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      MANAGING
DEATH

      ‘Shut up and help!’ I yell.
      

      I charge towards the gunman, the chair gripped in my hands as though it’s some sort of medieval weapon. Here’s a guy with
         a pistol, and me with something that I bought from IKEA. My boots crunch over glass, a big chunk of which slides through the
         side of my shoe and into my foot. It should hurt more, and it will, I’m sure, but right now all it does is make me angry.
      

      I jab the chair at his head. He leaps back with all the grace of a gymnast. Fires again.

      Misses.

      But not quite, my ear stings. I resist the urge to slap a hand over the wound. It hurts more than the last time I was shot.

      Wal’s already buzzing around the bastard’s head, and the gunman slaps him away easily, but Wal is back just as fast.

      The gunman arcs out on the end of the rope, a pendulum packing a pistol. As he hurtles back in, I hurl the chair at him. He
         struggles to weave out of the way and the backrest hits him in the head with a sickening crunch. He swings in, then out, and
         in again, hanging limp.
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      For Diana

   
      
      I heard a fly buzz when I died;

      The stillness round my form

      Was like the stillness in the air

      Between the heaves of storm.

      EMILY DICKINSON

   
      
      PART ONE

      
THE SHIFT


   
      
      
      1

      
      There’s blood behind my eyelids, and in my mouth. A knife, cold and sharp-edged, is pressed beneath my Adam’s apple. The blade digs in, slowly.

      
      I’m cackling so hard my throat tears.

      
      I jolt awake, and almost tumble from the wicker chair in the bedroom. And I really didn’t have that much to drink last night.

      
      Dream.

      
      Another one. And I’d barely closed my eyes.

      
      Just a dream. As if anything is just a dream in my line of business.
      

      
      These days I hardly sleep at all, my body doesn’t need it. Comes with being a Regional Manager, comes with being Australia’s
         Death.
      

      
      And I’m a long way from being used to it. My body may not need sleep, but my brain has yet to accept that.

      
      But it wasn’t the dream that woke me.

      
      Something’s happening. A Stirrer … well, stirring.

      
      Their god is coming, and they’re growing less cautious, and more common: rising up from their ancient city Devour in greater
         numbers like a nest of cockroaches spilling from a drain.
      

      
      Christ.
      

      
      Where is it? I scramble to my feet.
      

      
      Unsteady. Blinking, my eyes adjusting to the dark.

      
      Stirrers, like their city’s name suggests, would devour all living things.

      
      They’re constantly kicking open the doors between the lands of the living and the dead; reanimating and possessing corpses
         in the hope that they can return the world to its pristine, lifeless state.
      

      
      It’s the task of Mortmax Industries, its RMs and Pomps (short for Psychopomps) to stop them and to make sure that the path
         from life to death only heads in one direction. We pomp the dead, send them to the Underworld, and we stall Stirrers. Without
         us the world would be shoulder to shoulder with the souls of the dead. And Stirrers would have much more than a toehold, they’d
         have an empire built upon despair and billions of corpses.
      

      
      But sometimes the serious business of pomping and stalling can get lost in all the manoeuvring, posturing and backstabbing
         (occasionally literally) that modern corporate life entails.
      

      
      Work in any office and that’s true. The stakes are just a lot higher in ours.

      
      My heart’s pounding: fragments of the dream are still making their rough way through my veins.

      
      For a moment, I’m certain the monster’s in the room with me.

      
      But it’s a lot further away.

      
      Lissa’s in our bed: dead to the world. I don’t know why I’m surprised at that. After all, me wandering in here drunk an hour
         ago didn’t wake her.
      

      
      She’s exhausted from yesterday’s work. That’s the downside of knowing how things are run, of having the particular skills
         she has. I feel guilty about it, but I need her to keep working: finding and training our staff. As well as pomping the souls
         of the dead, and stopping Stirrers from breaking into the land of the living.
      

      
      Lissa’s heart beats loud and steady. Fifty-five beats per minute.

      
      But it’s not the only heartbeat I hear. They’re all there, wrapped inside my skull. All of my region’s human life. All those
         slowing, racing, stuttering hearts. They’re a cacophony: a constant background noise that, with varying success, I struggle
         to ignore. Mr D says that it becomes soothing after a while. I’m a bit dubious of that, though I’ve discovered that stereo
         speakers turned up loud can dull it a little; something to do with electrical pulses projecting sonic fields. Thunderstorms
         have a similar effect, though they’re much more difficult to arrange.
      

      
      Someone dies.

      
      It’s a fair way away, but still in Australia. Perth, maybe. Certainly on the south-west coast. Then another: close on it.
         The recently dead souls pass through my staff and into the Underworld, and I feel a little of that passage. When I was one
         of the rank and file it used to hurt. Now, unless I’m doing the pomping directly, it’s only a tingling ache, an echo of the pain my employees feel. So that I can’t forget, I suppose.
      

      
      At least Mortmax Australia is running smoothly. Though I wish I could take more credit for that. Our numbers are low after
         the bloodbath that occurred just two months ago. But with my cousin Tim being my Ankou, my second-in-command, master of the
         day-to-day workings of the business, and Lissa running our HR department and leading the Pomps in the field, our offices have
         reopened across the country. It seems there are always people willing to work for Death. And we’ve found many of them. Some
         from the old Pomp families, distant relatives or Black Sheep who’ve decided to come back to the fold. But most of them are
         just people who had heard things, whispers, perhaps, of what we’re about.
      

      
      Who’d blame them? The pay’s good after all, even if the hours can be somewhat … variable.

      
      It used to be a family trade. Used to be.

      
      I leave Lissa to her sleep, stumble to the living room, down a hallway covered with photos of my parents: smiling and oblivious
         to how terribly it was all going to end. My feet pad along a carpet worn thin with the footsteps of my childhood and my parents’
         lives. This was their home. I grew up here, moved out, then my house exploded along with my life. Now I’m back. They’re dead.
         And I’m Death. It’s pretty messed up, really. I’m pretty messed up.
      

      
      My mobile’s lying next to a half-empty bottle of Bundaberg Rum.
      

      
      I grab my phone and flick through to the right app, marked with the Mortmax symbol – a bracing triangle, its point facing
         down, a not-quite-straight line bisecting its heart. I open up the schedule: the list of all deaths to be in my region. Technically,
         I don’t need to look anymore; all of this comes from within me, from some deep knowledge or force gained in the Negotiation.
         Regardless, it’s reassuring to see it written down, interpreted graphically, not just intuitively.
      

      
      It was definitely a death in Perth. One of my new guys, Michio Dugan, is on the case. There’s another, in Sydney, and two
         in Melbourne. A stall accompanies one of those. The stir that necessitated that was what woke me.
      

      
      I close my eyes, and I can almost see the stall occurring. The Stirrer entering the body: the corpse’s muscles twitching with
         the invader’s appropriation. Eyes snapping open, my Pomp on the scene – another new one, Meredith – grimacing as she slashes
         her palm and lays on a bloody hand.
      

      
      Blood’s the only effective way to stall a Stirrer (though I once used vomit), and it hurts, but that’s partly the point –
         we’re playing a high stakes game of life and death. No matter how experienced you are, a Stirrer trying to reach into the
         living world is always confronting. And my crew are all so green.
      

      
      I feel the stall that stops the Stirrer as a moment of vertigo, a soft breath of chilly air that passes along my spine.
      

      
      The Melburnian corpse is just a corpse again.

      
      I dial Meredith’s number. I have all my staff’s numbers, though I rarely call.

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ I ask before she can get a word in.

      
      She’s breathing heavily. My breath syncs with hers – it’s part of the link I have with my employees. ‘Yeah. Just surprised
         me.’
      

      
      I wonder, though, if she isn’t more surprised that I rang her. I know I am. I must still be a bit drunk.

      
      ‘Stalls get easier,’ I say, though in truth they do and they don’t: a Stirrer is always a bugger of a thing to stop. ‘You
         didn’t cut yourself too badly?’
      

      
      ‘No … Maybe … A little.’

      
      They all do when they start out. There’s a good reason why we call our palms Cicatrix City. The scars that criss-cross them
         chart our passage through this job.
      

      
      ‘Get to Number Four and have it seen to,’ I say.

      
      ‘I’m a long way from the office, maybe –’

      
      ‘No maybes.’ I’ve seen the schedule. Meredith’s a ten-minute drive from the Melbourne offices, at most. Every state and territory
         capital has an office, a Number Four, and medical staff on call. ‘I pay my doctors far too much not to have them see to you.’
      

      
      ‘OK,’ she says. ‘I will.’

      
      ‘Good work,’ I say, then worry that I’m sounding patronising.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ I can hear the smile in her voice – maybe I’m not. ‘Thanks a lot, Mr de Selby.’
      

      
      ‘Mr de Selby? That’s what they called my dad, and he didn’t like it either. Steven’s fine.’

      
      ‘OK, Steven.’

      
      ‘Now get to Number Four.’ They’re all so new. It’s exhausting. ‘If I hear that you decided to tough it out I’ll be very pissed
         off.’
      

      
      I hang up. Slip the phone in my pocket. Then open the bottle of Bundy and sip my rum. I’m all class, Dad would say.

      
      Another five pomps and one stall, across the country, in quick succession. All of them done in time.

      
      Five heartbeats gone from the pool. And another monster stopped.

      
      It’s nothing, right? But I hear them all. I ache with their urgency and their passing. There are always new heartbeats as
         well. One of those falters after a few minutes.
      

      
      Another successful pomp.

      
      Life’s cruel. Life’s what you have to fear.

      
      Death. All we do is turn off the lights and shut the door and if we need to bolt it, that’s none of your concern.

      
      I briefly consider going into the kitchen, making a cup of coffee. But I don’t like spending time in there at all. Mum and
         Dad loved to cook; somehow the skill passed me by. And that space drives it home. Lissa and I eat a lot of takeaway.
      

      
      What’s more, my parents were killed in the kitchen. That was where most of the blood was. I miss them so much. I miss their
         guidance, their laughter. I even miss their bickering. Their bodies, Morrigan’s Stirrers inhabited those. The last time I
         saw my parents as flesh and blood they were being used to try and kill me. That was how far Morrigan had fallen.
      

      
      Yeah, the bastard was a regular puppet master. He still haunts my dreams. He was directly responsible for starting a Schism,
         and the deaths of almost every Pomp in Australia. Nearly killed me too. I wish I could say I’d survived because of my tenacity
         and bloody perspicacity. Truth is, I was lucky. Lucky to have Lissa around. Lucky to have brighter, more able friends.
      

      
      Sure I’d beaten Morrigan at the Negotiation and become RM – on the top of the One Tree, the heart of the Underworld, where
         his and my future, our very corporeal and non-corporeal existences were decided – but even that had been more through luck
         than design.
      

      
      Two months ago I was just a Pomp – one of many – drawing souls into the afterlife.

      
      Now I’m so much more, and I hate it. Morrigan even killed my border collie, Molly Millions. Until very recently, I imagined
         seeing poor Moll out of the corner of my eye, several times a day. And every time I did, it knocked the wind out of me. Another
         casualty in the minefield that is my life.
      

      
      I could try and sleep. But even if I did, I’d wake just as weary.

      
      And the nightmares. They drive into me even when I’m awake. I close my eyelids for more than a second and there they rush,
         blood-slicked and cackling. I’m clambering and running over screaming faces. Torn hands clawing and scraping, and these aren’t
         the dead, but the dying, and they’re dying because of me. More often than I care to admit, I’m enjoying the madness: revelling
         in it. Sometimes there is the scythe, and I’m swinging that thing, loving its heft and balance, its never-dulling edge, and
         laughing.
      

      
      No sleep. No rest. Not when that’s waiting. And a man shouldn’t wake with an erection after such a dream. How can that arouse
         me?
      

      
      I dig out something doleful and rumbling from my CD collection. A little Tindersticks, some Tom Waits. Let the music dim down
         the roar of a nation’s beating hearts. But no matter what I choose tonight, the volume refuses to drown out the sound – and
         I don’t want to wake up Lissa. I sit there restless, Waits crackling along like bones and branches breaking.
      

      
      I work on finishing the rum.

      
      What the hell, eh? Drinking’s easy at any time once you start. Easier if the right music’s playing. Tim once told me that
         music was the perfect gateway drug. He’s not wrong. Finally the rum and the music start to work. Not a lot, but enough.
      

      
      Twice I stumble into the bedroom to check on Lissa, and to marvel that I didn’t lose her when I lost nearly everything else,
         that she’s sleeping in my bed. All I want to do is hold her. There was a time that I couldn’t, when to touch Lissa would have banished her from me forever. I went
         to Hell and back to find her, I pulled an Orpheus Manoeuvre. Not even Orpheus managed that one, but where he failed, I succeeded.
         If one good thing has come of this, it’s Lissa.
      

      
      She snores a little.

      
      It’s endlessly fascinating the things that you find out about your partner when you can’t sleep. The sounds, the unaffected
         routines of their bodies. The way a person’s eyes trace their dreams beneath their eyelids. There’s more truth in slumber.
         Perhaps that’s why I feel so unanchored. It’s a space lost to me.
      

      
      What a whiny bastard I’ve become.

      
      Sometimes Lissa wakes screaming from her own nightmares. She never tells me what they are, claims she can’t remember them,
         but I can guess.
      

      
      There’s not much of the Bundy left come first light. And there’s been seventy-five more deaths, two of them followed by Stirrers
         stirring.
      

      
      Seventy-five more successful pomps and two stalls and the day hasn’t even properly started.

      
      I never wanted this. Nor was I supposed to have it.

      
      For Death, it never stops. It’s a twenty-four-hour, seven-day-a-week sort of thing. When I was a Pomp, out in the field, I
         had thought I understood that.
      

      
      Well, as it turns out – as it turned out for a lot of things – I’m completely clueless.
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      I’m making coffee, trying not to think about my parents (where they were sitting, what they were saying) when Lissa stomps
         into the kitchen. She’s dressed in her usual black: a neat blouse, a shortish skirt, and a pair of purple Doc Marten boots,
         at once elegant and perfect for kicking in the heads of Stirrers. Around her neck is a silver and leather necklace from which
         hangs rows of black safety pins leading to a Mickey Mouse charm at the bottom. Early Steamboat Willie Mickey, grinning like mad. I can’t help but roll my eyes at that. Only Mickey’s smiling, though.
      

      
      ‘Do you know what time it is?’ she demands.

      
      I shrug.

      
      ‘Seven,’ she says. ‘Someone switched off my alarm.’

      
      I pass her a cup. Surely you can’t stay mad at someone who’s just made you coffee. I lean in to give her a kiss. Lissa screws
         up her face. ‘Christ, Steve. Just how much did you have to drink last night?’
      

      
      I wince, slipping on a pair of sunglasses. It’s bright enough inside the house, and the cruel sun of a Brisbane summer waits
         outside. ‘Maybe more than was good for me.’
      

      
      ‘More than was good for the both of us. Again. Try not to breathe in my direction, will you?’
      

      
      Seven in the morning. The sun is already high and bright, the air-conditioning throbbing, like my head, though the hangover’s
         fading. One of the upsides of being RM is that I heal faster than I used to. Regional Managers are considerably harder to
         harm or kill than your average Pomp, though I’ve seen it happen. My predecessor, Mr D, died beneath the wheels of an SUV,
         but by then he had lost the support of his Pomps. Most of them murdered. He looks pretty good considering all that, but you
         have to go to the Underworld to see him. I try and avoid it if I can.
      

      
      I grab the car keys from the bowl on a table next to the front door. Lissa snatches them from my hand.

      
      She glares at me. ‘Don’t even think about it. Turn off the aircon and clean your teeth. I’ll be waiting in the car.’

      
      I’m quick about it. Lissa looks very pissed off. For no good reason, as far as I can tell. Hey, I haven’t been drinking that much lately. She offers the barest hint of a smile as I get into the car, hardly waits for me to sit down before we’re going.
         The little multi-coloured Corolla’s engine bubbles along. This car predates air-conditioning. There’s a bead of sweat on Lissa’s
         lip that I find endearing. I reach over to touch it with my thumb, and she pushes my hand away. Ten minutes of silence. Out
         of the ’burbs and onto the M3 Motorway.
      

      
      ‘You really should be practising your shifting.’ Lissa says at last. The traffic’s already creeping, the highway burdened
         with even more cars than usual; it’s a matter of days until Christmas.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, but I like coming to work with you.’ That’s only partly true – certainly not today.

      
      Shifting hurts, I really haven’t mastered it yet, and I don’t like the pain. I’m sure I could handle it if it was the same
         sort of agony each shift, but it’s not. Sometimes it manifests itself as a throbbing headache, others as a kick to the groin,
         or a hand clenching my guts and squeezing. There’s usually a bit of gagging involved.
      

      
      Lissa grunts. Changes lanes. I reach over to turn on the stereo and she slaps my hand again. This is the real silent treatment.

      
      ‘What did I do wrong?’ I shake my stinging fingers.

      
      ‘It’s what you haven’t done,’ she says, and that’s all I can get out of her, as she weaves her way through the traffic.

      
      What the hell haven’t I done? It’s not her birthday. And we’ve only been together for two months, so there’s no real anniversary to speak of. I try
         to catch her eye. She ignores me, contemplating her next move. Changes lanes again.
      

      
      We cross the Brisbane River on the Captain Cook Bridge, crawling as the Riverside Expressway ahead becomes anything but express:
         choked by a half-dozen exits leading into and out of the city. I can feel the water beneath us, and its links to the Underworld
         and the Hell river Styx – all rivers are the Styx and the Styx is all rivers. When I was a Pomp it was just murky water to me, a winding
         thread that bound and separated the city, east from west, north from south. Now it hums with residual energies, it’s like
         stepping over a live wire. My whole body tingles, the hangover dies with it – down the river and into the Styx, I guess. A
         smile stretches across my face. I can’t help it.
      

      
      Lissa doesn’t seem to appreciate the grin.

      
      She clenches her jaw, and swerves the Corolla into a gap in the next lane barely large enough. A horn blares behind us, Lissa
         holds the steering wheel tight, the muscles in her jaw twitching.
      

      
      I settle in for one of the longest fifteen minutes of my life. The only noise is the traffic and the thunk of the Corolla’s
         tyres as it passes over the seams in the unexpressway. I can’t find a safe place to look. A glance in Lissa’s direction gets
         me a scowl. Looking out over the river towards Mount Coot-tha earns me an exasperated huff so I settle on staring at the car
         directly in front of us, my hands folded in my lap. It’s as contrite a position as I can manage.
      

      
      At last Lissa belts into the underground car park of Number Four, off George Street, pedestrians beware. She pulls into a
         spot next to the lift, turns off the engine and stares at me. ‘So, even after that drive you’ve got nothing to say for yourself?’
      

      
      ‘I –’ I give up, look at her, defeated. I can feel another grin straining at my lips. That’s not going to help. Lissa’s eyes flare.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ she snarls, ‘we’ve all lost people that we care about, but you –’

      
      ‘I’ve what? What do you think I’ve done?’

      
      ‘Oh – I could just – no, forget about it.’ Lissa yanks her seatbelt free, storms out of the car and is already in the lift
         before I’ve opened my door.
      

      
      I have to wait for the lift to come back down. The basement car park’s full. I can see Tim’s car a few spots down. I’m last
         to work, yet again.
      

      
      I could shift up to my office from here. But I don’t reckon it’s worth the pain.

      
      The lift takes me straight up to the sixth floor. Everyone’s a picture of industry when the doors open, and no one gives me
         a second glance. Which worries me. Where are the usual hellos? The people wanting to talk to me? Why hasn’t Lundwall from
         the front desk hurried over to me with a list of phone calls that I’m not going to bother returning? I look around for Lissa.
         Nowhere. No one meets my gaze.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ I mumble. If that’s how everyone is going to play it … I mean, I haven’t come to work drunk in over a week.

      
      I amble over towards the coffee machine in the kitchen. The tiny room empties out the moment I walk in. I don’t hurry making
         my coffee, then stroll into my office, taking long, loud sips as I go.
      

      
      ‘Nice to see you’ve made it,’ Tim says. Tim’s trying so hard to hold it all together. I used to be able to tell, with a glance,
         what he was thinking. Now, sometimes I can’t even meet his eyes. He’s developed movements, tics and gestures, which are wholly
         unfamiliar to me. He’s sitting on my desk – his bum next to the big black bakelite phone – carefully avoiding the throne of
         Death. I understand why. It exerts a pull. I’m sure he feels it, too. How it does it is beyond me, it shouldn’t. It’s not
         particularly imposing, merely an old black wooden chair. There are thirteen of these in the world, made for each member of
         the Orcus. Just a chair and yet so much more. I cannot stand in here without feeling the scratching presence of it. I know
         I could lose myself in it, that I’m perhaps losing myself already. Sometimes I wonder if that wouldn’t be so bad. Then I wonder
         if that’s what the throne wants me to wonder. If a chair can really want anything.
      

      
      In one hand, Tim’s clutching the briefing notes that I should have read about three weeks ago.

      
      ‘Yeah, isn’t your office across the way?’ I ask.

      
      Tim folds his arms, says nothing.

      
      ‘So who’s stealing paperclips this week?’ I force a grin. Honestly, that had been a major issue last month. Paperclips and three reams of A4.
      

      
      The door bangs shut behind me. I jerk my head around, and Lissa’s standing there, her arms folded, too. Ambushed!

      
      ‘What the hell is this? Look, those Post-it notes on my desk are all accounted for.’
      

      
      She’s not smiling. Neither is Tim. Christ, this is some sort of intervention.

      
      ‘Do you know what today is?’ she asks.

      
      ‘The 20th of December.’ Sure, I have to look at my desk calendar for that.

      
      Tim snorts. Pulls the bookmark out of the briefing notes. A bookmark whose movements have been somewhat fabricated – damn,
         I thought he’d swallowed that one. He slaps the notes. ‘If you had actually read these, you’d have an idea, you’d probably
         even be prepared.’
      

      
      ‘Look, I’ve got work to do. The Death Moot’s on the 28th and I –’

      
      ‘Absolutely. What do you need to do?’

      
      I shrug.

      
      In a little over a week the Orcus, the thirteen Regional Managers that make up Mortmax Industries, will be meeting in Brisbane
         for the biannual Death Moot. With just two months in the job, I’m expected to organise what my predecessor Mr D once described
         as a meeting of the most bloodthirsty, devious and backstabbing bunch of bastards on the planet.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got no fucking idea, have you?’ Tim says.

      
      Lissa touches my arm. ‘Steven, we’re worried about you.’

      
      Tim doesn’t move. His eyes are hard. I can’t remember seeing him so pissed off. ‘Mate, I like to have a drink as much as anyone,
         but I have responsibilities. And you do, too. To this company, to your staff and your shareholders, and to your region. You’re an RM. You’re one of the
         Orcus!’
      

      
      ‘I know, I know,’ I say. How the hell did I ever become one of the Orcus? Me being RM was just a massive mistake, a joke played
         out by the universe. I’d fought for this role, only because I’d had no choice. Death for me, and death for my few remaining
         friends and family – or fight and live. I’m about to mention my call to Meredith when Tim laughs humourlessly. My cheeks burn.
      

      
      ‘Then start acting like it,’ he says.

      
      I walk past him, drop into my throne. For a moment, there is no argument. Lissa and Tim fade away. It’s just the throne and
         me. The throne deepens and broadens my senses, brings the living/dying world even closer to the fore. In this chair I touch
         not only the land of the living but the land of the dead as well. Traffic is moving nicely in both zones, which is really
         rather remarkable. The throne is opiate, CNN and 3D extravaganza rolled into one. I have to concentrate to manage that sensory
         overload. Part of me doesn’t want to; the effort of it burns a little behind my eyes like the seed of a migraine. How the
         hell am I expected to handle all this? And it’s not getting any easier.
      

      
      I open my eyes. Oh, yes, the ‘interventionists’ haven’t left. How much have they seen?

      
      ‘You don’t have a clue how hard I work,’ I say, but they do, and they’re right.

      
      ‘That’s just it,’ Lissa says. ‘You’re working so hard at avoiding everything that you’re going to avoid everything out of
         your life. You’ve come unstuck, you’re drifting, and you haven’t even noticed it.’
      

      
      Tim’s nodding. I glare at him.

      
      ‘Steve, you’re even more disengaged than you were when Robyn left.’

      
      Now, that’s just too low. Robyn’s my ex. She couldn’t handle me being a Pomp and it took me years to get over that. It took
         Lissa, and the loss of nearly everything that I cared about. Surely I’m not … ‘That’s bullshit!’
      

      
      ‘What’s bullshit is the amount of work Lissa and I have had to do to cover for you. When was the last time you spoke to another
         RM?’
      

      
      I’d initially tried really hard to keep in touch with them. To start a discussion about a global response to the Stirrer god.
         Nothing, silence. The global response had been for every RM to ignore my emails and my calls. If they weren’t going to speak
         to me, I wasn’t going to speak to them. ‘They’re all pricks and backstabbers,’ I say.
      

      
      Tim nods. ‘Exactly, and you’ve left us to deal with them. The whole Orcus, and no RM to bat for us. Thanks a lot, mate.’

      
      ‘Well, you’re my Ankou.’

      
      Tim nods. ‘And I’ll watch your back. But I’m not here to wipe your arse. If this keeps going on … we’re both out of here.’

      
      Lissa’s face is as resolute as I have ever seen it. ‘Do you know how hard I’ve been working? Hunting down new staff in Melbourne, Perth, Mount Isa, Coober Pedy? I’ve run around this country, God knows how many times, trying to find
         you people who at the very least have a chance of not dying on the job. And you’re hardly interested. Have you spoken to any
         of them after their interview? Have you made yourself available to any of them?’
      

      
      I open my mouth to speak: what about Meredith? But once, just once, isn’t enough of a defence. They’re right. I know they’re
         right, but if they could sit in this throne … dream my dreams … They’re right. ‘So what do you want me to do?’
      

      
      ‘Today?’ Tim asks. ‘Or from now on?’

      
      ‘Both.’

      
      Tim beams at me. ‘That’s what I want to hear. A bit more enthusiasm would be nice, though.’

      
      I lean back in my chair. ‘All right. All right. Where do I start?’

      
      Lissa unfolds her arms, walks to the desk and takes up another chair. ‘The Death Moot. Let’s start with that. The business
         we can get to, but the Moot is a priority. You’ve got to find the Point of Convergence.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t we just book a hotel?’

      
      ‘Ha! This is Mortmax Industries,’ Lissa says. ‘Things don’t work that way. It’s revealed through some sort of ceremony, although
         I’m not sure what it entails. And Tim can hardly go and ask anyone else. How do you think the other RMs would take that?’
      

      
      ‘Bad. It would be bad,’ I say.

      
      She pats the black phone on my desk. ‘You’re going to have to speak with Mr D. And after that you’re going to have to start
         paying attention to the business of being RM.’
      

      
      I pick up the heavy handset. ‘Do I have to call him now?’

      
      Lissa starts to fold her arms again. Tim’s face is settling into a scowl. ‘It has to be done. And today,’ Lissa says. ‘In
         some ways we’ve been as bad as you. We should have done this sooner. Today’s the last day you can perform the ceremony.’
      

      
      More than a twinge of guilt hits me at that. They’ve been putting this off and putting this off, hoping I’d come good on my
         own. I can’t help feeling I’ve let them down. The business I don’t care about, but Lissa and Tim are the centre of my world.
      

      
      Yet there’s part of me wondering how they could have let this get so far. Ah, more guilt! I put the phone to my ear.

      
      ‘I was wondering when you would call,’ Mr D says, without the slightest pause. There’s a large quantity of affront in his
         voice. Maybe the bastard has some feelings after all. I certainly didn’t witness them when he was alive.
      

      
      ‘Are you in on this, too?’ I ask.

      
      ‘Mr de Selby, I have no idea what you mean.’

      
      ‘I need to talk to you.’

      
      ‘Yes, you should have been talking to me for some time, but you haven’t. Oh well, it’s never too late to start.’ He chuckles. ‘Until it’s too late. And you are running out of time.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be there soon.’

      
      ‘Don’t keep me waiting.’

      
      I put the handset back in the cradle. ‘There,’ I say.

      
      Both Tim and Lissa stare at me.

      
      ‘Don’t you two have work to attend to?’

      
      Tim smiles thinly. ‘Of course we do.’ He’s out of my office without a backwards glance.

      
      Lissa stays a moment, touches my arm. ‘It had to be done,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘Don’t be. You’re both right.’ I grab her wrist as she pulls away, and squeeze it gently. Flesh and bone. I doubt I’ll ever
         get used to being able to touch her. ‘I’m just happy that you care enough to do this.’ I’m not sure that I sound all that
         convincing. I’ve got to see Mr D. I’ve suddenly got work to do.
      

      
      Lissa bends down and kisses my cheek. ‘Dying isn’t the only way a girl can lose someone,’ she says.

      
      I want to ask her if that’s a threat, or a fear, or a promise. Talk of Robyn has got my head in something of a spin. I could
         do with a drink.
      

      
      Instead, I get to my feet, prepare myself for my shift into the Underworld and say, ‘Don’t worry, you haven’t lost me yet.’

      
      I let go of her wrist and, looking into her eyes, I disappear – or she and the office do. I’m not sure which it is. One reality
         is exchanged with another, the air folds around me, changes density, and taste. Light, sound, all of it is instantly different. I’m bathed in the red glow of the Underworld.
      

      
      The shift is hard. This one makes me sick, literally. Mr D pats my back until the vomiting stops. ‘You do understand that
         it gets easier the more you practise?’
      

      
      I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. ‘Yeah, but it’s the practice that’s so hard.’ He passes me a glass of water, obtained
         from a small tank by his chair. I gulp it down, and take in my surroundings. This is Hell of course, but what a view. I’m
         standing on one of the uppermost branches of the One Tree. The Underworld equivalent of the city of Brisbane is beneath us,
         suburbia stretching out to the dark waters of the Tethys, the CBD’s knuckles of skyscrapers constrained as Brisbane is bound
         up in a ribbon of river. The air is loud with the creaking of the One Tree. It permeates everything in the Underworld. The
         One Tree is the place where souls go to end their existence. It draws them here from across the Underworld and absorbs them,
         down into its roots and into the great secrets of the Deepest Dark. It’s a Moreton Bay fig tree, bigger than any city, with
         root buttresses the size of suburbs. It’s also where my old boss hangs out. Dead but not dead, he waits here to act as my
         mentor in all things RM.
      

      
      There’s a cherub by the name of Wal fluttering about my head. He looks a little plumper than I remember him, but I wouldn’t
         say that to Wal. He’s rather sensitive, comes from spending most of his existence as a tattoo on my arm. In fact, it looks
         like he’s already pissed off. His Modigliani eyes are narrower than usual. It’s been a good couple of weeks since I was in the Underworld, and it’s only
         here, or close to it, that he can manifest. He gets rather shirty if he can’t spread his wings. I do my best to ignore him.
         I only have enough strength for one intervention today.
      

      
      ‘You know why I’m here?’ I ask Mr D.

      
      ‘It’s the 20th of December. Must be getting hot up there. I was always fond of Christmas in Brisbane. Are the cicadas singing?
         Have they put up the Christmas tree in King George Square?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but –’

      
      ‘It can be very lonely in Hell,’ Mr D says, and his face, which notoriously shifts through a dozen expressions in a second,
         grows even more furious in its changes. ‘Particularly when you are in someone’s employ. Specifically to advise that someone.
         To steer them through the roughest channels of their job away from the snares and the rocks of Orcusdom. To save them making
         the same mistakes you did. And yet, they never visit you. Never call. Never ask for advice.’ He nods to his armchair, the
         single piece of furniture on the branch, and the stack of old science-fiction novels beside it. ‘I’m running out of things
         to read, and without you I can’t even go fishing. When did you last drop a mercy pile of books down here? When did you last
         reply to one of my invitations on Facebook, or comment on an update? You’re not even following me on Twitter.’
      

      
      ‘He really is rubbish, isn’t he?’ Wal says to Mr D. ‘I can’t fly, can’t do a thing when I’m stuck on that arm. And would it
         hurt to use a little deodorant, mate?’ He lands heavily on my shoulder. Talk about the weight of opinion. And I’m not too
         happy about being that close to all that pudgy nakedness.
      

      
      I raise my hands in supplication and defeat. This all would have been a lot easier if I’d had something to drink beforehand.
         ‘You’re right. Both of you are right. I’m sorry. I’ll do better. I have to.’
      

      
      ‘I forgive you,’ Mr D says, grinning a dozen various but magnanimous grins. ‘But you owe me.’

      
      I clench my jaw, try not to make it obvious. ‘Yeah, I owe you. But, finally, I’m here to make you work.’

      
      Mr D dips his head knowingly. ‘Yes. You need to find the Point of Convergence. Without it, you can no more have a Death Moot
         than you could hold the Olympics sans stadium. And without the Point of Convergence you cannot engage the Caterers.’
      

      
      ‘I thought we could just hire someone from a restaurant.’

      
      Mr D chortles, exchanges an amused glance with Wal. ‘And they would be able to enter the nexus between the living and the
         Underworld, how?’
      

      
      Wal’s laughing too, holding his belly. ‘Oh, he’s beyond bloody naive!’

      
      ‘Yeah, beyond naive,’ I say, feeling sick. Which is either the residue of the shift, my embarrassment at not knowing this
         and the fear of all the other things I don’t understand, or just possibly the throbbing filament of rage that is firing up in my brain at all this mockery. ‘And I will
         continue to be beyond naive if you do not educate me.’
      

      
      ‘Right,’ Mr D says, ‘the Point of Convergence is revealed through a ceremony. This is what you need to do …’

      
      By the end of his instructions, I’m less than pleased.

      
      He gives me a hearty pat on the back. ‘You’ll be fine, son. Be careful with those Caterers, though. You don’t want to piss
         them off. Oh, and the canapés, you want them to do the canapés – they have this thing they do with an oyster …’
      

      
      Son? Mr D never calls me son.

      
      Maybe boy, or Steven, or de Selby. Just what is he up to? This is why I’ve barely used him as a mentor. Too many riddles,
         too much in the way of diversion – and I don’t think he even realises he’s doing it.
      

      
      He hands me a piece of paper and a pen. ‘Oh, and I need you to sign this.’

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘A release. A legal and magical document. It allows me at least a modicum of movement. Sometimes I would like to be able to
         visit my friends. Aunt Neti is down there, as are the markets. How am I supposed to sample the Underworld if I am trapped
         here on the branches of the Tree?’
      

      
      Seems fair enough. Maybe a little too fair.
      

      
      I glance at him suspiciously and he smiles, almost looks innocent, but for the tumble of faces that follow. Mr D can never
         settle on just one.
      

      
      Still, out of guilt at my neglect of him, I sign it.

      
      ‘Don’t be a stranger,’ he says, and looks at his watch. ‘You better get going. I can’t believe you’ve left it so late.’

      
      Neither can I. The one thing I don’t want to mess up is a Death Moot. Ruin this, and I’m on my own. And that Stirrer god is
         approaching. The End of Days is approaching, and it seems I’ve gotta jump through a whole lot of bloody hoops to stop it.
      

      
      ‘Oh, and next time? Some books, please,’ Mr D says. ‘Now shoo!’

      
      Another shift.

      
      Back in my office.

      
      I take a deep breath. Maybe it is getting easier. Then I throw up in my wastepaper bin, noisily and messily. Bloody shifting. I rinse my mouth out with cold coffee, put the bin as far away from the desk as possible, to be dealt with later, and walk
         out into the open workspace of Number Four. People are busy coordinating pomps, getting the right people to the right place.
         The floor beneath us would be just as hectic, though they deal with the business end of Mortmax: the stuff that finances all
         of this. Our shares are doing quite well at the moment, so Tim tells me.
      

      
      I knock on Tim’s door.

      
      ‘Enter,’ he says somewhat officiously.

      
      I poke my head in. Tim’s having a smoke. He juts his jaw out, daring me to comment. I don’t take the bait.
      

      
      ‘Lissa out on a job?’ I ask.

      
      ‘Yeah. There’s a stir expected at the Wesley Hospital.’ I remember the last time I was there. Seven Stirrers and me, one of
         the few Pomps left alive in Brisbane. Still gives me the shivers.
      

      
      ‘I miss her when she’s not around.’

      
      Tim snorts at that. ‘Ah, young love. Give it time. The missing goes, along with all the sex. Believe me.’ Yeah, right, I know
         how much he misses Sally. Young love, indeed.
      

      
      ‘OK, I just wanted to tell you that if anything goes wrong with this whole Convergence Ceremony thing it’s your fault.’

      
      Tim stabs the cigarette butt into his ashtray. ‘That bad is it?’

      
      ‘I have to see Aunt Neti.’

      
      Tim smiles wanly. Aunt Neti freaks him out. Maybe it’s the eight arms, or the murderous glint in her eyes. ‘You going now?
         Do you want someone to come with?’ It’s the least earnest sounding offer I’ve ever heard. But no surprise there. Our first
         meeting had been rather memorable, Aunt Neti’s predatory eyes focussed on the both of us as she recounted tales of particularly
         bloodthirsty Schisms. She’d been very annoyed when Tim didn’t finish his scones. His joke about avoiding carbs had fallen
         curiously flat, and the air in Neti’s parlour had chilled considerably. I thought she was going to tear his head off.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I’m going now. Better to get it over and done with, obviously. And thanks, but I need to do this one alone. I want
         to.’ At least I can manage to sound like I mean it.
      

      
      ‘OK.’ Tim can’t hide the relief in his voice. ‘On the plus side you’ve only got a short walk.’

      
      A short walk to Hell; well, a particular part of it. ‘I’ll talk to you when I get back. I’m going to need your help with the
         ceremony,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise how badly I’d let work slip.’
      

      
      That’s not true. I knew, but I just couldn’t find a way out. Can’t say that I have yet. But at least I’m trying.

      
      ‘We were never going to let you fall too far,’ Tim says. ‘We love you too much. Now be safe.’

      
      ‘I will.’ I shut the door behind me. If I really wanted to be safe there’s no way I’d do what I’m about to do.

      
      There’s a doorway – and though its door is very heavy, it’s never closed – that leads to a hallway, which in turn leads to
         Aunt Neti’s parlour.
      

      
      Every region’s headquarters has one. As I walk towards the portal, conversation in the workspace dies down. I straighten my
         back, check my hair in a mirror near the door. I sigh. It’ll have to do. Still no one has said a word. I turn around: a dozen
         pairs of eyes flick this way and that.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you all have work to do?’

      
      A phone rings. Someone starts typing away furiously. A stapler snap, snap, snaps.
      

      
      I enter the hallway, suddenly I need to pee. But I can’t, I have to stay on the path.

      
      No turning back now.
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      The hallway creaks and groans, echoing the One Tree. Two, three steps in and the sounds of phones ringing, the beating of hearts,
         the snap of staplers grow muted. Then there’s just silence, but for that creaking and groaning. The brown carpet ripples in
         sympathy with a floor that buckles with the stress of keeping a link between dimensions. It’s hard to stay on your feet here,
         but I do my best, and I don’t need to grab a wall to steady myself.
      

      
      My right biceps starts burning. I take a few more steps and Wal pushes his way out from under my shirt sleeve. He flaps his
         wings and grins at me.
      

      
      ‘Hello again,’ he says, then his eyes widen. His little head swings from left to right. ‘Bugger, wasn’t expecting this.’ His
         voice is low and quiet.
      

      
      Neither was I. The last time I walked down this hallway, about a month ago, Wal didn’t appear. Something’s happening that
         shouldn’t. Just another thing to disturb me. At least I have company. Wal settles down on my shoulder and considers the walls
         and the rippling floor, his face pinched with distaste.
      

      
      The closer I get to Neti’s door, the heavier Wal gets. There’s a subtle hint in the air of scones freshly baked; of butter,
         jam and cream. Aunt Neti’s expecting company.
      

      
      I reach her front door and lift my hand towards the brass knocker which is shaped like a particularly menacing spider.

      
      The door swings open.

      
      ‘Good morning, dear,’ Aunt Neti says. Her eyes dart towards Wal, and the little guy almost topples from my shoulder. ‘Oh,
         and you’ve brought a friend with you, and not your rude Ankou, this time. How sweet.’
      

      
      Seeing Neti is like looking at an iceberg and knowing there are immeasurable depths beneath it. More than nine-tenths, I’m
         betting. And she’s terrifying enough as it is. Aunt Neti is all long limbs and bunches of eyes – eight of each. A purple shawl
         is wrapped around her shoulders. She straightens it a little, with a spare hand or two, and bends down to peck me on the cheek.
         Her lips are cold and hard, and the peck so swift and forceful that I’m sure I’ll have bruises tomorrow.
      

      
      Aunt Neti bustles me inside, all those hands patting and pushing and pulling at once, so I’m not quite sure what she’s touching,
         just that I’m being moved from doorway to parlour and that my pockets hold no secrets from her. Her nails are black and sharpened
         to points, and they click click click with her pinching and prodding. It’s all done before I can even put up a struggle. I’ve
         gotta say it’s not that much of a stretch to imagine that’s how a fly would feel as it’s spun and bound in spider’s silk.
      

      
      She shuts the door behind her. Wal’s keeping away from those hands, though at least a couple of her eyes follow him. And I’m
         making the decision that you always have to make when you’re talking to her: which eyes do you look at? I choose a bunch in
         the middle of her face. The ones with the most smile lines. They’re crinkling now.
      

      
      ‘Sit down, sit down.’ Neti gestures towards one of a pair of overstuffed chairs set across from each other, a low table between
         them.
      

      
      As we sit in her parlour, I keep to the edge of my seat – as though that would save me. The room is tiny and cosy, the walls
         papered with an old damask design. The paper’s peeling in one corner and a tiny spider has webbed the gap between wall and
         curling edge. I can’t shake the feeling that it’s staring at me. And those eyes are no less hungry than Aunt Neti’s.
      

      
      There are two plates on the table. On both there are crumbs, and butter knives, covered with jam as red as arterial blood.
         And my seat is warm. Someone was here, only moments ago. I look around, wondering if they’ve really gone. But there’s no one.
         I look down at the plates. There’s no hint there of whoever I’ve displaced, just crumbs and jam.
      

      
      Aunt Neti picks the plates up and slides away to her kitchen with them, saying, ‘Plenty of visitors today, my dear. But none
         as special as you.’
      

      
      Wal raises an eyebrow at me. Neti is one of the two caretakers of the interface between the living and the Underworld. The
         other one is Charon. Both have their unique ways of running things. Charon with his boats; Neti with her residence, which,
         like a web, is connected to everything. She lives in these few rooms: a parlour that intersects every office of Mortmax in
         the living world. Like Charon, Aunt Neti’s an RE, a Recognised Entity.
      

      
      And despite appearances, she’s not that fond of me at all. Mr D tried to explain why a few weeks ago. Something about the
         Orpheus Manoeuvre that I pulled to get Lissa back from the Underworld, and how I should have gone through her, not Charon.
         At the time I thought I’d had no choice. Seems I did, and it’s made me an enemy – no matter how unknowingly on my part.
      

      
      Aunt Neti comes back into the parlour, walks past me to a tall cabinet. It’s covered in scrollwork and seems to be carved
         out of the same black wood as my throne. Several of her hands apply pressure to different bits of the cabinet, a palm in one
         corner, a finger tapping on a carving, another hand applying pressure at its back.
      

      
      A door slides to one side. Aunt Neti reaches in and pulls out two stone knives that I’m all too familiar with. She grins at
         me, revealing a mouth full of crooked black teeth, and drops the knives on the table before me.
      

      
      ‘You’ll be needing these,’ Aunt Neti says.

      
      I pick them up. They’re perfectly weighted and heavy. They mumble and hum.

      
      I used these on the top of the One Tree in a place the Orcus call the Negotiation, to ‘negotiate’ my way into the position
         of RM. It had been a bloody reckoning between me and Morrigan – once a family friend, a man as dear to me as any uncle. These
         knives had slashed his throat and blinded his left eye. They’d cut his soul away from existence itself.
      

      
      I need these knives for the Convergence Ceremony but seeing them, holding the damn things in my hands, is terrifying.

      
      ‘Now,’ Aunt Neti says, laying down two clean plates, ‘be careful for goodness sake, or you’ll cut yourself. That’s for later.’

      
      I hold them away from me gingerly, my hands tight around the stony handles. Until this morning, I hadn’t expected to see them
         again for a very long time, had hoped that it would be even longer than that. They whisper to me.
      

      
      Hello.

      
      Hello.

      
      ‘Put them down,’ Neti says, and slaps my wrists. ‘Put them down.’
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