called One Tree Hill. For a moment this other view stops me—the tree, a Moreton Bay fig, is spectacular, all sky-swallowing limbs and vast root buttresses. Then Mount Coot-tha’s silhouette returns, marked only by blinking rows of transmission towers.


A traffic chopper is flying low over the Western Freeway like some predatory bird hunting snarls and head-ons. As we climb the undulations that lead to the hill there’s a hint of the city to the east, gleaming red in the afternoon sun. We’re out in the ’burbs, the beginning of a vast carpet of houses that stretches almost to the granite belt in the west. Hundreds of thousands of homes. But here, it’s old city, Brisbane’s CBD isn’t too far away. It’s close to sunset and I’m still not sure what it is I’m doing. I circle around the base of the Hill, keeping clear of the open areas, and staying as close as I can to the trees among the tombstones. The Hill has multiple nodes: connection points with Number Four. The Mayne crypt is one, but that’s too obvious, with its ostentatious white spire and curlicues, and it’s big and toward the top of the Hill—we’d be too easy to spot. I’m heading to a quieter node, near the place Tim and I used to sneak off to, to smoke.


“Listen,” Lissa says. She spins around me, gesturing at the lengthening shadows. I’d almost forgotten she was there. We haven’t said a word since we edged into the cemetery. “I’m serious, listen.”


“I’m listening,” I say.


She shakes her head. “Not to me. To this, the cemetery.”


And then I’m really listening. I’ve never known a place to be so quiet. Where are the crows? Where are the chattering, noisy myna birds? There’s not a sound, not an insect clicking or buzzing. Even my footsteps in the dry grass seem muted.


“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” Lissa says, right into my left ear.


I jump. “I never said it was a good idea, but it’s the only one we have.”


“The only one that you have.”


“What’s your idea?”


“Head for the hills, not the Hill.”


“I promise, I’m being careful.”


“Is that what you call it?” She darts away from me. Runs up the hill and back again. In this light, she’s a blue-stained smear of movement. She’s back by my side in a breath.


“Didn’t even break a sweat,” she says.


“See anything?”


“Nothing. But that doesn’t mean they’re not closing in.”


“You’re making me paranoid.”


She swings her face close to mine, her eyes wide. “Good.”


I find the right tombstone halfway up the hill, a David Milde, RIP 1896. It’s been a while since I’ve done this, but the spot recognizes me. The stone shudders, becomes something more than a mere memorial.


“Watch yourself,” Lissa says.


I glance at her. This close to a node, her form is losing some of its clarity. “Maybe you should too.”


She raises a hand toward her face. “Oh.”


The node would take her to the Underworld, if it could. But I’m in control here. I wait until Lissa steps back, and then I reach over and settle my fingers on the rough stone, wincing at the electric shock that strikes my fingers on contact. My teeth clamp shut, and I taste blood.


The cemetery is gone. I’m in Number Four. And it’s not pleasant.


The air is alive with exclamations: bullet hard. The last thoughts of the dying, before the mind and body scatter.


There are other Pomps here. Not just Morrigan and Derek.


The first thing I feel are their deaths.


Each one smacks against me, and I try to hold onto them, and work through these errant memories. But it’s no good. There’s nothing there. Nothing of use anyway, merely pain, the unsuspecting howls of the executed. Jesus, I’ve been lucky to get even this far. For a moment I envy those gone, that it’s over for them, that they’re not left flailing in the dark. I concentrate, move through the muddy haze of dying minds and then: There are upturned desks, reams of paper scattered around them like the shattered stones of a stormed castle. Mainframes have toppled. And there’s blood, every-fucking-where. My heart’s doing 160 BPM easy. I almost drop out of the node then.


There’s a man bent over, hacking up blood onto his yellow tie. He’s wheezing, “Fuck. Fuck. This is. Oh—”


Blood crashes in my vision as a bullet makes a crater in his chest. He lifts his head, and there’s a moment of recognition, just a moment. The bastard even manages a scowl.


“Derek,” I say. Poor old officious Derek.


But he’s dead; he falls almost gracefully onto the floor.


There are no answers here. I have to get out.


Then a head peers over the desk. Morrigan looks over at me, his eyes wide with terror. “Steven, what on earth?”


“I needed to find out what was happening,” I mumble.


“Jesus, Steven, get away from the Hill!”


“Who’s doing this? Can I—”


“There’s nothing you can do. We’re being slaughtered. They hit us hard, more people than we first thought, and at the same time as I called you.” He pats his arm, there’s a bloody wound there. Shrapnel scars his cheek. “Steven, you need to get moving. Get away from the Hill and keep away from Number Four.”


“I need to get moving? What about you? I can get you out.” Morrigan scowls at me, the facial equivalent of the stone you’d throw at Lassie to get her to run away.


“There’s a Schism—maybe one of the other regions, wanting to muscle into our space. I don’t know, but they’re good.” He fires a pistol over his desk. Someone fires back; woodchips explode from the table he’s hiding behind. “I can’t get to Mr. D. He’s closed himself off. Don’t trust anyone, Steven. Leave your phone on. I’ll call you if I can.”


Still, I hesitate.


“Steven, you will go now! GO!”


I break contact with the tombstone and reality whoomphs around me. I shake my stinging fingers, my heart pounding in my chest, blood streaming from my nose. Everything’s moving too quickly. I drop to my haunches, gulp in air, try and slow my breathing down.


“Steven? Steven?” Lissa’s voice pulls me out of it. I blink and look up at her.


“We have to get out of here,” I say. “Number Four’s gone, or soon will be. Morrigan’s wounded. He told me to run, that he’d try to get in touch with me. I can’t see him making it. Lissa, there was blood everywhere.” I peer around the tombstone, careful not to touch it again. There’s nothing, just Lissa and her ghost light. “Morrigan thinks it might be one of the other regions trying to take over.”


Lissa glares at the tombstone, as though this was its idea. “That’s unheard of. Why would anyone want to shut a region down, Steven? Because that’s essentially what a take-over would do. Regional Managers can be ruthless, but that would be stupid, it’s too much extra work for no gain. And what about the Stirrers?”


“Maybe something’s changed. Maybe the Stirrers are just taking advantage of the whole thing.”


“No, things don’t change that much. You don’t understand the system at all if you think otherwise. There’s no advantage to a Regional Manager if they take another region. And then there’s the increased Stirrer activity. That’s been happening for weeks. They’re in on it, somehow. Mr. D would know.”


I shake my head. “Morrigan’s been trying hard to contact him. No luck. Maybe he’s in the dark as much as we are.”


“Now you’re scaring me,” Lissa says.


“I’m scaring both of us. We have to get out of here.”


Lissa nods.


“And quietly,” I say.


“I’m dead.” Lissa gives me a dark look. “I can’t make any noise.”


“I was just trying to remind myself.”


We’re as silent as a pair of ghosts as we come down the hill. Easy enough, I suppose, when half of the couple is a ghost. And we’re moving pretty quickly, which is why I almost stumble upon them, and why they don’t see me.


And this is the first time my fear turns to something else. No fucking way!


My parents are weaving around the tombstones ahead.


Not my parents, just their flesh. They’re not moving like Mom and Dad, and that’s the oddest part of seeing them. Mom and Dad, my mom and dad, but they’re all wrong. The creatures that inhabit them haven’t got the hang of the real estate yet. Dad holds a rifle, Mom is speaking into a phone.


“Stirrers,” Lissa says and I roll my eyes at her. Of course they’re Stirrers—zombies, I suppose, in the common vernacular. The second part of our jobs as Pomps, the things we’re supposed to stop stirring. These aren’t your “Grr, brains” zombies. Nah, that shit doesn’t happen. These are more perambulatory vessels. My parents aren’t infected or blood crazy; Stirrers inhabit them.


It’s the only way that Stirrers can exist in our world. They were long ago banished from the land of the living, but they want back in any way they can. I’ve heard that if they tip the balance—inhabit enough bodies, get more than a toehold—they might just be able to return in their real form, whatever that is. If that ever happens, we’re all screwed.


These aren’t my parents. They’re just the place of death. My parents have gone over into the Underworld.


I’m taking it pretty well. My blood is only partially boiling, I’m only clenching my fists until they hurt, not until they draw blood. I groan as another soul passes through me, another Pomp. Real pain. Someone is hurling souls at me.


Normally we’re directed to a specific location to physically sight and sometimes touch a spirit. But now, maybe because there are so few Pomps left, or because most of the dead today have been Pomps, they’re actually hitting me wherever I am. These are really violent deaths, and they’re coming hard and fast.


Those spider webs are starting to grow more hooks. It’s like having a cold, and a constant need to blow your nose—at the start the tissues are soft, but by the end they’re more like razors wrapped in sandpaper—except that the razor burn runs through my whole body.


On top of that I can now sense the Stirrers. And if I can feel them…


“Shit,” Lissa says.


I do a double-take. I look at Lissa—and then to Lissa. “That’s—”


“Somebody has to pay for this.” She covers her face with her hands, but the rage and the hurt radiates from her.


Stirrer Lissa strides down the hill, away from the tall white spire of the Mayne crypt, talking on a phone. And she’s walking toward me.


“The Hill is compromised,” I say at last.


“No shit, Sherlock,” Lissa says, and I’m already backing away. There’s a distant clattering sound, like someone hurling ball bearings at a concrete wall.


Great, we’re being shot at. It’s my dad with that rifle. He fires again. I wait for the bullet to hit me, but it doesn’t come. His aim is out, still not used to the body, I suppose. A tombstone a few meters away cracks, exhaling shards of dirty stone.


“Run,” Lissa yells, and once again, I’m sprinting.
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Two blocks away from the cemetery, after a dash through suburbia—streets filled with jacarandas dripping with blooms, and with enough cars parked on the road that we have some cover—we come across a bus shelter.


Miracle of miracles! There’s a bus pulling in, on its way toward the city, but I don’t care where it’s going, I just need to be heading somewhere that isn’t here. I’m on it. It’s the first time in my life that a bus is exactly where and when I want it. With what little sense of mind I have left, I realize I still have my pass and I flash it at the driver. He looks at it disinterestedly, and then I’m walking to the back of the bus, past passengers all of whom assiduously avoid eye contact. Ah, the commuter eye-shuffle. I must look a little crazy. I certainly feel it.


I’m breathing heavily. Sweat slicks my back, and is soaking through my jacket. It’s only the middle of spring but the air’s still and hot. For the first time in about an hour I’m aware of my body, and it’s telling me I’m tired, and hung-over. The adrenaline’s not potent enough to keep that from me forever. Sadly, I feel like I could do with a beer.


Lissa looks as fresh as the first time I saw her, if you discount the bluish pallor. You’re never fitter than when you’re dead.


Finally we’ve time to talk with no rifles firing.


“So why are you back there? And how?” I ask beneath my breath, but it still comes out too loud. People turn and watch.


“That’s not me!” Lissa is furious, and I can understand. I wouldn’t want someone wandering around in my body, either. But I’m also wondering why she’s so worried. Worry’s a living reaction; it’s not like she needs that body. She is acting most unlike a dead person, but then she has from the start. “That’s not me,” she says again. “Don’t you dare think of that as me.”


I raise my hands. We’re tripping up on semantics here.


“Your body …Why was your body back there?”


Lissa looks out the window. “I—I don’t know. Whoever’s doing this is using Number Four and shipping Stirrer-possessed Pomps around via the upper offices. And they’re using my body. Shit, shit, shit.”


I really want to hold her and tell her that this is going to be OK, but I can’t do either, because I really don’t believe it, and the Lissa I might possibly be able to hold without pomping is behind us somewhere, and she would kill me without hesitation.


This relationship is complicated.


“The upper offices? Can you really do that?” I think about Number Four, and those labyrinthine upper floors.


“You can if you know what you’re doing. It’s dangerous if you’re not an RM, but people do it from time to time—saves on airfares. I’ve heard that you can enter any one of Mortmax’s offices through them. It’s probably how the Stirrers got into the Brisbane office. They could have come from anywhere.”


“We’ll work this out,” I say.


She glares at me. “How, Steve? Just how the hell are we going to work this out? I’m dead. My body’s walking about the Hill, inhabited by a bloody Stirrer. It’s not enough that I’ve been killed—whoever is doing this is rubbing my face in it. You were right, as much as I didn’t like it, the Hill’s the only place we had a chance of finding out what’s going on.”


“Which was exactly why it was being guarded,” I say. “They knew we had to get there. And my parents were there, too. This isn’t just about you.”


Lissa shakes her head. “Who deals with Stirrers? It’s freaking insane! You can’t deal with Stirrers. They’ve nothing to offer but hatred and hunger.”


Apparently someone has, and quite successfully. I don’t understand it any better than Lissa does. The idea chills me and I’m even more afraid about this whole thing. But at least it explains why Jim McKean was shooting at me. I couldn’t work out how I might have pissed him off. There are others with whom it almost wouldn’t have surprised me (Derek being one of them) but Jim hadn’t made any sense.


“We just need to keep moving,” I say.


“No point in running.” The voice startles me, coming from behind. It’s all rather too pleased with itself. I jerk my head around.


There’s a dead guy sitting on the rear seat. He looks at me, and then at Lissa. When he sees her the wind comes out of him. “Sorry, darl,” he says, “they got me too, just out of Tenterfield.”


That’s it. I’m dead. I don’t see how I stand a chance.


The guy with us is Eric “Flatty” Tremaine, state manager of the Melbourne office, which puts him almost as far up the ladder as Morrigan. He’s a friend of Derek’s—maybe his only friend—and another paid-up member of the Steven de Selby Hate Club.


I notice the way he’s looking at Lissa, and the way that she’s looking back. There’s definitely a history there. I catch myself; I’m not going to survive this if all I’m really thinking about is Lissa and her previous relationships. But it does no good. Jealousy, wearing Eric Tremaine’s smarmy face, has brought matches and it’s lighting them up inside of me.


“So what’s going on, Flatty?” I ask, and for the first time Eric seems truly aware of me, even though my presence must have drawn him here. He gives me a wide, almost manic grin, and slaps his knee.


“Steven de Selby. Wonderful, so you’ve managed to stay alive. I wouldn’t have put money on it. You never really struck me as the sharpest knife in the drawer.”


“Enough of that,” Lissa says. “Play nice.”


“Who’s behind this?” I demand. I don’t have time for point scoring, even if I am still hunting for some sort of witty comeback.


Eric shrugs. “I don’t know. All I can say for sure is that they’re very good at their jobs, and they know a lot about ours.” He glances significantly at Lissa. “Why the fuck are you hanging with this loser?”


“You tried to call Mr. D?” I ask, ignoring the insult. After all, he has just died.


“Of course I have.” Eric nodded. “Line was busy, which makes sense for a couple of reasons.”


“Yeah, everybody would be trying to call,” I say. Though, to be honest, I really hadn’t thought of it. Thinking about Mom and Dad had been occupying my mind more—that, and the running. Besides, Mr. D is… difficult. I take a deep breath. “Maybe I should try him. Can’t be too many Pomps left.”


Tremaine makes an ineffectual grab at my arm—his hand passes through my flesh and he’s nearly dragged through me with it. His face strains as he struggles to stay in this world, and part of me can’t help laughing at such a basic mistake. I have to respect his strength of will, though, because he pushes against the pomp, his form solidifying.


“No! You don’t want to do that!” he says, once he’s managed to stabilize his soul. “I tried to call him just out of Tenterfield. The buggers got me there on the New England Highway. They’re obviously using the phones to find us. Please don’t tell me you’ve got yours on.”


“Oh.” The blood’s draining from my face. I switch off my phone, and then slide it into my pocket.


Eric gives Lissa an “I told you so” look. His gaze, when it returns to me, is condescension stirred with pity. He doesn’t expect me to live much longer, either.


“You’re going to have to talk to Mr. D, but not now,” he says. “I suspect he’s out of the loop somewhat. He has to be, I can’t believe that he’d let this happen.”


“Someone has,” Lissa says.


“Yes, and I have my theories, but they’re just theories. Steve, you’re going to have to talk to him face to face. Draw him out of wherever he’s hiding, or being held.”


“You think he’s being held?”


“He’s hardly on a fishing trip now, is he?” Tremaine says archly. “He’s too intimately connected to all of us. Every death must be filling him with pain and anger. For something like this to succeed you’d need to remove the RM as quickly as possible, before you start trying to kill Pomps. You know how Mr. D is. He knows when one of us dies, and he’s always there. Let me tell you, he wasn’t there for me. This has to be an inside job.”


He lets that sink in.


“Then how am I going to be able to talk to him?”


“There are ways that can’t be stopped. If you know what you’re doing.” He looks at me.


I take a deep breath. Maybe I should just pomp the prick. I’m a little threatened by the thought of one-on-one time with Mr. D. I’ve only ever met him a few times, and they were with my dad.


“Mr. D’s not that bad, really,” Lissa says, and I realize that she is almost touching my hand with her own. At the closest point her form is wavering. It must be uncomfortable for her, but she holds the position. I’m the one who pulls away in the end. Tremaine gives her a look, and I smile like the cat who got the cream.


“If you say so. I’ve just never had much to do with him.”


“Regardless, you’re going to—and soon,” Tremaine says with all the nonchalance that a recently dead person can muster. “Maybe too soon.” He points out the rear window.


There’s my dad’s body, driving his red Toyota Echo, not too well, but well enough to be gaining on the bus. But this is the least of my worries because Mom’s body is on the passenger side, and she’s scowling in a most un-Mom like way and pointing a rifle at me.


“Shit!” I drop to the floor behind the seat as the rear window explodes.
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There is a carpet of gleaming glass before me. I’m sure I’m breathing the smaller fragments of it into my lungs. It doesn’t help that I’m almost hyperventilating. Another shot blasts a hole in the back seat next to my head. I’m feeling like a cartoon character. I know the double-take I give that burning hole, stuffing everywhere, must look almost comical. I’m surprised I haven’t shat myself, but of course there’s still plenty of time for that…


The bus driver brakes: all that commutery tonnage comes crashing to a halt and we’ve got a whole domino effect, of which I’m painfully a part, passengers tumbling and screaming. Then the red Echo slams into the back of the bus. I’m thrown forward onto the broken glass from the window. It’s safety glass, but those little beads still hurt when you fall on them.


Metal screams and I’m yelping as the back seat deforms inward. The rear side windows shatter. There’s glass and seat stuffing everywhere.


The Echo’s horn is droning in an endless cycle like a wounded beast, and there’s the sharp, stinging odor of fuel. I shake my head. I try to slow my crashing breaths. I want to rub my eyes, but there’s no telling what I’d be grinding into them.


I reckon I’ve got about thirty seconds, maybe a minute, before they’re out of that car. It’s going to take much more than a collision with a bus to stop them. There’s bits of glass in my hands but no deep cuts; it hurts like a bastard, though, which is actually a good thing since it distracts me from the headache regrouping in my skull.


“Are you all right?” Lissa asks.


“Can anyone in that bland suit be all right?” Tremaine says.


I’d be better if he shut up. I’ve never been a fan of Tremaine, but then again, he’s never been much of a fan of me or my family, either. He sees us Queensland Pomps as a bunch of slackers and, sure, I may have gotten drunk at a couple of training sessions, but the guy’s about as boring as they come.


“You and your taste.” Lissa shakes her head.


Tremaine gives her a smug smile. “Darling, it was yours for a while.”


“We all have to regret something, Eric.”


I glance at these two—Lissa scowling and Eric giving her the sleaziest, most self-satisfied smile I’ve seen outside of a porno. Bastard. Oh God, Lissa and Flatty Tremaine!


I’m jealous: bloody burning with it. But there’s no time for this. I scan the bus; people are slowly recovering from the shock of the collision. I was the only one who had a moment’s warning, and I’m still as shaky as all hell. There’s a few nosebleeds, but that seems to be the worst of it. I have to get out of here fast, or someone is going to die. It may not be me, but it’s sure as hell going to be my fault. I run for the front door of the bus.


“Have to get out,” I say.


The driver’s on the radio, calling it in. No one seems to know a rifle was involved. Everyone is shaken but not as disturbed as they should be. The driver waves at me irritably. “No, you’re staying on the bus until I say so. Council policy.”


Fair enough, but not today. I reach over, turn the release switch. The door sighs open.


He grabs my arm; I tug my arm free, and bolt for the exit.


“What? You! Get back—” I hear him slamming down on the switch.


I’m almost through and the door closes on my leg. It’s a firm grip and I’m hanging, suspended by the door. I yank my leg like some sort of trapped and clumsy animal, and something gives because I’m dropping onto the road, the ground knocking the breath from me.


“Smooth,” Tremaine says.


“Screw you,” I manage, which is stupid because I shouldn’t be wasting any of the breath in my lungs. Blobs dance in my vision.


“And ever so charming.”


I give him the finger. Tremaine raises an eyebrow. Lissa’s watching the bus.


“Get up,” she says. “Get up, get up.”


Winded, I lie there on the side of the road. Even with the adrenaline coursing through me that’s about all I can manage. I stare blankly at the looming city with its skyline of genuflecting cranes. I’m on the verge of slipping into manic, gasping chuckles. The sky is lit up by the city, everything’s calm… and I’ve been shot at—twice—by my parents.


“Get up,” Lissa says. “Now.”


At last, after what really can’t have been more than a few seconds, breath finds my lungs.


“I’m trying.” I get very unsteadily to my feet. Which is when the bus driver comes crashing through the door and tackles me.


I’m back down on the road. More cuts, more bruises.


“Get the fuck back in the bus!” he growls, his arms wrapped around my legs.


“No, I can’t!” I scramble, kicking and twisting and flailing, to my feet.


We circle each other. He’s taking this personally, his face beet-red, his hands clenched into fists. The driver is a big man. I’m not, just tall and thin. He also looks like he might practice some particularly nasty form of martial art that specializes in snapping tall, thin people in two.


“I don’t want to have to fight you,” I say, mainly because I don’t want to have to fight him.


“Then get back in the bus.” The way he says it suggests there’s no gentle way of getting back into the bus.


He advances, his eyes wild, obviously in shock, or just extremely, extremely pissed off. I lunge to the right, then sprint around the side of the bus. He crashes after me, swearing at the top of his lungs. There’s not much room to move—we’re hemmed in by traffic, though none of it is moving that quickly, on account of the accident and the show we’re putting on. We get around twice; I’ve got the edge on him, speed-wise, which is kind of meaningless because all I’m going to do is end up running into his back.


There are cars pulling up everywhere. Some industrious and extremely helpful guy has stopped and is directing traffic, and there’s a woman over at the crumpled, smoking Echo. She sees me and starts waving at me to come over, maybe to help. I yell at her to get away. Someone is moving in the car, and I suspect that someone is going to have the rifle. Every passing second improves his or her hand-eye coordination.


The bus driver’s boots crunch on the gravel behind me. “Get back here, you prick!” the bus driver yells. I glance around to see how close he is. He catches a mouthful of smoke and bends over, coughing. The air is positively toxic. For a moment I worry that he might just drop dead. But at least he’s not running after me anymore.


“This is all going so wonderfully,” Tremaine says, startling me. I ignore him.


I pull my sunglasses over my eyes and sprint-sneak over to the helpful guy’s car, a green hatchback. I feel like an absolute bastard. The keys are in the ignition, which is a relief. I start up the car, and shoot down Coro Drive, fishtailing around the bus, and nearly smash into oncoming traffic. I straighten the hatchback at the last minute, not knowing where in Christ I’m going.


In my rear-vision mirror the bus driver is roaring away at me between coughs, the helpful guy with him. He’s not looking that helpful now, and I don’t blame him. I feel awful, like I’ve mugged a nun.


“Was that wise?” Tremaine is grinning at me, now also in the rearview mirror. I’ve never seen a dead guy looking so full of himself.


“Shut the fuck up.”


“It’s so nice to see that you can keep your cool in a crisis.”


Tremaine’s lucky he’s dead already. “Well, only one of us is still alive,” I snarl.


Low blow, but true. Tremaine is a prick, and being cruel to him is the least of my crimes today.


“What the hell else was he supposed to do?” Lissa asks him.


They flit around each other in the back seat of the car, two aggressive and luminous blurs.


“Not breaking the law might have been a good beginning,” Tremaine says prissily.


Yeah, I could have fled the scene on foot. Not having the police chasing me as well as Stirrers would have been a good idea. But the Stirrers would have caught up with me for sure. I needed to get out of there fast, even if that meant stealing the Good Samaritan’s car. I glance back at Tremaine. “Next time we’ll follow your plan. Which was… Hey, didn’t we already ascertain that you were dead?”


“You’re deadest.” Tremaine clenches a fist in my face. “That’s what you are. Which really doesn’t surprise me, you bloody hick Queenslanders.”


“Come a little closer, and I’ll fucking pomp you, dead man.”


“Oh, shut up,” Lissa says. “Both of you shut up.”


Four blocks later, and heading back into Paddington away from the city, I ditch the car (leaving whatever money I have on me in the glove box for the owner’s trouble) hoping that there are no CCTV cameras around. There’s nothing to connect me to it. I should be safe, particularly when I shave off my beard, which I am going to be doing very soon. Clean-shaven, I’ll look like a different person; certainly not the kind of guy who would steal a car, anyway.


OK, so that’s the story I’m running with, because I have to believe something.


I walk another four blocks looking for the right bus. I must be a sight: bloody hands, torn pants and edgy as all hell, glancing up and down the streets, ducking for cover at the slightest noise. Any second I expect a bullet to come driving into my brain or worse, into my back, driving me to the ground where I’ll writhe like road-kill. If I’m going to be killed I want it to be as quick and painless as possible.


Finally, the bus I’m after is trundling down the street. Why does public transport travel at such glacial speeds when people are trying to kill you? I flag it to a stop, flash my pass and get on board. The driver barely gives me a second glance.


“Where are you going?” Lissa asks.


“My question exactly.” Tremaine’s voice drills into my skull.


“Home,” I say, keeping my voice low and spinning toward the dead couple. “Is that all right with you two?”


Lissa slaps her forehead disdainfully, and looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Surely you wouldn’t be so stupid as to—”


“Exactly. Surely I wouldn’t be,” I say. “There’s a back way—well, it’s actually someone’s yard. They’re not going to expect me to go home, anyway. They’re going to expect me to go to Mr. D.”


“He has a point,” Tremaine says, which immediately makes me suspect my own logic. “Besides, you can bring Mr. D to you.”


“I don’t like it.” Lissa frowns.


“Any more than you don’t like being dead?” Tremaine winks at me. He’s certainly taking a bipartisan approach to pissing people off.


“Hey,” I say. “That’s below the belt.”


Tremaine shakes his head, even manages a laugh. “Boy, you’ve got it bad.”


Lissa is looking at me, with that mocking expression I’m getting to know so well. I feel about two inches tall. “He does, doesn’t he?”


“Yes, he does, and he’s not going to get far with that. And if he thinks so then he’s as big an idiot as any of the Queensland crew.”


“Stop talking about me as though I’m not here.” I glare at Tremaine. “Just tell me how I bring Mr. D to me.”


“All right, it’s difficult, and location specific, but not… Oh—”


And then he’s gone. But not smoothly. Eric struggles in a way that I’ve not encountered before. As though he’s trying to take me, too. I grit my teeth, feel dizzy, shout, “Not yet, you bastard! Not yet.”


Half the bus is staring at me, or trying to ignore me, but I can’t afford to give that too much consideration. Finally he releases. I feel it as a sort of shocked sadness, as though he can’t quite believe it. I have to admit, the man had stamina.


Lissa groans. I look over at her, she’s getting hazy. Fading out.


Eric’s passage through me must have opened the door a little, or left a sort of wake. It’s threatening to take her, too.


“Keep your distance,” I say, teeth clenched. I close my eyes and try to find some sort of center to the chaos of Eric’s passing. It hurts to delve so deep into the process, like shoving your fingers in the guts of a machine while it’s ticking over. I find something.


Yes. There’s a calm space there. The door closes, the wake subsides. Now, that wasn’t pleasant. Not one little bit.


I open my eyes a crack, Lissa’s still here, looking more substantial than she did a moment ago. I’m beginning to wonder why she’s sticking around. What exactly it is that’s holding her here? She reaches toward me, and then pulls back at the last second.


It taxes her, or whatever it is that is left of her. My body is trying to draw Lissa in, and no matter how much I don’t want it to, I can’t switch it off. I don’t even want to consider the effort it must be taking for her to resist the pomp. She grimaces and sits a seat away from me. The two nearest seats are empty.


“Your nose,” she says. “It’s bleeding.”


I grab a tissue from my pants pocket and wipe my face. Blood, and plenty of it. “Shit. Eric even pomps roughly. You OK?”


Lissa nods. “I’m OK. I’ll be joining him soon enough.”


“Both of us,” I say. “I’ve lost my one chance of getting in touch with Mr. D.”


“Not at all. I know how to bring Mr. D to you,” Lissa says. “It’s not very pleasant, and will be rather painful.”


Of course it will. Messing around with death offers that as a given.


“I need to go home first.” And I do. Dangerous as it is, I have to. “I can’t keep wearing this suit, and I can’t be walking around with this beard.” I lift my bloody paws. “And these need seeing to. There’s no way I’d be any safer at a hospital.”


I remember Wesley Hospital and shudder.


Lissa gives me one of her disapproving stares. “I don’t think you should.”


“I’ve got no other choice.”


And whether she thinks it’s a good idea or not, she has nothing to say about that.





10



The back door hasn’t been broken down or even tampered with, as far as I can tell, which is a good sign. And the brace symbol above the door is whole. Another good sign, literally, though it’s glowing even brighter now, but that’s to do with the increased Stirrer activity. I take a deep breath and open the door.


There’s another reason I had to come home, and she almost knocks me off my feet. That’s how pleased she is to see me, though not half as happy as I am to see her. I crouch down and give Molly a hug, scratch behind her ears, and apologize for her horrible treatment. She’s forgiving.


“Lovely dog,” Lissa says.


Molly is sniffing at my heels. She glances up at Lissa, isn’t fussed by her being dead. Seems if she’s good enough for me, she’s fine with Molly. I get Moll to sit then throw her a treat.


“She’s my best girl, my Molly Millions girl,” I say, and rub her behind the ears again. She grins her big, border collie grin.


Lissa snorts. “Molly Millions, hah. You are a geek.”


“So, I like Neuromancer. Who doesn’t?”


“But, Molly Millions…”


I glare at her, then smile down at Molly. “I just had to make sure she was OK,” I say.


And I’m thinking of the time when I brought her home, the tiny bundle of fluff that she was then. Puppies, particularly bright ones, can be trouble but she never was. She grins up at me again, and I grab another treat from the bucket by the fridge. She catches it in one smooth motion, then crunches it between her teeth.


We walk through my place and Molly sticks to my side. I know it’s because she can sense how unsettled I am. I can tell no one has been here—there are no unfamiliar presences, and there’s certainly no stench of Stirrers. And Molly isn’t acting too weird. I stop in the living room.


There’s a photo of Dad and Morrigan on my mantelpiece.


Those two have been pomping as long as anyone at Mortmax, other than Mr. D. Both had graduated from Brisbane Grammar and both had had something of a reputation as hellraisers in their day. The stories I had heard from each about the other, and always without implicating themselves, were told with relish, and were usually accompanied with a lot of eye rolling from Mom.


Morrigan is family in the best sense: family you choose. I feel a twinge of worry for him. But that’s all I allow myself, I can’t wallow in grief and fear. There are walls building inside of me. I don’t know how sturdy they are, but I’m unwilling to push them too hard. At least I know that there’s an afterlife.


Dad and Morrigan both came from a long line of Pomps; they could trace their line back to the Black Death, but Dad’s focus had always been family. Not so Morrigan, death had been his life, and he’d risen in the ranks faster than any other Pomp in the business. He knew more about the processes than anyone except, of course, Mr. D.


But where Mr. D was aloof and, let’s face it, creepy as all hell, Morrigan was extremely hands-on. He’d set up the automatic payroll, all from Mortmax Industries’ accounts. Before then Mr. D had paid Pomps with checks, and those bastards always took a week to clear, partly because Mr. D’s handwriting was so bad, but mostly because banks like to take their time with other people’s money. Morrigan had also set up the phone network. Sparrows had been used prior to that. We still used them on occasion but only in trials and ceremonial events, and mainly to humor Mr. D who is decidedly old school. None of us enjoyed the sparrows that much, because they were bad humored at the best of times, and the process involved a little pain—a short message for a drop of blood, a longer one for an opened vein. Blood and pomping go hand in hand, from the portents to the paint used in brace symbols. And without blood you couldn’t successfully stall a Stirrer. But the sparrows were different. They insisted on taking it for themselves, and they were pretty savage about it. Like I said, old school.


Above all, Morrigan had actually done something that no other member of the organization had ever achieved: turned Mortmax into a profitable business. There’s no money in pomping, and it was the side businesses, the companies that Mortmax owned that made the money—a couple of fast-food chains, a large share in a mining collective. Once Morrigan had started working that side of the business our pay packets had all increased rather dramatically, which is how I can afford to live the way I do. It’s not that extravagant, but I can certainly afford to pay my mortgage and eat takeaway once—well six, maybe seven, times—a week.


Dad never really approved of the changes, though he was happy to take the pay rise. He used to say that pomping was for Pomps and business was for arseholes. I think he was quite shocked by how good he was at the business side of things. Mom often said he was merely proving his axiom.


“Great music,” Lissa says, and I lift my gaze toward her in the corner of my living room, checking out my neat racks of CDs. “The Clash, Dick Nasty, Okkervil River. Shit, you’ve got all the Kinks’ albums, and Bowie’s. Don’t you ever get your music as downloads?”


“Yeah, I’m eclectic,” I say as she follows me into my bedroom. “And I don’t like downloads, I want my CD art and liner notes.”


“I see, so you’re not quite geeky enough to do everything as downloads, and not quite cool enough to buy vinyl.”


Lissa is already digging around the bedroom. “And it’s a relief to see a little mess. Walking through the rest of your place I was beginning to worry that I was hanging out with a serial killer. A serial killer obsessed with peculiar bands, and science-fiction DVDs. A geek serial killer.”


“Thank you,” I say. “You really know how to charm a fella.”


Lissa grins and shrugs.


I grab a backpack and start throwing clothes from my floor into it. A cap, T-shirts, socks, underpants and jeans. Most of them are clean. There’s a bottle of water on my bedside table and I throw that in, too.


“What I like about you,” Lissa says, peering under my bed, “is that you don’t leave your porn stash lying around. Clothes, yes, but not the porn. Can’t tell you the number of dates I’ve—”


“This isn’t a date. Could you get out of there… please?” Her face is buried in my cupboard, and I’m trying hard not to admire her from behind. She’s dead. She’s dead, you idiot. And people are trying to kill you. Now look the other way, dickhead.


Yeah, my inner monolog is pretty brusque. Sometimes it’s like a crotchety Jiminy Cricket; you know, a conscience that doesn’t whistle or sing, and is all bent up with arthritis and bitter at the youth of today. My inner monolog would write letters to the council and the local paper, complaining about apostrophe use. Heaven help me if I ever live to anything approaching a ripe old age. I’ll be a right pain in the arse.


I try to ignore it most of the time.


Lissa keeps checking through my stuff. “Aha! I knew you kept them somewhere, how polite.”


“I’m a real gentleman,” I say. Though my face is burning, I’m also wondering if Tremaine kept his stash lying around, and why I’ve never thrown mine out, because I can’t remember the last time I looked at it, other than yesterday. “Could you stop perusing my porn…please?”


“A real gentleman who likes Busty Trollops, eh?”


“That isn’t mine.” I push into the closet and Lissa steps out of my way. I reach past the DVDs and grab a thick roll of fifty-dollar notes.


“Hmm, you leave that much cash lying around? What, you expected to run into trouble?”


I shrug, but maybe I had, or maybe I just like the idea, and the somewhat philanthropic notion, that anyone who breaks into my house and makes it past the porn will get a lovely surprise. “Glad I did, though. Now, what else do I need?”
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