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Homesickness is the great enchanter that animates all phantoms.


Isabelle Eberhardt









 


Her name is Istar. She is placeless. You will know her by these signs:


She will arise in the night, enchained by the light of a day that is dead. A child among the mighty, knowing among the innocent, with her first kiss she will appoint her vizier, the raven-haired Helpmeet of Harpies. Her chariot charged with the anger of ages, she will arrive resplendent at the House of Abundant Women. The Seer shall bless her, and she shall heal his warriors. Attended by the Prince of Shepherds, she will move like a mergallá over the windsands. She will greet her father, drink his beer, steal his [word missing] and her lustre will illume his alliance. Alone, she will fly to the ashlands and bury herself in the earth. When she arises the placeless ones shall be in all places, and all places shall sing glad hymns of welcome and of [word missing].


The Prophecy


[Fragments from cuneiform tablets c. 3250 BCE]









Early Summer 87 RE









Astra


‘Ack-ka-ka-ka-ckak!’


Astra tipped her sack of dirty laundry into the pool, gripped her paddle and began to stir. Beside her, Uttu bent and plucked a small gown from the suds. It was a baby’s garment, blotched with sulphurous and rust-red stains. Protesting in her guttural tongue, the tiny elderwoman thrust the dress out to the other washers like a piece of vital evidence in a crime.


No. Please, no. Desperation mounting in her chest, Astra focused on a pillowcase, fixed her gaze on its thinning weave and frayed seams. But it was no use – the grey wave was rising again, flooding her skull, dredging up an image that blotted out the room: a young girl’s limp body, her white hipskirt drenched with blood.


Sheba was dead. Sheba had been killed by a bus-bomb. And as always, the wave broke the news as if for the first time. Staggering under the rush and crash of fresh grief, she resisted the only way she knew how.


I’m working. I’m working. I’m working.


Her jaw rigid, the paddle handle digging into her chest, she repeated the silent mantra. With a nauseating suck, the wave withdrew. The voices faded, the image of Sheba melted away, the laundry pool and its three robed washerwomen swam back into focus. But the sickness lingered: numb limbs, a sour lump in her stomach, the thick familiar mist stealing back into her head. There was never a full recovery from the grey wave. Since the Barracks, she had either been fighting it off, or submerged in the dank threat of its return.


No one seemed to have noticed her near-collapse. Around the pool, palms pressed to hearts, the three washers had launched into a round of lament. Beneath her cap of salt and pepper hair, Uttu’s withered face was wrenched open in a long, imploring cry. Tall, bone-thin Azarakhsh keened as if to pierce the whitewashed stone vaults, white strands escaping her loose bun like wisps of static electricity. Loudest and deepest was Hamta. Her gauzy blue headscarf shimmering in the light from the high arched windows, the mountainous woman raised her arm and with a swift chopping motion released a resounding ‘Hai!’


‘Hai! Hai!’ the others echoed, their anger igniting a thin ray of resentment in Astra’s clouded head. Sheba had been six when she died, years before Astra was even born. Of course she cared about her Shelter sister’s death, but why had an infant’s dress triggered such an overwhelming reaction?


But anger had no chance against the fog. The brief beam of indignation dulled and the dismal mist closed in again, bearing its cold, lightless truths. Of course she would suffer for Sheba: that was what IMBOD had engineered the grey wave to do – fling all her losses up from the deep, every last one, bloody and raw as gutted fish.


A gleam caught her eye, luring her back from the brink of despair. The charms on Uttu’s copper neck chain: the washerwoman’s gold ring and miniature weaver’s shuttle, dangling over the water as she plunged the baby’s dress back into the pool. She watched the garment sink into the mottled sea of fabric. It was hardly unique. Once a week the washers cleaned CONC uniforms, otherwise the laundry came from the Treatment Wards scattered over the Southern Belt, virtually all of it soiled with some lurid combination of blood, pus, faeces and vomit. Her job was to clean it.


She began shunting the linens back and forth over the tiles, stirring the day’s broth of soap and human crud, working to the rhythm of the crones. On her first day in the laundry she’d grimly pounded, thumped and flipped the cottons, splashing and puddling the uneven stone floor. The other washers had hissed and shaken their fingers. In their thin rubber sandals, it was easy to slip, Uttu had mimed. The shrunken elderwoman had tapped her own pointy elbow and pulled a face. Ouch. Then she’d laughed and patted Astra’s arm. She’d flinched, pulled away, but had watched Uttu carefully after that, copying her movements throughout the washers’ various tasks.


After two weeks in the laundry, she was practically a crone herself. Her hands, bleached by the window light shafting over her shoulders, looked as ancient as Uttu’s, the skin wizened and chapped from scrubbing and wringing gussets, armpits, bibs – anywhere on a garment the body’s fluids could splatter or seep. She didn’t care. Uttu had offered her a pair of gloves, but she’d sweated inside the yellow rubber and the bar of soap had constantly slipped from her fingers, incurring first the raucous laughter of the others, and then grumbles. So now she worked bare-knuckled like them, slapping on the coconut moisturiser provided in tubs by the door at the end of her shifts; the thin white grease absorbed into her skin without trace, just as the washers’ occasional stabs at communication failed to penetrate her fog. She could understand their basic commands – her eleven years of Inglish and Asfarian lessons occupied some part of her mind IMBOD couldn’t – or hadn’t bothered to – hijack. But between them the three old women had only a smattering of the two official CONC languages. ‘So-mar-ian,’ Uttu had said proudly on the first day, patting her bony chest; as if oblivious to Astra’s incomprehension the little woman often cackled at her in the Non-Land tongue, but otherwise the washers addressed her mainly to issue instructions or chuckle at her blunders.


That was fine. She wasn’t allowed to talk about why she was here, and she didn’t want to talk about what was wrong with her. No one in the CONC compound would believe her if she told them what had happened at the Barracks, and even if they did, no one would be able to fix her. She was damaged goods, a leaking contagion: dumped in the small dark hours at the back entrance to this crumbling fortress, she’d been passed round like a sack of rotting potatoes from the night porter to the day receptionist to the Head of Staff and now, yet again, confined where she could do least harm. The Head, a shrewd man with a trim black moustache, had briskly assessed her wasted arms, dull skin and shadowed eyes and offered her a doctor’s appointment. She’d refused – she’d rather be buried alive in a termites’ nest than see another doctor – and he’d shrugged, scanned his screendesk and neatly slid her deficiencies into a hole in his rota. Working in the laundry would be good for her muscles, he’d said. The Compound Director would meet with her soon to discuss her family situation. In the meantime, he’d instructed, peering at her over his small round glasses, she was to remember that her Code status was strictly classified information.


So far no summons had come. Of course not. No one in this arid work camp gave a flying frig about her or her Code father. And anyway, given what happened to her whenever she thought about Zizi Kataru, she wasn’t sure she’d make it through that conversation alive. Just the flicker of a thought about him in the Head of Staff’s office had been agony enough.


No, she didn’t need the Director’s help. She would make her own plans; she would hide in the compound, working as a local employee of the Council of New Continents, until she’d figured out what to do. Silent, invisible, swathed in these shapeless robes, she was almost safe.


Beside her, Uttu poked at a pillowcase, chattered to Hamta. Astra picked up her pace. She was slick with sweat now, the robes clinging to her flesh. She wanted to tear off the heavy, damp fabric, but that was impossible. She had a right to her spiritual practices, the Head had said, but going sky-clad would alienate the Non-Landers in the compound and – he had paused before adding – ‘almost certainly attract unwanted attention’ from some of the internationals. She had understood. With her shaved head and neurohospice scar, she already attracted plenty of unwanted attention in the corridors and dining hall. So she had taken the two robes he’d offered, soft white with blue trim, glad at least to discard the rough hemp sheet IMBOD had bundled her up in after the Barracks.


She worked steadily on, her nose prickling. At least the ammonia masked the stink of shit; the first soak, mostly composed of soiled sheets and nappies, was a cesspit. Careful not to splash, she dug at the laundry with her paddle, separating folds to dissolve any solids lurking in the creases. The work was getting easier. She no longer felt disgusted by the morning soak. And she could stand up for the whole day now, needing just the normal scheduled breaks. Soon, during the second soak, they would go out to the courtyard colonnades for coconut water, prayers and yoga. As the ammonia ate into the bloodstains, Hamta would sit on a mat with her eyes closed, performing elaborate chants and prostrations, and Azarakhsh, after her own private prayers, would lead Uttu and Astra in sun salutations – the only time Uttu, a supple cocoon in her white robes, was silent all day.


After the break they would re-rinse and wring and peg the laundry out to dry in the courtyard. There were electric dryers, a wall of them in the next room, but these, Uttu had instructed in her rudimentary Asfarian, were only for use when it rained. Appliances had to be imported from Asfar, Astra had finally understood; they were difficult to repair or replace. That was the way it was here: water, solar power, fruit – nearly everything was rationed in the compound.


Whatever the weather, after lunch the washers took another prayer break followed by siesta. In the afternoon they ironed and folded and repacked yesterday’s laundry in the bags for the CONC medics to pick up. Finally, they brought in the dry load. The clean linens from the courtyard smelled of sunshine, and wielding the heavy iron felt powerful, but Astra’s favourite task was wringing. She positively looked forward to wringing. The skin on her hands could fall off in shreds as long as she could keep gripping and twisting fibres tender as flesh, seams tough as gristle. One day, she thought, prodding viciously at a sheet, she would wring Ahn’s scrawny neck until it snapped.


CRACK. She had risked it, and here it came: a sharp warning shot. Not the grey wave but the pain-ball. The hard metal marble that shot up from her cranium scar-hole whenever she thought about anyone IMBOD didn’t want her to remember: her Code father or Hokma, Ahn, Dr Blesserson, or any of the doctors and Barracks officers who had ruined her life. She leaned on her paddle and took the dazzling hit to her left temple. It was worth it. But she had to be careful. She had learned to her cost that, if she persisted too long in dreams of revenge, the pain-ball would tear a trail of white fire around her skull, detonating a series of phosphorous explosions that would bleach her brain, leave her blind and moaning back on the floor of the Barracks.


I’m working. I’m working. I’m working.


The mantra worked. The pain-ball rolled back into its socket. She inhaled, placed her foot on the rim of the pool and reached across to snag a floating nappy with her paddle. Like an electrical current, a ripping sensation sizzled through the triangle IMBOD had cross-hatched on her perineum.


The cloud of misery returned and tears sprang to her eyes. These relentless attacks – the pain-ball, the grey wave, the buzzing nest of her brand-wound, as if the nerves were permanently singed, flaring up at night and keeping sleep at bay for hours. An ill wind in her head hissed all this was her own fault . . . and for a weak, terrible, bottomless moment she didn’t know if she could stand it any more.


‘Astra?’ Uttu was touching her arm, her curious hazel eyes asking, What’s wrong? Astra ducked the woman’s gaze, pulled away, dragged the nappy towards her. No. Until she fell unconscious, face down in the pool, she would bear it. She had learned the tricks to quell the wave and stop the pain-ball and she would conquer the stinging brand-wound too. It was an irritant, like the ammonia. That was all.


She scraped at a soggy crust of shit on the nappy. A warm breeze wafted in from the open door to the courtyard, followed by the hectic pattering of feet and a shrill fusillade of giggles. She didn’t bother to look round. Beset with glee, the three children would be clinging to the door frame, pointing at her skull-hole and speculating in fierce whispers as to its cause. They were children of other local workers, speaking a Non-Landish tongue, but the language of widened eyes, wagging fingers and bossy tones was universal. The older girl was clearly the ringleader; she would be firmly overruling her brother’s interjections while their plump little sister stared up at Astra, dumbfounded.


‘Hai!’ Uttu turned and flapped the children away. The kids thundered back out into the courtyard and the old woman addressed Astra rapidly again. She was smiling, her gleaming gold charms a warm wink in the sterile vault of the room. Across the pool, Hamta paused from paddling and smoothed a strand of black hair back into her voluminous headscarf.


‘She say, “They like you”,’ the large woman announced proudly in Asfarian. Uttu clapped delightedly and Azarakhsh’s long face creased up in a gap-toothed grin, both clearly impressed by Hamta’s triumphant sentence-making.


Astra jabbed a wodge of pillowcases with her paddle. Like her? The kids were frigging addicted to her. They followed her around the compound, pointing at her head, hiding behind corners in chattering huddles as if betting on what she would do next, though there was nothing she could do except wait for her hair to grow back. Much as she wanted to pass without notice, she couldn’t cover her skull like Hamta: headscarves were Abrahamite garb.


The pool water was a grim khaki sludge and the suds had deflated to pancake-flat clouds, drifting over the continents of fabric. Uttu pulled the plug. The filthy water gurgled through the pipes to the algae-scrubber, to be cleaned and returned in an endless cycle of conservation; the laundry water was probably as old as the crones. When the pool had drained Hamta took a hose from the wall and aimed a jet of cleaned water over the laundry. As Azarakhsh slopped the wet fabric around in the spray, Uttu leaned over the pool and retrieved the baby gown. Astra’s cranium throbbed, but that was all: the wave trigger appeared to have exhausted itself for the moment. Muttering to herself, Uttu smoothed out the little dress on the rim of the pool. Then she carefully laid the garment back on the rising surface of the water, dug a scoop into the bag of powder by the hose, and sprinkled detergent over the stained frills.


Astra’s nose twitched. She thrust her hand into her robe pocket – pockets were the only point of clothes – and pulled out her hanky.


Huh-huh-huh-TSCHOO.


‘Amon,’ Azarakhsh responded, drawing an Ankh on her chest, as she did before and after yoga.


‘Amon-nia,’ Hamta guffawed, setting in motion a circle of translation and laughter. Astra wiped her nose and stuffed the hanky back in her pocket.


‘Bless ooh,’ Uttu announced loudly.


Blesserson?


She was practically knocked sideways by the blow: a cannoning skull-ball smashing her vision into a field of white stars.


As if from the other side of the galaxy, across the pool Hamta quizzically echoed the phrase. ‘Bleh sou?’


‘Inglish,’ Uttu’s voice came floating to her. ‘Bless. Ooh.’


Inglish. She seized the word like a life ring in the void. This wasn’t a memory, just information. It shouldn’t hurt. Against the comet trail of pain, she kicked out for the mothership of facts. To bless, yes, she knew that verb, it meant to make holy. ‘Bless you’ could be used to say thank you or, when someone sneezed, to deter evil spirits. Evil beings like Dr Samrod Blesserson – CRACK: a bright white supernova of pain as the ball hit her temple, but she didn’t care. She had to finish the thought, finish the job. One day she was going to break Dr Blesserson, break Ahn Orson, shatter their thin crooked smiles, hammer their cold glass hearts into dust.


Right now, though, she had to stop this fanatical assault on her head. She forced her eyes open, focused on the pool, her lips moving with the mantra.


I’m working. I’m working. I’m working.


Her eyes blazed with tears. But the pain-ball receded. The white stars dimmed. The laundry room reappeared. She inhaled and stood still, hardly daring to believe in this temporary reprieve.


Beside her, Uttu was stirring again, head down, bangles tinkling as she briskly frothed up the water. Hamta and Azarakhsh, though, were both looking, frowning, at Astra. Why? Were they waiting for her to speak? To say what? Thank you? She couldn’t say anything. Her mouth was a desert, her throat a parched well. And now here it came, though she hadn’t been thinking about Klor or Sheba or Peat or anyone she loved and missed: the grey wave, crashing down with a thundering force.


There was no point in talking to these people – there was no point in talking to anyone – because she was a freak, like a warty carrot, or a red pepper with a double goitre – something you took photos of to laugh at. Why had the Head of Staff made her work with people? She should be shut away, locked up on her own. She was useless – worse than useless, a complete monstrosity. She was here in this prison, being eviscerated by her own body, because she was a grotesque, worthless, hideous botched job, a Code nightmare, a deformity who should have been destroyed at birth. She was paralysed by the enormity of it, every muscle in her body clenched hard as granite. She was a freak of nature and culture. Half Is-Lander, exposed as a pathetic fake Sec Gen, half Non-Lander, a criminal’s blood pumping through her veins. She would never belong anywhere. That’s why she was here, trapped in a stone warren with no trees or grass or flowers, a place where no birds sang, a prison of pain and humiliation where everyone laughed and stared at her and even her Gaia garden hurt. She ought to implode, right now. She should put herself and everyone else out of her misery. She should drink a jugful of ammonia, hang herself with a pus-stained sheet, throw herself from the ramparts, smash her head open on the courtyard floor.


The wave parted. Around her, as if behind a gauze screen, the washers were exchanging glances; Uttu, head cocked, was peering up at her with concern. But they didn’t matter. What mattered was the sunlight playing over the soap suds and fabric. The pool looked like a brain, she realised. A round grey slice of wrinkled brain, soaking in foamy bubbles. A button on a bed shirt glinted up at her like a dare.


‘Excuse me,’ she said in Asfarian, laying her paddle against the rim of the pool. ‘I am just going outside for a short break.’









Peat


‘Aiiiiiii. Aiiiiiii. AIIIIIIIIIIIIII.’


Limp, feebly scuffling, the sheep was a silent protester, but Jade was screaming as if the knife were held to her own mother’s throat. His Sec sister felt the animal’s pain; Peat was still wrestling with disbelief. Was he really watching this? A short wiry man gripping the front legs of a struggling black ewe, his burly collaborator squeezing the creature’s jaw shut, pressing a long curved blade to her neck. These were butchers. To screen such images was illegal.


But he wasn’t in Is-Land. He was in the Non-Land Barracks now, and this morning at the training field welcome lecture Odinson had told them all to expect to be tested. Above him, the men began chatting in a tongue he didn’t understand, chatting and laughing and gloating. Like a slow bolt of lightning, jagged and hot, a shudder ran through him: a huddle shudder, shared by his entire division, one hundred Sec Gens standing in neat rows in a Non-Land Barracks hall, heads haloed, shoulders gleaming in the glow of the huge wallscreen where, still chuckling, the bulky man was raising his arm, flashing the knife in front of the creature’s terrified eyes.


‘Noooooo,’ Jade shrieked in front of him.


‘NO!’ Robin bellowed to his left.


‘No!’ Laam echoed on his right. But nothing could stop them, these casual monsters intent on dragging shame down over the entire human race. The knife sawed into the black fleece. Blood rose in the gorge. A shocking red gash.


Jade was screaming herself hoarse. Incredulity was no longer an option. It was impossible not to feel something. For Peat, that was anger, rapidly building to the verge of explosion. He knew animal slaughter happened – he’d been told about it all his life, even read about it. And now he knew why you weren’t allowed to watch it. It was unbearable, the sight of a defenceless animal – that gentle, grazing, milk-giving, wool-offering ruminant, a creature that would work for you as long as it lived, needing nothing but grass and medical aid and a decent retirement package in return – that beautiful sheep, being killed without even an anaesthetic, kicking feebly as the butcher sawed on, the long knife tearing open the living throat as easily as Peat’s Shelter mother might rip up an old blanket.


Everyone was shouting now. ‘Murderers!’ he bellowed with them, his division’s distress pounding in his ears. ‘Meat-eaters.

Non-Landers.’


Then the pain hit. Tears seared his eyes, bolts of anguish shot through his stomach until he wanted to retch. He gasped, clutched his stomach. No. Stop. Please stop. He didn’t want this. To stand and watch two men bind a conscious creature, hack at its throat, without even an anaesthetic, joking as they did so. It was agony. Only the faint buzz in his chest, the heart connection with his Sec siblings, made it possible to endure the torment. The division formation was tightening now, warm bodies shrinking closer together, as up on the screen the butcher roughly tilted the struggling sheep, yanked back its head.


Blood spilled from the ewe’s neck, staining the earth – Gaia forced to taste of her own child’s murder. The tingling heart bond with his siblings, their velvet skinship, was not armour enough against this atrocity. He couldn’t watch any more. He couldn’t. His stomach was in shreds. His chest about to burst open. It was worse than his counselling sessions. Like being pierced, in one swift corkscrewing assault, by all the grief, fear and fury he’d battled week after week in Atourne. He gasped, shut his eyes, tried to banish the image, the dark pool of blood spreading through his mind.


‘Look, Sec Gens, look,’ Odinson urged through his earpiece. ‘I know it is hard, but you must look. You are not in Atourne any more. This is Non-Land. Beyond the Barracks walls you will see things you have never before confronted, the worst Old World depravities on parade. Here, animals are enslaved, starved, slaughtered, roasted, eaten. Young girls are forced into marriage with lustful old men. Alt-bodied people are left to beg on the street. You do not want to be shocked when you see these things. You do not want to be the weak fledgling in the flock. This is a test you must pass.’


His eyes were still shut. He gulped in the darkness. He was failing, letting everyone down. He had to obey: he had to look. He had learned, hadn’t he, how to cope with emotional pain. He had tried so hard to conceal a lifetime of pain, to manage it, to control it. Feel it, Peat, the counsellor had said, over and over again. Face it. Feel it. Ask for help when you need it. You don’t have to carry the burden alone.


He opened his eyes, grabbed Robin and Laam and forced his face to the screen. Hip to hip, arms twined around shoulders, the tight rows of his division obeyed their commander, watching as the footage of the butchers and their victim at last, mercifully, faded away.


‘Good, Sec Gens, good,’ Odinson crooned from his lectern at the edge of the screen. Through wet lashes, Peat drank in the sight of him: his iron-willed commander, his tall, proud anchor in this storm. ‘You must be prepared,’ the Chief Super urged, ‘for first the Non-Landers will slaughter a sheep and next they will slaughter your daughter.’


The test was not over. It was plunging into deeper places, turbulent depths Peat had once thought he knew the measure of, but was now learning were fathomless, overwhelming, beyond any logic or law to contain. To the noble strains of the Shield Hymn in his earpiece, the wallscreen filled with faces: familiar faces – faces he had grown up with, on Tablettes and bus shelter screenposters, plaques mounted beside fountains and memorials:


The youths from the bike shop in Atourne, juggling spanners, a row of racing trophies gleaming behind them on the wall.


The children from Hilton, square on square of grinning little kids, missing front teeth, hair neatly combed and oiled and braided for their school photos.


The family from the restaurant in Sippur, picnicking on the banks of the Shugurra River, their last ever holiday, the mother pregnant with the son who would never be born.


Jade was sobbing quietly, her tawny shoulders shaking in front of him. Beside him, Robin’s breath hacked the air. If air was entering or escaping his own lungs, Peat couldn’t feel it. He was numb, his whole body stiff with dread.


Laam reached up. His thumb rubbed reassuring circles on Peat’s nape: he knew that she would be next.


Sheba: the Shelter sister he had never known. A little girl blown up on a bus, before he was born, killed, like the others, to the rejoicing of Non-Landers. And here she was, her bonny baby-toothed smile filling the screen. The smile Nimma had dusted every week on the Earthship mantelpiece. The lightbulb smile that had burned a hole through his childhood.


His stomach knotted and his vision blurred. The bus-bomb that had killed Sheba had also claimed his Shelter father’s leg, broken his Shelter mother’s heart, riddled Peat with unspoken grief. How to explain it? He had tried, to the counsellor: We were never all together. Sheba was always missing. Sheba was never there. ‘And how did you cope?’ the counsellor had asked, her voice sliding back to him now. I don’t know. I studied law. I guess I thought I could get justice for her one day. Yes, he had studied law, only to discover two traitors in his own family: Hokma, who had separated Astra from her generation and secretly deformed her mind, and Astra herself. Astra, who had never been there – had never been who they all thought she was.


His chest heaved. He’d been doing so well at forgetting her but now his emotions were churned up, the Sheba sorrow released, it was impossible not to think about Astra. He stared at the screen through his tears, tried to soak up the sunshine of that little girl’s smile, but like a hammer to the heart it hit him again: Astra had never cared about him. She had almost destroyed him. Astra, loyal to a traitor, contemptuous of the Sec Gens – of her own Shelter siblings – had nearly cost Peat his own destiny, the full glory of being a Sec Gen. If it hadn’t been for Laam – he clutched his friend’s wrist – Peat wouldn’t be in Non-Land, he would have been excluded from his rightful place with his generation. Astra’s crimes were a betrayal almost impossible to grasp.


Laam massaged his neck, consoling with delicate pressure. Robin pressed closer too, sliding an arm round his hips. Feeling for Robin’s fingers, he leaned against Laam, touching his head to his friend’s, crying freely. Normally, he didn’t weep. Normally he was Peat: logical, dependable, the go-to guy for advice, the legal picture. But the counsellor was right, sometimes you couldn’t solve the crime. Sometimes you had to feel the feelings. Down his cheeks fell salty tears of grief and rage, mingled with sweet tears of gratitude for the second chance he had been given: the chance to be a Sec Gen. To know and love Laam and Robin and Jade and all his Sec brothers and sisters.


Where was Jade? The heart bond glowing stronger again, he lunged forward and wrapped his arms around his Sec sister, pressed his chest against her spine. He wasn’t the only person breaking ranks; around him the Sec Gens were clasping each other as close as they could. Breathing as one, a soothing rhythmic hush, his division watched Sheba’s smile give way to the cheeky grin of the boy from Cedaria – a boy whose only crime had been enjoying walnut-picking, whose brutal death had prevented a generation of children from being allowed to venture into their own woods.


There was deep comfort in the huddle, but Peat’s stomach was still tense. His mouth watered, his tongue curling against the iron taste of fear. Would photographs of Hokma and Astra flash up next? Would he have to endure their taunting smiles?


The boy’s face faded and darkness fell over the hall.


He braced himself.


‘Thank you, Sec Gens,’ Odinson boomed softly in his ear. ‘That was painful, very painful, I know, especially for those of you who lost family members. But you are Sec Gens. You are resilient, Coded with the ability to recover. To enter the darkness and return stronger than ever. By sharing your grief, you deepen your shared destiny: to protect Is-Land and save Gaia Herself. Please take as long as you need to regain your well-being.’


Odinson’s deep concern reverberated through the huddle. People hugged and stroked each other back to equilibrium. Jade caressed Peat’s arms. Laam kissed his shoulder blade. Peat’s cheeks were wet, his limbs weak. A painful experience, yes – extremely. But the Chief Superintendent had said it was necessary. And somehow he had known the limits of what Peat could take. IMBOD had not stained Sheba’s smile with the faces of traitors, a stain more foul than even the ewe’s blood seeping into Gaia’s body. Odinson had protected Sheba’s memory from that outrage. As deep as the Chief Super’s own pain and anger ran, his love for them all, Peat understood now, ran deeper still.


The spotlight shone again on Odinson and Peat gazed up at the stage, treasuring this rare chance to observe the Barracks leader in the flesh. With his powerful chest, ridged brow, keen eyes, the Chief Super was magnetic, thrilling, a golden eagle of a man. But more than that, he was also nurturing, patient, a grizzly bear with three thousand cubs. At the welcome lecture Odinson had addressed the entire cohort from the Boundary screen, humbly asking them all to think of him as their Shelter father. Like a good Shelter father, he would protect them, he had vowed, but he would also teach them how to survive. The lessons, he had warned, would not be easy. In the Atourne Barracks, IMBOD had trained their minds and bodies and united them into a glorious supple whole, the complex unity the Sec Gens were Coded to achieve. Here in the Non-Land Barracks IMBOD would test that strength and unity. A test, Peat’s heart sang, he had passed.


‘Division Six, I am immensely proud of you,’ the Chief Super rumbled. ‘That was torture – and not just for the sheep – but we had to prepare you. It is not unheard of for Non-Landers to butcher sheep right on the Hemline, aiming to provoke IMBOD constables into leaving the Hem, breaking the law. You needed to cry and rage now, not out on patrol. And of course you would cry. Who would not cry at the suffering and death of a slave? Who would not cry at the thought of innocent children, our own families, killed by maniacs intent on destroying a sane and simple way of life? By crying, you have shown: you are human.’


It was a cue, the first one they’d learned in Atourne. ‘We are human,’ the Sec Gens crooned. ‘We are huuummmman.’ Arms draped across shoulders, swaying back and forth, row on row, they began humming: a hum that fanned the heart bond, spread a calming fire through the veins. Since the booster shot, the hum had incredible potency. Within a minute Peat’s body was restored to its natural state, a radiant flame in the Sec Gen hearth of collective love and courage.


And yet the taste of metal lingered in his mouth. After that up-rush of emotion it was hard to completely forget Astra. His traitor sister was here in Non-Land somewhere, charged full of hatred for him and the Sec Gens. Peat had to be prepared to meet her. That was a slightly anxious thought. The counsellor had said he might have them occasionally, and the best way to deal with them was to focus on the present. Right now, the training session was over. Back in position between Laam and Robin, craning as long as possible at the man on the stage, he trooped out of the hall single file, past the next division waiting, faces alight, to take their turn with the Chief Superintendent.









Astra


Smash. Yes. It was so comforting, that thought. Her skull in fragments on the courtyard floor, the globby shards rocking gently in the sun, her brain no longer screaming, but silently drooling into the cracks between the paving stones. All the bright white pain in her head floating away, like a sphere of light into the sky. It was a peaceful image, a vision to guide her across the courtyard, her last time treading this hateful square of sunshine.


Outside, a person should feel close to Gaia. But there were no plants in the courtyard, and no soil, just sandstone paving that stored heat like the bricks of an oven. It was silent too, as though Gaia was refusing to speak: no birds ever alit on the ramparts, not even a sparrow, and there was no fountain, just an empty stone trough. Working with the washers was just about bearable: they pegged out the laundry here on long strings stretched between the colonnade pillars, the wet sheets cooling their hands and shielding their bodies from the pitiless sun. But being alone in the courtyard always felt like a punishment. Yet another condition of her life sentence.


‘Psssssssst. Pssssssssssst.’


The hisses were aimed like whirring stones at her ankles, but she walked on, ignoring the three small heads bobbing up from behind the stone trough.


‘Astra? Okay, Astra?’


Uttu, now, at the laundry door, calling after her. Couldn’t these people just leave her alone? She half turned, flicked her hand. ‘Yes. Okay,’ she called in Asfarian, her voice surprisingly strong. ‘I just need some fresh air.’


It was stifling even outside, but Uttu accepted the lie. The kids squealed away, their feet slapping down a colonnade. The sphere of light in Astra’s head was a white balloon now, a balloon in a breeze, tugging her along, across to the opposite colonnade and the narrow arched entranceway to the stairs. She’d gone up to the ramparts once before, on her first day, and never again. Kadingir was frightening. The city was nothing like Sippur or New Bangor. It had no leafy hills or neat grids of buildings, no pleasant grassy parks or sparkling public fountains. There were barely any trees. Like the courtyard, Kadingir stripped you of belief. But that didn’t matter now. She entered the turret of stairs.


I’m ending the pain. I’m ending the pain.


The words came naturally. Such a relief. No more working, working, working. Washing, washing, washing. Struggling, struggling, struggling. No more pain-ball. No more grey wave. No more fog. Just a wafting sphere of light, rising up and up and up. Trailing her fingers over CONC’s signature mosaic, fragments of white shell and blue glass set in wavy patterns on the turret wall, she floated up the spiral staircase. The steps were ancient slabs of stone, sagging in the middle where centuries of footsteps had worn them away. How many feet had walked up, never to walk down? She couldn’t be the only one. She was joining all those who had gone before, before Non-Land existed, before the Dark Time, all long gone into the light.


She emerged from the turret and paused. There was a guard up here. Not that anyone would attack CONC, but this was Non-Land and they couldn’t neglect security, she supposed. She looked around and saw no one. Perhaps the guard was in another turret.


She entered the ramparts. Which way should she jump? Into the courtyard, or down into Kadingir? The inner rampart wall was lower, easier to climb, but perhaps it would be better to leave CONC, fly out over Non-Land. Yes. Why should she be frightened? She was high above this wasted place now, and was only going higher. Ahead, jammed up against the jutting crenellation, was a little set of stone steps. Were they intended for some ancient archer or bugler or standard-bearer? Not at all. They had been put there for her.


She mounted the steps. Like the turret walls, the crumbling crenellations had been decorated with white shells and blue glass. She leaned her chest for a moment against the shiny crust and gazed out over the evacuated world.


To the west, the Mikku River shone dully in the sun. Only in Non-Land could a river look like an iron chain. Beyond it the land was stained red, some bright alarming crop planted as a final warning against the vast pale dunes that heaped to the distant horizon. Those were the firesands. They exploded sometimes, she had learned back in school. No one could live there. The city filled the near shore – sagging tents, chaotic structures and red dirt roads swirling in all directions around the compound. This was Kadingir: a dry whirlpool of dilapidation, a bloodshot eye, a wind-blasted cobweb of failed dreams. No one could live here either.


I’m ending the pain. I’m ending the pain.


She hauled herself up and stood, feet planted on the wall, her body long in the sun. At home, she had stood on higher cliffs than this. She wouldn’t fly off until she wanted to. Safe from interference, she could stand tall for a moment, survey her flight path. It was good she had chosen the outer wall. She could even say farewell to Is-Land from here. Shading her eyes with her hand, she did what she hadn’t been able to the last time she came up here: she gazed north to the steppes.


They weren’t the steppes she knew, just a dun haze rising blankly from the other side of the Boundary, uninhabited and, apart from a sparse comb-over of grasses, uncultivated. The Boundary was unrecognisable too – not a waterfall of cream and crimson light or a golden cascade amid the forest, but a flickering grey screen crested like a saw with triangular teeth, an endless jaw rearing up from a bare strand of tarmac and soil. She forced her gaze along it. There, just before the Boundary crossed the Mikku River, three black walls jutted out into Kadingir: the Barracks. Her chest tightened. But all she could see inside the IMBOD enclave were the tops of trees – the only trees in the world, imprisoned as much as she was – and, through their leaves, flashes of the round glass roofs of the Barracks buildings themselves.


She had been brought to the Barracks in the night, dragged up to the main entrance of an endless row of identical glass-fronted halls, her arms locked into the elbows of two massive IMBOD officers, her feet barely skimming the path. She’d been only vaguely aware of the glossy green walls with their rodded pattern of arches, registered more the sheer height of the edifice, and looming behind it not the night sky but the Boundary, lit and flickering like a silvery grey forest of ash. She had entered the Barracks confused and grieving. She had left electrified with fear, pain and knowledge: the knowledge of exactly how much IMBOD hated her.


She took a deep breath. That was an age ago. She knew no hatred now, no fear, only peace. Only light.


The white balloon rose to meet the sun.


I’M SAYING GOODBYE. I’M SAYING GOODBYE.


She turned to the Mikku. Bright as a torch, the glass roof of the Barracks flashed at the edge of her vision.


She stiffened, blinked.


The sphere of light in her head exploded. Reeling and gasping, she clutched at the crenellation and stared down in horror at her feet, the road a dizzying distance below.


What was she doing up here? This was precisely what IMBOD wanted her to do. IMBOD wanted her to kill herself because they knew she was dangerous. She was dangerous. And she would never give the Barracks that satisfaction. Never.


Head pounding, knees trembling, she crouched, felt with her foot for the step – but then, out of nowhere, the breath was squeezed out of her and she was falling backwards, two strong arms round her waist, yanking her down into the walkway, landing not on stone but on the hard flat torso of a man determined not to let go.









Muzi


‘Hie! Hie! Hie!’ He struck the patch-eyed ewe’s flank with his switch. She bleated but veered back to the path, kicking up dust with her neat black hooves. This one always had to go her own way. She had a nose for mountain mint, that was why, and his grandmother said she gave the sweetest milk because of it. Mountain mint was good in his mother’s flatbread. It was best to let the ewe sniff out the plant, drive her back to the herd, then return when she wasn’t looking to pick a few leaves.


He would fetch the mint later. For now he followed the flock down the flank of the hill. He liked this spot. You couldn’t see the Jailwall from here. Just the scrublands, rolling endlessly away to the south, and the sky, watching over him. Some people barely noticed the sky other than to glance at it in the morning to check for the weather, and perhaps again in the evening, if the river rooks had made a rare visit to the steppes and were swirling home against the sunset. Other people hid from the sky, complaining about the sun, its gold goatish eye too pitiless and hot. But he loved the sky. The sky saw all things, knew all things, and unless you wanted to bury yourself in a cave your whole life, there was no use trying to avoid it. The sky peered in windows, through cracks in the curtains and doors, reading the light in your eyes and the angles of your body. In this way it saw all the joy and sorrow and meanness inside everyone. When the sky sent a rainbow it was smiling down on all the people who had been kind; when it rained, the sky was crying with all the people who suffered. That was all people. All people suffered, and all were kind, if you treated them with kindness first. That’s what his grandmother said.


The flock was grazing now, contentedly nibbling the spear grasses flowing over the hill: one ram, eleven ewes, four ewe lambs and three ram lambs. It didn’t take long to count them, but he did so with satisfaction, observing how much the lambs had grown. This had been a good year already: only six lambs had died and soon his family would be able to slaughter one of the ram lambs and sell the other two. They would use the money to buy his little sister a new Tablette. She was just starting school. He was long finished with classrooms. Even if there was a college in Kadingir, he wouldn’t want to go. He could read the news and follow the market prices and chat with his friends in Kadingir; that was all he needed a Tablette for. Though chat was less interesting now that his friends were all getting engaged. He didn’t want to get married himself, at least not to any of the girls who had come for tea and flatbread. They were either too shy or too bossy, and after one quick glance, none of them had looked again at his arm: up at the flies on the ceiling, down at their hands curled like fallen leaves in their laps, anywhere but at his arm. They had skirted his gaze too. A girl from his class wouldn’t have done that, but the girls from his class were all engaged now or married to older boys. That was the way it was.


It didn’t matter. His grandmother wouldn’t let him marry anyone he didn’t like. His mother fretted, but his uncle grumbled that a new wife would mean building a new room, even a new house, and his father kept silent when they bickered. For now he was safe, watching the sheep and the sky.


He settled in against a hillock, feet crossed, a stem of grass in his mouth. The trick was to watch the sheep and the sky at the same time. This was work too, just as much as harnessing the horse to the cart, going to the scrap heap, collecting things to mend and trade and sell, the things his father and uncle did when they weren’t shearing, selling or killing the sheep. His grandmother said his eyes were blue because he was a child of the sky-god and sky-watching was his duty. His parents’ eyes were as brown as bush-root tea. They were children of the earth-god and goddess: fertile, with three growing children, as well as his spirit brothers and sisters, who would stay the same age forever. His uncle’s eyes were golden-brown – because he was a son of the beer-god, his uncle scoffed when his grandmother spoke in this manner. Her eyes were bewitching, like pictures from Tablette books: warm brown islands lapped by deep green seas. She was a child of the loom-goddess, and she wove colours together.


Muzi’s work, his grandmother said, was to read the clouds, interpret the dreams of the sky-god. He let his mind enter the clouds as they stretched and merged, endlessly forming new shapes above him. Some days the clouds sent a message, something to tell someone at home: a white bull to tell his father to raise the price of the wool at market; a winged snake to tell his uncle that the N-LA representative who had come to drink tea and talk about the markets was clever but devious; a camel to tell his middle sister that she must study hard and not complain about thirst. The clouds spoke to him too. One day last year they had told him that the Jailwall was not real.


To everyone he knew the Jailwall was a brutal fact, a monstrous weapon in a long war against them; to the clouds, the Jailwall was nothing more than a dirty straggle of fleece caught on a thorn, something thin and insubstantial that would one day blow away in the wind. The Jailwall was a dream, the clouds had told him, the dream of suffering people: people whose hearts had dehydrated, whose souls hurt so much they wished only to sleep – to draw a curtain across the horizon, across the sky itself. Those people must wake up or perish, the clouds deemed, for after sleep comes awakening or death: that is the nature of sleep.


He had tried to tell his family that, but though he thought his grandmother had understood, his mother, aunt and father had looked at him as if he had sunstroke and his uncle had finally shouted, ‘What nonsense are you letting the child talk? Do you want him carted back here with a bullet in his forehead? The Jailwall is as real as sheep dung, boy. Listen to your elders, and never try and walk through it.’ His grandmother had shouted back then, and his uncle had shut up, but not before grumbling, ‘I swear, we should be sending him to work in the mine, not letting him dream his life away on these hills.’ He hadn’t been worried. His uncle didn’t mean it and his parents would never let him work in Zabaria. The next day he’d made it up to his uncle, bringing him mountain mint tea in the morning, strong, the way he liked it. His uncle was just frightened for him and he understood why. Some dreams were nightmares. His grandfather, rest his spirit, had built the house with its door facing south.


MEHHHHH. An angry bleat interrupted his thoughts. He lifted his head. Ai! The pointy-nose ewe was trying to steal one of the lambs again and the mother was loudly objecting. He got to his feet, grabbed his stick and chased the thief away. Now, where was that patch-eyed ewe? There she was, up on the hill slope, nosing at something.


He crept up on her quietly. What was that?


A rusty rim in the soil.


‘Don’t lick that.’ He swatted her away. It was metal. His father and uncle might want it. He dug around the dry earth with a stone and tugged until at last the thing came free.


It was a contraption: a big metal flower in a bird cage. Four curved petals, stained and crusted with rust, trapped inside a crumbling coil of circular bars, the whole thing set on a fat stem. From the base extruded an ancient serpent – a long rotted electric lead with a double-fanged plug.


He liked the thing. He had seen one before, in the market. It was an Old World fan to blow air, create a breeze in a room, before wafters were invented. The fan was a collector’s item, but he wouldn’t let his uncle and father sell it. He would ask them to help him fix it. He would keep it.


He lay on his stomach, brushing the dirt off the base. The ewe was nudging his ankle, nosing at some grass, and he scratched her chest with his foot, adjusted the fan head, faced it up to the sky. He wouldn’t use the fan to cool the house. He would use it to cool the world, to blow air over the scrublands. He would create a wind to tickle the sky-god, send messages up to Him from the earth. Yes: the fan was his new wish transmitter, a gift from the patch-eyed ewe.









Astra


‘Astra! Astra!’ It was Uttu crying, her small hands fluttering over Astra’s face.


‘I’m okay. Let me go!’ she yelled, tugging at the knuckles buckling her waist, squirming and kicking at the body behind her. At last the arms released her and she scrambled to the rampart wall and crouched, her back against the bricks, breathing hard. The pain-ball was back, zinging through her head, but pain was good: it cut through the fog, burst the white balloon. The white balloon was a new trick. She would have to watch out for it now, figure out how to beat it. She would never let IMBOD win. She was here in Non-Land to – she took the hit – find her Code father. Then she was going to – flinch – destroy Ahn and Blesserson. If she died, she would die trying.


Right now, though, she had to defuse this situation.


‘I was just looking out!’ Just looking out. Just looking out. It was a mantra of sorts. As she glared at her assailant, the pain-ball clunked back into its socket.


He sat back on his heels. It wasn’t the guard, as she’d thought, but a Mobile Medical Unit officer: the lanky guy with sunless skin and a shock of white hair. Normally the medics only came in the late afternoons, dropping off dirty laundry and picking up the clean bags. What was he doing here, apart from hauling her around like a sack of old sheets?


‘Oh. Please to excuse me, Astra.’ Inglish was not his native tongue. He spoke it oddly, the stresses wrong, the vowels stretched like gum rubber. ‘We thought . . .’


He looked at Uttu, who launched into a stream of throaty chatter.


‘I’m not scared of heights,’ she cut in. ‘Uttu. Do you understand? I was just looking out at the city.’


Uttu didn’t. The medic translated into Somarian. He seemed to speak it well; he and Uttu conferred back and forth until at last the elderwoman reached over and patted her arm.


‘Astra brave girl,’ she said in Asfarian. ‘My sorry.’


‘That’s okay, Uttu,’ she muttered, getting up and brushing off her robe. The others tensed and stepped forward, as if she might dash up onto the wall again and leap off. What could she do to get them to leave her alone?


A Somarian word came to her, one she had been hearing every day for a fortnight. ‘Gúañarña, Uttu,’ she said, sounding like someone who had accidentally swallowed a spider.


But Uttu was thrilled with the thanks. ‘Namsaga-mu, namsaga-mu,’ the elderwoman enthused, hugging her tightly round the waist.


‘Please to accept my apologies also, Astra.’ The medic had stood too, was sticking out his hand. ‘My name is Photon, Photon Augenblick. I and my family are eternally at your service.’ He giggled, a peculiar sound coming from a man as tall as a door. ‘But I promise I should ask first if I think you might need helping to get down from a wall.’


The medic’s white hair could have been part of the CONC uniform: navy blue cargo trousers and a pale blue short-sleeved shirt with white buttons and seams, the CONC insignia – a conch shell cradled by twin waves – stitched into the shoulder. She had washed and pegged out loads of the kit, but none as long and narrow as Photon’s: the man was all arms and legs and elbows, his shoulders stooped as if trying to bridge the gap his great height created between them. Perhaps he was trying to cross that bridge now, offering a formal greeting, attempting a joke. But his effort was backfiring. She had no family to offer in return, and his joke was as feeble as an amoeba.


‘Nice to meet you,’ she replied sullenly, brushing his palm.


‘Oh!’ he gasped. ‘I have offended you?’


Was he laughing at her? She squinted up at the medic. But his expression was genuinely troubled, his wide mouth twisted in chagrin. His right temple was grazed, she noticed, stamped with a bruised red grille, and his eyebrows and lashes weren’t white, but fawn-brown. He ran his hand over his face, as if to erase it. ‘The first Gaian I meet and I make to joke about a wall. That is why I am just a medic, believe me.’


His fluffy white head was visibly wilting. She had to pardon him or they’d be here all day. ‘You didn’t offend me,’ she said stiffly. ‘It’s okay. I’m okay. I’ll get back to work now.’


‘Oh. No. I am sorry.’ He winced, checked his watch, the fat multifunction wrist device all CONC officers wore. Bulbous and warty with dials and buttons, it squatted on his wrist like a toad. ‘I was sent to ask you to come now please, to meet Major Thames.’


The summons to see the Compound Director had come: to talk about her family situation. But she couldn’t go now. She wasn’t ready. Her head hurt. She was hot and sweaty and her robes stank. She cast a wild, panicked look at Uttu.


But the washerwoman was no help at all. ‘Doctor!’ she commanded, shaking Astra’s arm.


No. She was coping. She was conquering the pain. She didn’t need a doctor. She didn’t need the Major. But she had no choice; she was surrounded. The guard was hurrying up behind them along the rampart, Photon leading the way as Uttu took her elbow and steered her to the turret. The fog bearing in again on all sides, Astra descended the stairs.


All right, she had to see the Major. It was the next test. She had to talk about her Code father – UHH – the pain-ball flared – without collapsing. She grit her teeth and clenched her fists. Seeing the Major was good. She had asked to be sent to this Gaia-forsaken place because she had a plan – OWW – and to achieve it, she had to find Zizi Kataru – ARRR—


I’m walking. I’m walking. I’m walking.


She gave up. Putting one foot after another down the steps, she breathed deeply, repeated the mantra, allowed the pain-ball to disappear into the mist of her misery. At the second-floor landing, Photon stopped in front of a small wooden door. Hunching, he opened it, gestured for her to go first. Uttu hugged her goodbye and, patting her back, pushed her through.


*


‘It is this way.’


They were in the red-carpeted hall that ran off from top of the main staircase. The Head of Staff had his office here, but Astra had had no reason to venture again into this wing of the compound. She let Photon overtake her and followed him, trying not to look down – she’d made that mistake on her first visit. The hall carpet was hand-loomed, patterned with llamas, date trees and chevrons, and it screamed of Nimma. ‘Typical of the region,’ Astra’s Shared Shelter mother would have said, drawing Astra’s attention to motifs and techniques that Gaian Craft workers had later adapted for their own cultural expression. Threadbare now, the carpet must have been expensive once: too expensive to replace. Nimma, though, would have relished the task of restoring it, matching wools and dyes, inserting new tufts into the dense pile. Staring down at a worn geometric cluster of grapes as she’d waited in the chair outside the Head’s office, Astra had struggled not to be violently ill. Although Nimma had been almost as bad to her as Ahn in the end, it was the grey wave, not the pain-ball, that attacked when she thought about her Shelter mother, the grey wave hissing that Nimma had been right all along: she was an ungrateful, arrogant liar.


The wallscreens were safe. They displayed neutral, dull images: the CONC logo; portraits of CONC officials; lists of compound rules and regulations. Eyes on them, she trailed through her fog after Photon. He was turning to see where she was, when a young woman, compact and dark with short neat dreads, bolted out of an office and charged towards them, head down, rapidly swiping her Tablette.


‘Sandrine!’ Photon called as the woman powered past.


The officer turned mid-flight and Astra shrank back, as if hit by a heatwave. Sandrine was wearing the same uniform as Photon, but it looked completely different on her: Sandrine filled hers out, not just with solid curves but with a positively radiant sense of vitality and purpose. Half-jogging backwards, she raised a hand in greeting, then halted, widening her eyes. ‘Pho. Are you okay?’


‘I am fine. It was nothing, I am honest to say.’


‘That’s not what I heard. Hey. Has he been fibbing to you too?’


It was an awful situation. As Photon bashfully brushed her question aside, this Sandrine person aimed the full force of her attention at Astra: the Gaian washergirl with her Non-Lander worker robes and Old World convict skull. She was used to getting glances in the dining hall: the fast, furtive eye wipes of curiosity and pity. Once, overcome by concern, a female officer had come over, set her tray down and tried to make conversation. Astra had pretended not to speak Inglish or Asfarian and no one had bothered her again. Sandrine, though, was neither filching a look, nor stammering vacuous greetings. She was smiling.


Astra didn’t know what ‘fibbing’ meant. She rolled her shoulders, twisted her head and fixed her gaze on the officer’s trouser cuffs. Sandrine’s uniform wasn’t, in fact, exactly the same as Photon’s. She had learned in the laundry room how the cuts of women’s clothes differed from men’s. Women’s trousers curved in at the waist and tapered to the ankle, drawing attention to the female shape; men’s hung straight and loose, shielding their anatomy from scrutiny. It wasn’t mandatory to wear one or the other: some of the women officers, Astra had noticed, preferred men’s trousers; but not Sandrine. Hers fit her hips like the skin of a plum.


A plum with no time for hanging around. ‘Stay safe out there, soldier,’ the officer commanded Photon, brandishing her Tablette as she wheeled back down the hall. ‘And get that report in to me yesterday, yeah?’


‘On your Tablette!’ he called. ‘Last year!’


Sandrine gave a big thumbs-up and disappeared into a room on the right.


‘Pho’ looked dolefully after her. ‘Sandrine is the MMU supply coordinator,’ he explained. ‘I was giving all my emergency morpheus to one Treatment Ward last week, so I should fill out an extra report. Normally I am more efficient, but then this week was an emergency too.’


Having reminded himself of his woeful tardiness, Photon set off briskly again down the hall. Astra followed, losing pace. At the end of the carpet, either side of a useless-looking table and chair, the hallway divided. Astra caught up as the medic turned right – and halted. Photon had disappeared and in his place a glistening white spiral towered over her like a vortex to another dimension, its veils of pale light stretching deep into the sandstone side hall. For a sinking moment she thought she was hallucinating, projecting some kind of enormous combination of her fog and white pain into the world. But then she noticed two large copper grids on the walls, their thin shutters casting the light form into the space. It was a giant seashell, she realised. Its spines and ridges cast a warped glow around the bare hall while at its base a long gleaming pink lip met an undulating carpet of radiant gold light. The whole apparition hung suspended half a metre above the floor stones. But where was Photon? Had this thing dissolved him?


‘It’s an ion curtain.’ His voice came floating to her through the lustrous swathes of light. ‘It won’t hurt you.’


At the far end of the pink lip, his tall shape was beckoning her. She hesitated, still bewildered by the shell. She could see little apertures cut into its ridges now, like windows: like a building, in the desert . . . yes, of course . . . She flinched, recognising it now. But it was just information: CONC HQ. The spectacular central offices of the Council of New Continents, erected in 06 RE in Amazigia, a refugee camp on the western edge of Nuafrica that had survived the Dark Time by working cooperatively. CONC, founded on the principles of human rights, sustainability and cooperation was a wellspring of hope in the desert of war and global warming, and its first act of regeneration had been to situate its headquarters in the continent that had given birth to all humanity. A conch shell, used all over the world since time immemorial to call nations to council, had been chosen to symbolise the new world government, and even the CONC architect had risen to the challenge of making that vision a reality. Every school in Is-Land hosted screenposters of CONC HQ. How could she have forgotten what it looked like, even for a nanosecond?


Because she’d been dazzled by the ion curtain. A hologram-config ‘energy shower’ supposed to alleviate stress and boost your immune system, the technology was popular in New Zonia, but the manufacturer had refused to sell it to Is-Land. Most Gaians said good riddance. You could get the same feeling from a walk in the woods.


Gaia knew what an ion curtain would do to her head but it filled the side hall so there was no going round it. She would just have to find out.


She stepped into the glimmering interior of the shell, blinking as her face broke the glossy surface of the form. Unbidden, Ahn’s voice hissed through her head: ‘This building is wet.’


On wet the pain-ball shot out of its socket and she lurched forward, stumbling as the missile scored its first dazzling white hit; her mind seized in the electric grip of the memory. Ahn had come to Golden Bough School. He had been a special guest in biotecture class; afraid of saying something stupid, she had squirmed in her seat, ducked her head as he took questions from her classmates—


It was no good. Like Sheba’s hipskirt in the laundry, this was an unbidden memory, and it was too vivid, too strong, too unexpected. She was lost in an explosive white haze, the pain-ball detonations brighter than the shell. She wouldn’t fall, she wouldn’t. She blinked, breathed, grasped for facts. Info only. Info only. If she could focus on Ahn’s lesson, not his voice . . . yes . . . that was right. The architect Philippe Saigon had engineered a series of ducts in the roof ridges, letting water continuously flow down the building’s curved walls. CONC HQ glistened in the sun and sang in the wind, that was what Ahn had said . . .


CRACK. It was no use. She couldn’t hive the information from the memory. Ahn had snickered at Saigon’s wind-fluted roof, saying CONC workers found the tones annoying. Faster and faster, the pain-ball tripped the white phosphorus mines it had laid down in her head. Ahn had passed around a conch shell for the children to hold to their ears. The pain-ball was splintering her temples and she was reeling from the impact, but the conch shell was in her hands. And now Ahn was in his office, cowering in front of his gold-tinted window, and she was lifting the big spiny shell, hurling it at his . . .


Whiteness. The pain-ball explosions blotted out the shell, the hall, the memory. She was slumped against the stone wall, the sea roaring in her ears.


I’m following Photon. I’m following Photon.


She began weakly repeating the phrase, then with gathering conviction until at last the pain-ball was sinking back in its slot. Her eyes fluttered open. The walls of CONC HQ rose before her, no longer white, but a dawn dream of rose and gold curves.


‘Astra—’ Photon was hastening towards her through the veils of light, his eyes bulging in a caricature of alarm. ‘Are you okay?’


‘I’m fine. Just a headache.’


‘You do not look fine.’


She cleared her throat. ‘I’ve never been in an ion curtain before.’


‘Oh. I should have asked.’ He scooted past her and turned a dial on the wall. CONC HQ disappeared. The side hall was a brightly lit sandstone and copper cube, one end open, the other sealed by a massive pair of hammered-metal doors.


He fumbled in a pocket. ‘Are you sure you do not want an aspirin?’


An aspirin? Against IMBOD? She straightened up. If she could recover from a full-blown Ahn attack by herself, she could deal with the Compound Director. She stalked past Photon to the imposing office entrance.


Whether ageless originals or Regeneration replicas, the doors were magnificent: beaten iron and bronze panels bordered with faceted studs framed scenes of dancing reeds, flowers, stars, wild men with vultures’ heads, throned kings and noble women bearing maces made of braided grains. Facing Astra was a tawny queen, her tumbling locks crowned by two entwined snakes, quivers of arrows sticking out of her pair of broad wings. A muscled thigh stretched out from her robe; her elegant foot rested on the back of a lion. Every petal, toenail, eyelash was finely etched, each tableau a mastercraft work, the kind of thing Astra had been taught to revere. But she was too fed up with this place to admire any more of its lobby decorations. She was here for a meeting. On the wall was a bell, and beneath it a silver plaque:




Major Akira Thames


CONC Compound Director





She raised her finger, then stopped, unsure. A high-pitched, erratic noise was coming from behind the doors, something distressing, almost human about the way it was faintly straining out of the room. Was it a child? Photon was beside her now, but he didn’t press the bell either. He hung back awkwardly, as if he too were afraid to interrupt the strange sorrow keening through the tall metal garden of the Compound Director’s doors.


‘You have not yet met Major Thames, have you?’ He pronounced the name ‘tems’. His voice was tinged with apprehension.


She shook her head. Something was missing. The fog, she realised: she was no longer immersed in the fog.


‘Please to salute when I do,’ Photon whispered. ‘The Major is liking protocol.’


She stood almost trembling, lighter, taller, thinking clearly for the first time in weeks. Had the ion curtain cured her? Her senses felt as sharp as the bronze queen’s arrows. The cries sliding through the doors came, she realised, from a violin. She had never seen one, but she knew the sound. This one wasn’t playing anything she understood as music, though: not a meditation, a sonata or jig but a ceaseless agitation of notes, leaping from one jagged pinnacle of dissatisfaction to another. There was a snagged breath, and another, then suddenly the music swooped sweetly upwards . . . and like a battered bird her heart rose to meet it. Yes, she thought, shivering, as the violin resumed its frantic refusal to accept any limits, to conform to any measure but its own; yes, that’s exactly right. Even the fierce bronze queen on the door seemed to quiver, her feathers itching to take flight.


Photon placed his finger on the bell.


The sobbing stopped.


‘Enter!’ came the hoarse call.









Enki


‘AI YI YI!’ He shook his thumb, sucked it, glared at the hammer.


Across the box, a slow grin broke over Bartol’s face. ‘You’re supposed to hit the iron nail, brother. Not your thumbnail.’


Enki thrust out his hand, star splayed. ‘Arakkia’s thumbnails are made of steel’ – BEAT – ‘a polished part of the man’s appeal.’


Bartol returned to his hammering, tapping lightly, the smile still playing about his broad lips. It wasn’t often Bartol got in a joke at Enki’s expense. Never mind the instant comeback – polished steel, brilliant! – the big man would be satisfied with his little quip for a month.


His mother, though, wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d nailed himself to the box through his liver.


‘You see!’ she declared from the camp cooker, knocking her wooden spoon against the rim of her millet pot. ‘What did I say? No good will come of this, my son. No good.’


‘Amma,’ he drawled, ‘the neighbours will hear.’


‘The NEIGHBOURS,’ she screeched over the din of the next tent’s wallscreen party, ‘are ROTTING their MINDS watching RERUNS of ASFARIAN SOAP OPERAS.’


From the next tent came a round of laughter and applause. It was the soundtrack to his life: the beer-addled brain-dead neighbours clashing like a broken cymbal against his mother’s bitter outbursts. At least, having made her point, she shut up. Sitting cross-legged on her cushion, she rapidly chopped a withered onion and the two tomatoes Bartol had brought, the red chunks falling open in a bleeding mess on the board. That done, she lit a cigarette. When she spoke again, it was to deliver a rapid, hoarse harangue in time to the quick flick of ash.


‘You’re a good boy, Bartol. You listen too much to him. Why can’t you just take him down to the gym tent? Before an evil end befalls you both.’


‘He doesn’t take me anywhere, Amma,’ Enki flared. ‘We’re doing this together, along with everyone in the gym tent. It’s happening now. Do you want to be the one to stop it? Do you? Go on, then. Call Una Dayyani.’ He slammed the hammer down on the rug, dug in his back pocket, thrust out his Tablette. ‘Call her on my Tablette if you want to be anonymous. Turn me in.’


His mother took another drag of her cigarette. She only smoked when she was very angry – not to stop herself from saying things she might regret but to give herself time to phrase them more precisely. From the corner of his eye, he watched her perform her favourite trick: blowing the smoke out through her nostrils like a creature from the Dragon’s Gorge. He stashed the Tablette and resumed hammering.


‘I’m sorry, Am Arakkia.’ Bartol grovelled as usual. ‘If there are ever any problems, someone will come and take the box away. I promise.’


Bartol had had to be persuaded long and hard to build the box over Enki’s mother’s objections. He’d always been polite and helpful, but after Abgal Izruk had died and Enki had fallen, his friend had forged an almost obsequious bond with the woman. But Enki had risen. He was a YAC core member now, with serious responsibilities, and since he’d turned eighteen, this tent had been registered in his name as well as his mother’s. That was a full two years ago, but she hadn’t yet learned she had no right to interfere in what he did in his own home.


‘That box will be your coffin, boys.’ She stubbed out the butt. ‘Look at you both: dressed up like River Road drifters. Why can’t you get decent jobs, all those muscles between you?’


That was her nicotine jibe? Jobs? She knew he was done with queuing from dawn for the privilege of cleaning bike chains with a frazzled toothbrush, only to be passed over after the boss took one look at him. YAC was his job. He hit a nail square on the head, drove it in.


‘Don’t you think purple suits us, Am Arakkia?’ Bartol asked, winking at Enki.


‘You look like two eggplants,’ she grumbled. ‘With a big purple thumb to match, Enki.’


He nearly put the hammer through the wood. He didn’t need abuse like that from his own mother. Potato baby, those older boys had called him after school, pelting him with stones. Had she already forgotten the huge stink she had caused? The next day, wheeling along alone, he’d baited the boys, knowing Bartol was hiding behind the solar tree, ready to charge from the rear. He’d come home with a torn shirt, two black eyes, and triumphant memories of several well-placed grabs and uppercuts of his own; until last year, the thought of Ug Šešu curled up in the dirt clutching his groin had still made his heart sing. His famous victory hadn’t impressed his mother, though: she’d harangued them both until Bartol had finally caved in and tattled about the bullying. The next day she’d cornered the school principal, wagging her finger and squawking, ‘We are all alt-bodied – that’s what my temple tent teaches! Have you forgotten what this place is built on, you fool?’ The principal had overseen a restorative justice process, Enki and Bartol magnanimously declaring they didn’t want the gang disciplined, but at home his mother had railed at him for weeks: ‘Don’t you rely on Bartol’s fists to get you out of trouble, my son. You think you’re like your father but you’re not. You have to stick up for yourself with your tongue. That’s the way to fight for your rights.’


He was doing that now. In freestyle, battle rap and glow-flow. But did his mother give him a date stone of credit? ‘And these tin cans round your necks,’ she ground on, the nicotine hit clearly not yet exhausted, ‘what dignified man sports such a thing? Do you wear them in the gym? You’ll give yourselves blood poisoning, mark my words.’


‘All YAC members are wearing the star, Amma,’ he said tightly. ‘Soon you will see it everywhere.’


‘The star.’ She snorted. ‘Look at it, son. The points are all uneven. Bartol’s is even worse. How is anyone going to trust you to conquer Is-Land if you can’t even draw a star properly?’


Bartol was grinning openly. Enki glowered at him. The five-pointed star design had taken months to decide upon and weeks to create: collecting old tin cans from the scrap heap, rolling them out, cutting and sanding the edges, punching a hole for the chain. Everyone able to had been given a quota to make – no template; the unique shapes were the essence of the design.


‘The stars are all different, Amma. None of them are “perfect” – that’s the point. They represent—’


But she wasn’t listening, as usual. ‘And will you be getting your wives’ wedding rings from the scrap heap?’ she enquired tartly. ‘Is that the next fashion?’


Right on cue: after the job moan, the marriage complaint. His mother had been widowed too early, that was the problem. His father, May the Gods Who Have Forgotten Us Ever Guide His Onward Journey, had died a ‘hero’, just another policeman killed by an IMBOD bullet. Sustained by his scanty N-LA pension, her temple-tent preachers extolling his memory, his mother had never sought to remarry, and so she had never had the chance to suffer the corrosive disappointments that, as far as Enki could see, defined the marital relationship. Marriage, from the outside, was a regal gold-brocaded tent; from the inside it was cramped, stifling and ear-piercingly loud. Abgal Izruk had told him it wasn’t like that everywhere: in Asfar you could have temporary marriages, which sounded eminently sensible, but N-LA had banned those arrangements decades ago, thanks to an unholy alliance of women arguing they had only ever served men’s baser needs, and conservative religious leaders denouncing them as a threat to the sanctity of the family. Here in Kadingir, some of the Farashan families allowed spouse-swapping after a woman’s child-bearing age – and who knew what went on in the ‘celibate’ desert communes – but for everyone else in Non-Land, unless you wanted to wage the long war of divorce, marriage pegged you down to another person forever: to her whims and jealous commands, her family, the endless meaningless rituals of agreeing with elders who had sheep shit for brains, admiring babies who burped up tit milk on your shirt. From what the new fathers said at the gym tent, marriage didn’t even guarantee you regular sex.


No, marriage was not for Enki Arakkia. He had been to one wedding and that was enough. If YAC was his job, his rhymes were his wife, his life, his soul-sharpened knife. Sex – well, girls from good families had to stay home, but the orphans went to the riverbank, just like the boys.


‘We could have got you a nice cabinet at the scrapheap,’ he remarked, ‘if you didn’t care so much about the neighbours.’


‘Some flaking, woodwormy cast-off.’ She sniffed. ‘No thank you.’ His mother was devoted to his great-grandfather’s metal shelves: a family heirloom, made to be easily dismantled and transported if the tent had to be moved, she said. But she also had a rabid horror of being thought a scrounger. Enki had stopped trying to ask her what she considered living off CONC rations her whole life to be.


The baseboard was done. He and Bartol flipped the box over and shook the sides. Solid. His mother could wrinkle her nose all she liked, but the Nagu Three scrapheap put the markets to shame. Beneath the broken car parts and spilling bags of food waste lay a thousand treasures: kitchen gadgets that only needed rewiring, furniture that just lacked a lick or two of paint. It was amazing what the old N-LA families chucked out rather than give to their neighbours. He and Bartol had scrounged the wood there yesterday, arriving early before the merchants showed up with their carts. Bartol had ranged over the rickety mountain, sending the rooks reeling up in raucous protest; Enki had rolled around the base ground, pulling at the odd bit of timber but more interested in watching the birds flap like angry mops against the sky.


The rooks were newcomers to Kadingir. They had flown south across the Boundary five years ago, after CONC had begun its irrigation project on the banks of the Mikku. Everyone had expected them to return to Is-Land but, apparently Coded against radiation and soon protected by Non-Land law, their numbers had swollen. They nested in trees down by the Mikku and, to the envy of everyone except the old N-LA families, spent the days eating. The birds preferred grubbing in the moist fields, but after heavy rain would fly out to the scrublands. Most days they could also be found at the scrapheaps, probing mounds of rotten fruit, vegetables and cooked grains – even in Kadingir, people managed to waste food.


Wherever they had grazed, in the evening the birds swarmed back to their nests on the banks of the Mikku – you could set your Tablette clock by the black storm. A flock of rooks was called a ‘consensus’, Abgal Izruk had told him. Though they squabbled, they flew as one. Enki liked the word; later he’d championed it as a decision-making process for YAC and proposed a similar name for their secret meetings. That didn’t stop him appreciating other potential uses of the birds. There by the river you could also practise your stone-throwing – at least, you could before the police had begun protecting the nests. Ug Šešu had been a good shot. Thanks to him, Enki had eaten roast rook once, cooked on a spit over a fire. The breast meat was delicious: lean and mild and chewy. Then Ug had lost his appetite – for food, anyway.


It wasn’t good to think too long about Ug. He picked up a rock and looked around. Was is worth trying to kill one of the rooks here? Probably not: the scrapheap keepers maintained a steady patrol of the perimeter, and there were steep penalties for killing one of the first birds to settle back in Non-Land since the Dark Time.


He shouldn’t want to eat rooks anyway. The birds had turned their back on Is-Land and cast in their lot with Non-Land. They were allies, cawing that if they could cross the Boundary, so could he. He’d ended up trying to feed one, using an old windscreen wiper to toss a maggoty gobbet of sheep brains in its direction, an offering the bird sceptically assessed, head cocked, like his mother preparing to haggle over offal at the market. Close up, rook feathers had a night-blue sheen, almost purple. Yes, he’d decided then, the birds could be part of his collective. They were highly intelligent, Abgal Izruk had told him once; they could make tools and solve engineering problems – in one experiment a rook had actually dropped stones into a tube of water until the worm floating on its surface was close enough to eat.


The rook ate the maggots, but turned its beak up at the brain. ‘Fussy eater, hey, Archimedes?’ he’d clucked at it, recalling Abgal Izruk’s history lesson. Like most adults, the old man had a precious store of Old World data to impart, shiny nuggets plucked from the midden of history. He’d encouraged Enki to do his own Tablette research and while political theory had proved the richest terrain, it was always good to toss random tidbits of knowledge into the salad mix of a rhyme. Or a solitary moment communing with corvids.


Two more rooks had hopped over, hoping to share the maggot glut, no doubt. They were inspecting him from a splintered bed frame. ‘Ibn Sīnā,’ he’d called softly, ‘Eureka. Kaaa Kaaa,’ as he flipped another dollop of sheep slop, slightly closer to him this time. No harm in testing their thresholds. But if not polymath geniuses, the birds were canny enough to not trust him. They’d pecked over the grubs only when Bartol returned and Enki had rolled a safe distance away.


Archimedes meanwhile, was tearing at a bioplastic bag, his claws raking through a wet nest of chicken bones and burnt lentils. Something glinted. And again. Enki chased the bird off with the wiper and used it to poke through the slops. Yes! A stash of screws and washers, nuts and bolts – it was unbelievable the things people threw away. He and Bartol had found a whole wheelchair once, rusted and crumpled as if hit by a car, but with an intact seat, back rest and tyres. It had kept him on the road for a year.


‘Thanks Archy.’ He dug out his gloves and scooped the soggy mess onto a cracked plate. The rook hopped backwards and perched on an old bicycle frame, bowing and spreading its tail feathers, emitting shrill caws.


‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet,’ he told it, then set about picking out the hardware, wiping each piece clean. He counted fifty-four useable pieces in the end; the YAC team would be ecstatic. He was just cleaning the last nut when Bartol came bounding down the heap with two armfuls of wood, sending Archimedes cawing up and away to a new patch free of noisome, unpredictable human competitors. Bartol’s find was as good as his: planks from an old set of shelves, and two slightly frayed pieces of plywood, damp, but no sign of woodworm and all perfectly servicable. They’d done the measuring and sawing at the heap, improvising a stand from an old cabinet, and headed back to Enki’s tent well-pleased – the tools in Bartol’s pack, the plywood under his arm and the planks strapped to the back of Enki’s chair with his bag. A good morning’s work, to be finished before lunch.


If only his mother would let them. ‘You could be carpenters,’ she mourned over the sizzle of onion in the frying pan. ‘If you have to spend your lives knocking together other people’s rubbish, you could at least sell the results. Or fix up the Nagu ramps. That hole by the cigarette booth is getting bigger every rainfall. I’ve told them, again and again, but they’ll wait until you fall through into the mud before they lift a finger.’


He ignored her. She wouldn’t listen if he argued. Mending ramps was volunteer work. Mutual aid, rah rah, but how much longer was everyone in Kadingir supposed to work for free? And why should he trade in cast-offs? He wanted to change the system, not perpetuate it. His repurposing had a far higher purpose than just earning a few coins for cigarettes, beer and Tablette repairs.


He began packing, taking the bags and boxes from the pile on the rug. Bartol fetched the bigger packages they’d dumped near the tent flap, stooping to avoid grazing his head on the sagging roof. He must get backache visiting us, Enki thought, but he never complains of it.


‘Aiiiii!’ His mother’s shriek could have ripped the tent in half.


‘What?’


‘You promised, Enki. You promised!’ She was pointing the spoon at him, an arc of grease drips spattering over the low tabletop.


He looked down at his hand, at the tin of needles.


‘They’re empty, Amma. Empty!’


He tugged the lid open and tipped out the tin on the floor, showed her. The syringes were clear, filled with air, but of course she had to get up and inspect everything, rummaging through every last bag. With a sheepish look at Enki, Bartol put down his package to help her.


The soap opera blaring from the neighbours’ tent, his mother’s scrabbling fingers, harsh whispers, Bartol’s obliging mitts: a wave of all-too-familiar tension rose in his chest and he swung himself away from the box and onto his bedmat. He lay down, extended his arm, flexed his biceps, closed his eyes and crossed his arm over his face.


But they were still there: a looming giant and a black-robed crone, drawing closer, bending over him as he tossed and turned, drenched in sweat. His mother and his best friend, turned his worst enemies, prodding him, slapping him, forcing spoonfuls of gruel into his mouth, hissing and urging, ‘Do you want to end up like Ug?’ and all the while refusing to let him remain, invisible and quiet, in the fallen place.


For a deep, aching moment, he craved morpheus again, craved it in his balls. The fallen place; the place of surrender, slow silence, nothingness, where for centuries – aeons – he would float down through the darkness, falling and yet cradled, safe in the palm of an enormous blue velvet glove. That’s what he and Ug had called it: the blue glove – not the powder-blue mind-sky of meditation but a rich, glowing twilight, a suppressed dawn: a swooning blue inside which, gently swelling and subsiding and swelling again, his body finally dispersed into a vast amorphous shape, like the rooks’ nightly flight over Kadingir, countless particles, his and hers, forming one endless wave . . . That was the fallen place, a place of no tension, no drama, no eruptions or decisions, just eternal comfort, past and future, consumed by the infinite promise of that blue . . . the promise of merging with her . . .


He snapped his eyes open. Breathing hard, he stared up at the stitched rip in the tent canvas. Craving morpheus was not in his schedule for today. He was Enki Arakkia, not Ug Šešu. Ug was in the ground, being eaten by maggots. Enki had risen, and he would not let anything, not his mother, not her, not the swollen boulders between his feet, drag him back down again.


He sat up straight, shoulders relaxed, hands on feet, as Chozai had taught him in the meditation tent. Chozai was neither his first nor his best teacher. Silently, he summoned Abgal Izruk’s words: If you listen to its whispers, weakness will lead you to strength. The craving for morpheus was his most powerful weakness. He needed release, it whispered; physical release came in the gym tent, he had learned, pumping iron until the endorphins flooded his brain. Emotional release came on stage, spitting and rhyming until he was empty of rage, grief, even joy, his body ringing like a bell with the applause of the crowd. As for sexual release, he would be patient and wait; if the ache didn’t subside he would go down to the riverbank and find a girl who ached too and empty his balls like a man.


‘Does the recipe call for cinders, Amma?’ he called out. Ug had told him the morpheus dulled your hunger pangs and that was true. But you needed to hunger for life.


His mother pinched her mouth and stalked back to the hob. As she slid the knife blade under the tomatoes and tossed the red fistful into the pan, he swung himself back to his task. At last the box was packed and he and Bartol lifted the lid on top and hammered it down – just a few nails this side so the lid could be easily prised off when the time came.


‘Burnt onions add flavour,’ his mother declared. ‘Come on, boys, you need feeding after all that hard work tormenting me.’


‘It smells good, Am Arakkia,’ Bartol said. He shuffled over on his knees to help her set the table. Enki hauled his bedmat up onto the box and hoisted himself onto it.


‘See, Amma? You always said you wanted a sofa. You can have your friends round to sit on it when I’m at the gym tent.’


‘My fine friends to sit on your smelly sheets?’


She was dishing up now: a mound of millet each for him and Bartol; a small dollop for her. A teaspoonful of stew on her plate; the rest divided between the men. It was no use arguing. She’d just say she wasn’t hungry after her cigarette.


‘Tell them to bring their daughters,’ he said. ‘Some of them might like my smelly sheets.’


Bartol smothered a laugh as she passed out the plates. ‘You only need one woman, Enki. And where is she, I ask you?’


He took a forkful of food. The stew made a nice change. Bartol had grown the tomatoes on the roof of his container. ‘She’s hunting through the scrapheap, Amma,’ he said, ‘looking for an eggplant man with a tin star around his neck and a pillow full of rhymes in his bed. But she told me she requires a mother-in-law with a silken tongue and forgiving nature, so I said as soon as I could trade you in, I would let her know.’


He glanced up. Bartol’s big grin was spreading over his face, like the sun dawning over the windsands. And his mother was smiling her sharp smile. ‘That’s not the girl for you, my son. Bartol, my sweetness, will you pour us some water? Enki needs to wash his mouth after such blaspheming of his mother.’









Astra


Almost afraid to breathe, as if one exhalation would pop the airy clarity she was experiencing, Astra stepped into the Compound Director’s office. The room was high and wide, a stone crate of daylight, slit on three walls by tall recessed windows through which shafts of sunshine were competing to burnish the floor. In the bright centre of the room stood a slight figure, back turned to the visitors, a silhouette framed by a pair of glass balcony doors. As Photon closed the grand metal entrance, Major Thames tucked hir violin under hir arm and pointed the bow straight up, the tip straining towards the brass chandelier that hung from the ceiling like a huge tea-stained flower.


‘Shostakovich!’ The Compound Director’s ravaged voice shook the window panes. Astra had no idea what the command or greeting meant, but on the final syllable the bow arced to the right, towards a carved wooden sofa and camel-hair rug. Photon scurried over and stood on the carpet. The medic’s chest was out, chin up, but his shoulders were still hunched, as if anticipating the bow’s next blow. Astra lined up beside him. An ornate screendesk gleamed at the other end of the room, the legs scrolling down into lions’ paws; behind it a large white conch shell rested on a pedestal. Two blue wall hangings garlanded the inner wall and above the hammered-metal doors there was a grate like the ones in the hall. As for the Major – she didn’t dare turn her head and had to be content with a peripheral glimpse of the back of hir uniform: midnight-blue tapered trousers and a flared jacket, the waistband bordered with white ribbon and embellished with two white shells. Uttu had washed it last week, or one exactly like it, not allowing anyone else to touch the fine linen and checking all the buttons afterwards for strength.


‘His first violin concerto.’ The Major was still addressing the balcony doors. ‘Final movement. The Burlesque. Far too unsettling for that sausage-brained Stalin, so the first performance had to wait for twenty years, until after the dictator’s death. Photon Augenblick! How many Soviet citizens did Josef Stalin kill?’


‘It is considered, Major,’ Photon replied, loud and prompt, ‘that Josef Stalin bore direct responsibility for the deaths of more than twenty million people. He also made to happen the Gulag penal system that killed forty million people more.’


‘Very good!’ came the phlegm-rattling response. ‘And how did Dimitri Shostakovich respond to Stalin’s regime of intimidation, torture and mass murder?’


All the information was whirling round Astra’s mind like doves in a cote. She had studied Russia in school: Russia was an Old World gangster state. Gaians had lived there, in yurts in the tundra. Other Gaians, internationals, had sailed there, trying to stop Russian oil junkies from destroying the Ice Circle. They had failed and been imprisoned and Russia’s victory had tipped the Great Collapse into the Dark Time. But who was Stalin? She was alert, transfixed, giddy with the need to know things.


‘Shostakovich was an artist of courage, sirm,’ Photon shot back. ‘At a time of strong anti-Semitic feeling, he drew on the thema of Jewish folk music, creating a cycle of work meaning to express the suffering of the Jews at hands of fellow citizens. This work was also forbidden to be played in the Soviet Union.’


‘Dimitri Shostakovich is an eternal inspiration!’ With another flamboyant thrust of the bow, Major Thames spun round to greet them.


She had to stop herself from staggering backwards. The Major’s heavy-lidded pouched eyes, beaked nose and ageing, sallow brown skin screamed Owleon – and not just any Owleon, but Helium.


Helium wasn’t fierce and proud any more; Helium had fallen to death in a field. She braced herself for the grey wave but her head remained clear, her attention riveted by the impeccable person standing before her, erect and lithe as a classical dancer. Everything about the Major was striking. Hir mouth was a thin slash of bronze lipstick, hir folded eyelids graced with a tracing of subtle gold powder. Thick black hair, silver at the temples, stood away from hir face as if electrified by hir vigilant gaze, and on hir chest gleamed a regional necklace – malachite beads strung either side of a beaten silver plate. The Major’s gender might be ambiguous, hir stature diminutive, but hir authority was beyond question. In hir alert presence, she felt, yet again, acutely aware of her sweaty washergirl’s robes.


Tip quivering, the violin bow lowered. Photon gave a smart salute. A mean thought tittered through her mind: maybe saluting was the cause of his forehead injury? But the Major was glaring at her and she hurriedly mimicked the gesture. The Is-Land salute was a fist from the heart, but she didn’t want to do that ever again.


Major Thames stepped neatly over to a sideboard beside the balcony doors and placed the violin on a display rack beside two gold digiphoto frames. ‘Stand down,’ heesh commanded.


Did that mean sit? No. Beside her, Photon relaxed his posture. Still brandishing the bow, the Compound Director strode towards them.


‘Now some political commentators, Astra Ordott’ – eyes smouldering between their cushioned lids, Major Thames directed the bow tip at Astra’s heart – ‘some historians have argued that because Shostakovich was never sent to the Gulag, never suffered in the vast nightmare of the Soviet murder camps, he was not a true revolutionary artist. But we say that there are many ways to skin a cat and use its guts, don’t we, Photon Augenblick?’


Photon cleared his throat. ‘If I may, Major . . . In Is-Land, they wouldn’t use cat gut, or any part of any cat, for—’


‘Officer Augenblick!’ the Major roared. ‘Astra Ordott has studied Inglish idioms at an advanced level and she understands the concept of metaphor! She came top of her Year Eleven class in Regeneration Languages and she needs just a few months’ immersion to become fluent in both Inglish and Asfarian. Is that not correct, Astra Ordott?’


Major Thames was worked up now, pacing across the sandstone floor, swishing the bow through the air as if disciplining an orchestra of ill-tuned dust motes.
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