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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      









‘The nightmare of real things, the fallen wonder of the world …’


Don DeLillo
The Names












‘MacKinnon was rather a timid man in the beginning,’ said Barnett, manipulating a sapphire across the backs of his fingers with a magician’s dexterity. ‘He evolved into an intemperate man, a dissolute man. Yet it was only towards the end of manhood that he became dangerous.’ The sapphire vanished into his hand, and revealing his palm to be empty, he grinned, exposing large yellow teeth that looked as primitive as those of a chimpanzee. ‘It wasn’t clear initially whether he would turn out to be dangerous to others or merely to himself. However, in this part of the world such niceties of judgement don’t count for much. When a danger is perceived, no matter how immature its form, steps are taken to eliminate it before it can develop claws. Usually it’s left to men like you and me, foreign devils, to philosophize over the remains. But sometimes we, too, may be called to action by the imperatives of our adopted land. The land, you see, is king in Borneo … particularly here in Kalimantan. Its dictates command and mould the people, its principles find expression everywhere. Oh, it can be tamed. And someday soon I suppose it will be. There already are sawmills along the rivers, oil rigs islanding the sea. Before long it’ll be stripped of magic and rendered devoid of character like most of America and Europe. But so much of it remains in a natural state: as yet it still possesses some of its old powers and compulsions.’


He spoke in Indonesian to the Dayak boy behind the counter at the front of the shop, and the boy began picking over a selection of amethysts, examining them through a jeweller’s glass. The curtains drawn across the entranceway twitched, and the seam of leaden light between them thinned. From beyond came the babble of vendors in their boats, passing along the waterways that served as streets in Banjormasim.


‘Curtis MacKinnon,’ said Barnett reflectively, shifting in his tattered cane chair. His stringy grey hair and leathery, wrinkled face looked too crude to be real, like a mask superimposed on the grainy shadow at his rear. ‘You’d never have guessed he’d turn out as he did if you’d seen him when he arrived. Pale and weak, a slug creeping out from the vast unhealthy shadow of America. That was in ‘seventy-six. He’d landed a job with Pertamina, the national oil company, doing administrative work on one of the oil rigs. From the occasional visits he paid to the shop, I determined that he was a typical romantic fool, the sort who is usually taught a hard lesson by the realities of the East. In that regard, and in others, I suppose he was not so much different from myself as a young man, though at the time I would have been exercised had anyone suggested a similarity. He would ask all manner of ignorant questions about England – questions I was hard put to answer, because it had been thirty years since I’d seen home. And when I told him that, he looked at me with round eyes and a gaping mouth as if I’d shown him proof of my divinity. ‘Thirty years!’ he said. ‘Christ, there couldn’t have been anything here back then.’ Well, I told him that was hardly the case, but he was intent on making me out a pioneer, on believing I’d had a hand in conquering the savage land.


‘I recall he used to paw through my stock of sapphires, searching for black ones. The blues were of better quality, but being unfamiliar, the black stones were talismans to him, evidence of the distance he’d put between himself and the uninspired reality of his home. It was plain from our talks that he’d read his Conrad, his Maugham, and that he’d ignored the despairing tone of their work and extracted only the mystery, the exoticism. I could just picture him as a boy, lying in bed and whispering the magical names of Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Surabaya, and imagining himself lost among them. He looked upon Kalimantan as a place in which a man could fall under a dark enchantment, and I think he believed that kind of destiny was somehow virtuous, a resolution to the problem of being an American in the midst of so much chaotic change and poverty. A feeble moral attitude, I grant you, but at least it embodied a morality of sorts, which is more than most expatriates will express in regard to Kalimantan. That attitude may have played a part in his downfall – and it could be that what happened was related to a form of cowardice. I’ve known quite a few men who’ve hoped disaster would strike them, or that the tropics would expose a seam of weakness and infect them in some mortal way in order that they might evade responsibility for their lives. And yet sitting here today I can’t be sure that any of MacKinnon’s wishes or predilections were true determinants of his fate.’


It wasn’t until four years after he’d arrived – he was about thirty, then – that I became involved with him. He’d left Pertamina under a cloud. Rumours of shortages and so forth. And he’d entered into the black market. I heard that he’d got into drug running, and I knew for a fact he was importing Thai women to serve as wives for the Arab workers in the oil fields. There was nothing illegal about this last, but it smacked of slavery to the western community, and tales were carried about the women being used to bring in contraband. MacKinnon’s appearance had changed a great deal. He’d lost his pudginess and grown into a tanned, raw-boned fellow with ragged black hair and hollowed cheeks always dirtied by stubble, and hazel eyes shaded by thick brows. All in all, a somewhat sinister face. But its sinister effect was diminished, made into something boyish by the petulant set of his mouth. His voice was hoarse from clove cigarettes and as a result had a menacing softness that he used to inspire caution in the scum with whom he dealt. He was ever careful to let them know that despite his core of American innocence, he was capable, as capable as they, of bloodshed. But I knew this was a sham. He was still an innocent, and that to me was his central puzzle: how the dishonourable acts he committed had left that core of innocence untouched. Was the process of his decline, his going-to-seed, imbued with such a deliberate romanticism that it invested his life with the quality of a performance and allowed him to disregard the very real consequences that attended his actions, the carrying-out of his role? So it seemed to me. Yet I may be overstating the case and its contrasts, and thus drawing inaccurate conclusions. MacKinnon, you see, was no absolute villain. He cheated and he swindled, but did so with an economy and style that impressed even the local swindlers. Indeed, it might be said that he brought an accent of civilized stability to the milieu of the petty criminal in these parts.


He had been born in Florida, a place of which he rarely spoke. To his mind, I think, it was a fraudulent tropic, utterly shadowed by the real one to which he had travelled. He’d suffered a typical American upbringing, typical in accord with the fact that the role of the family there has been reduced to that of a centrifuge, its erratic spin flinging off children who rarely return home from the random directions in which they have been flung. That emptiness at the heart of his life was, I’m certain, instrumental in shaping his personality; he saw emptiness in every incidence of fullness and so could never be satisfied with what he had, always searching for something that would overwhelm or consume him. For no reason other than a minor talent at maths, he had enrolled in the engineering programme at Georgia Tech, and, following graduation, he took a position with an oil company in Louisiana where, as he put it, he excelled at errorless mediocrity. And so, with no love in his life, no real aim, he reinvented the unsatisfied love and aim of his childhood – to wander, to be disreputable and lost – and came at last to Kalimantan, where hosts of the disreputable and lost had gathered in the spirit of commerce to celebrate the rape of sea and forest.


In 1980, on the night the drilling platform off Bontang was destroyed, that was when our relationship, such as it was, began in earnest. Built out over the harbour at Bontang is an immense wharf, upon which is situated a complex of bars and brothels and restaurants that cater to the riggers and to the loggers who work the timberlands along the Mahakam River. It’s fascinating, in that there you get a sense of the cultural syncretism taking place in the area. Dayaks, a generation removed from headhunting, wearing designer jeans and wrist-watches; Arabs in burnouses and jellabas; tall, tanned Americans and Australians. I’d gone there to sell a diamond to one of the riggers, and after the sale had been accomplished I strolled out towards the end of the wharf, out past the neons and the music. It was a perfect night, as perfect, at any rate, as nights are likely to get in a country where the mercury rarely dips below ninety. There were not many stars, most obscured by thin clouds. But there was a moon. A great round silver seal of a moon stamped high and central in the dark, transforming the untroubled sea into an infinite black cloth sewn with a billion sequins. The drilling platform was a mechanical spider with intricate towers and spans of web in silhouette against a starless band of sky that some thickness in the air had turned a dusky purple. A man in an orange-and-maroon batik jacket, and a Thai woman with long black hair and a dress of green silk were standing at the railing, gazing towards the platform, and, as I drew near, I recognized MacKinnon. The two of them were deep in conversation – by all appearances, an agitated conversation. MacKinnon gripped the railing with one hand and gestured wildly with the other. I could hear bits and pieces of what he was saying. ‘Why did …?’ and ‘I’m sick of …’ He started to walk away, but she caught his arm and pulled him back. At that moment the platform exploded.


It was odd, the sharpness of my perceptions then. Not only did I register the horrid particulars of the explosion, the concussion that sheared off the drift of music from the bars, the gout of flame like a rip in the blackness, the sections of tower thrown out in arcs, the secondary explosions spraying meteoric swarms of fiery debris, but I also registered every reaction displayed by MacKinnon and the woman. He staggered back, arms upflung as if to ward off the wreckage falling into the sea, and I had no doubt that he had been taken completely by surprise. The woman, however, stood stock-still, staring at the blaze as if calmed by the sight. The wind blew her hair all to one side, a shape in miniature identical to the plume of fire blowing sideways from the broken pipe sunk into the ocean floor. Screams and cries of alarm began to sound from the bars. MacKinnon grabbed the woman by her shoulders and seemed to be questioning her. She kept shaking her head. ‘Goddamn you!’ he shouted. He drew back his hand to strike her, but spotted me watching them. His distraught expression changed to one of anger, and he started towards me, intending, I assumed, some violence; but instead he veered away and sprinted off into the crowd of drunken labourers and whores that had gathered behind us, their sweaty faces agleam with the brilliance of the burning platform. I watched him vanish among them, and when I turned back to the railing I discovered that the woman, too, had fled.


The next day a splinter Communist group took responsibility for the explosion. I had supposed that it had been no accident, and further, I couldn’t help but relate the presence of MacKinnon and the Thai woman to the disaster. There was no hard evidence of a connection, but when I replayed those moments in my mind, I kept seeing connections in the peculiar ways in which they had reacted. Why, for instance, had MacKinnon been angry with her after his shock had eroded? In the light of such a tragedy, I doubted he would have been continuing a lovers’ quarrel. The more I thought about it, the more certain I became that the explosion had represented for him an unexpected evolution of events. And then there was the woman’s evident lack of surprise, the rapidity with which they both had left the scene. It was difficult to believe that these reactions did not signal some sort of guilty involvement.


I was about to close for the evening three days later when MacKinnon came into the shop. He had on the same sports jacket he’d worn that night on the wharf, and from the condition of his clothing, his heavy growth of beard and general unsteadiness, I had the impression that he had not slept for some time. He entered with a swagger, but on meeting my eyes he deflated, all his arrogance turning to an air of distraction. He plucked at the sleeve of his jacket, cast about for something unchallenging at which to stare, and then, squaring his shoulders, asked how I’d been. I was certain that he’d had it in mind to say something entirely different, but I didn’t press the matter and limited myself to an exchange of pleasantries. I watched him move about the shop, picking up stones, holding them to the light. After a few minutes of this, he pulled a large uncut red diamond from his pocket, a stone of perhaps thirty carats. ‘What’ll you give me?’ he asked as I examined it. I named a figure, an extremely low figure, and was surprised that he didn’t attempt to haggle, saying that he needed the money at once, that he had to leave for Hong Kong. I took this for evidence that the diamond had been stolen, and I examined it again. It was quite a windfall at the price, and under other circumstances I would have paid quickly and got him out of there before he could change his mind. What stopped me from that course? Not friendship, certainly. And not curiosity. I would like to believe that I apprehended some rare potential in the moment, that I saw in him my younger self and was for that reason sympathetic; but I am convinced that this was merely an incidence of the debased lowlife in us all, the sense we have of another’s profound helplessness that persuades us to suspend normal judgements and pretend kindness, when all we are really doing is taking advantage of a moment in which we can exercise control and indulge in a feeling of power.


I told him I’d be happy to give him the money, but it seemed that trouble had set its hooks in him. Perhaps it was none of my business, I said, but it had occurred to me that money might not be the answer to his problems. Sometimes, I told him, a friendly ear was the only edge a man could gain over whatever was harrowing him; sometimes talking steadied the floor under one’s feet and made a man hold back from precipitate action. I said far more than that, using my words to feel about for a grip on him, to probe for a response, and those particular comments were the ones that appeared the most effective. He walked to the door, watching his feet as if measuring off the paces, and from the tension in his pose I expected him to bolt. But he stopped and peered out through the curtains at the twilit waters. ‘I’ve been set up,’ he said. He turned and came back to the counter. ‘It wasn’t the Communists who blew up the platform. It was Pertamina.’


I didn’t believe him at first, but he went on to explain that Pertamina had approached him with the idea of running a sting operation on the Communists, involving them in a large drug transaction with the Vietnamese, whom the run of Indonesians despised, and thus tarnishing their populist appeal. They offered to wipe out his bad record, to establish him in a legitimate and lucrative business, as well as give him a sizeable cash reward. Ordinarily, he said, he would have rejected the offer, but of late he had been reassessing his goals, his life, and the thought of making a new start had appealed to him. They’d guaranteed that he would be in no personal danger and had provided him with bodyguards so that he would feel secure when dealing with the Communists; but he had come to realize that he had been manipulated by the bodyguards, manoeuvred through a chain of events whose effect had been to make it appear that he was in a leadership position with the insurgency. He’d been on the run since the explosion and had been informed by friends inside Pertamina that he would soon be implicated in order to sway public opinion against the United States; leftist elements in the company felt that if they could demonstrate American interference in national affairs, this would initiate a new direction in foreign policy.


‘Jesus, what have I been doing?’ he said, glancing up to the ceiling as if hoping a light would shine down. He shook his head ruefully and rested his hands on the counter. ‘You know, it’s fucking amazing how you can go along thinking you’ve got the world by the short hairs, and then you get smacked in the stones and realize you never had a clue.’ He shook his head again. ‘Not a fucking clue.’


‘When you started dealing drugs,’ I said, ‘what was on your mind? What was your plan?’


He shot me a perplexed look. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘I’m just curious as to how much you don’t understand about this country,’ I said. ‘But you don’t have to humour me.’


He held my eyes, and in that moment I realized I was his one hope, his court of last appeal. His friends were untrustworthy, and so he had come to someone whom he scarcely knew. I couldn’t help feeling sympathy for him, even though he was only another American fool betrayed by a belief in the invulnerability of his national armour, his faith in the immunity offered by a sophisticated overview of the supposedly primitive culture in which he had chosen to live.


‘I think I wanted to impress myself,’ he said. ‘To feel like I was a badass, but still a good guy at heart. In here’ – he tapped his forehead – ‘it’s as if I’ve been living in a comic book. I’ve finally waked up to that.’


I’m not sure why, but my sympathy was fully enlisted now. Perhaps the fact that he had reached the point of desperation, where honesty was his only option … perhaps because I was so unaccustomed to honesty, this had a poignant effect upon me. I recalled some lines from Conrad: ‘A man who is born is like a man who has jumped into the sea. If he tries to climb out into the air as inexperienced people do, he drowns.’ Well, I was MacKinnon’s fellow in this particular sea, and I knew that if he continued on his present course he would drown in the rich air of the East. I alone could save him.


‘You’ll be better off staying here,’ I said. ‘The thing to do is to head upriver and lose yourself in the hills ‘til all this blows over.’


He gave a despairing laugh. ‘That won’t be for a hell of a long time.’


‘You’re absolutely right,’ I said. ‘Years, most likely. But they’ll be years of life, of freedom. And if what you’re telling me is accurate, should you try to leave Kalimantan, you’ll probably be captured. You know they’ll be laying for you. If they get their hands on you, they won’t be merciful.’


‘I have no choice,’ he said. ‘I don’t know a damn thing about Dayak country.’


I wasn’t altogether certain that I wanted to risk myself against the minions of Pertamina, but I was borne along by a charitable momentum. ‘I do,’ I said. ‘I’ll help you.’


In exchange for the diamond (I didn’t allow myself to be wholly charitable) I supplied MacKinnon with false documents and had him smuggled upriver, first to Longnawan in Dayak territory and then to a trading post some two-weeks’ walk into the hill country. The post was operated by an old friend, Paul Tenzer, a Dutch zoologist who had lived in Borneo for the past forty-five years. I had communicated with Tenzer by radio and worked out an agreement that guaranteed MacKinnon’s keep. MacKinnon was to serve as Tenzer’s secretary, and I was to compensate Tenzer in relation to how well he performed his duties. Tenzer was a crusty old man, and I could not imagine that the relationship between he and MacKinnon would be other than thorny. Yet for the following two years, harmony ensued. I received monthly letters from Tenzer, and each featured some tribute to MacKinnon’s character. The most startling of these tributes were contained in letters dated 14 October 1982 and December 29 of that same year.


‘It astonishes me to recall,’ Tenzer wrote, ‘that, when Curtis arrived, I doubted he would be able to cope with either the simplicity of the human condition hereabouts or the intricate oppressiveness of the wild. He was a man of the cities, I thought, and would always remain so. Yet during the past year, particularly in the past few months, he has undergone an amazing transformation. Gone is the pallor, the indifferent health, the slovenliness of mind. He seems a man of this place now. Alert, strong, analytical as regards the dangers and potentials of the jungle. Not only has he proven a great help in my work, he has also undertaken work of his own. I’m not sure what this work entails as he is being secretive about it; he says he wishes to surprise me. But he goes about it with great zeal, spending long hours in the jungle, working sometimes late into the night. Often we will sit of an evening and talk over a bottle of wine. I find these conversations stimulating, but more importantly, I am heartened to see how stimulating they are to him. It is as if he is coming out of a long darkness, a sinner passing through cleansing fire. That metaphor may strike you as excessive, but were you to ask him how he felt about all that has happened to him here, I am certain he would couch his answer in evangelical terms. He believes that by some sinister and unlikely course he has reached the place that he was always meant to be.’


Then the second letter:


‘How grateful I am, my old friend, that you have sent Curtis to me! I’ve never hoped that my work would achieve more than minimal success, but now at least I have had the honour of shepherding the truly innovative. I realize you may think me mad on reading this, but I firmly believe that the name of Curtis MacKinnon will one day be celebrated as that of a genius and will be spoken in the same breath as the names Leonardo and Einstein. I cannot speak of the work he is doing. He has asked me to be discreet, and in truth my understanding of it is not sufficient to render a clear explanation. But suffice it to say that it is radical and borders upon the miraculous.’


In the letters that followed, Tenzer made only incidental references to ‘the work’, and my curiosity – which had been piqued by his enthusiastic pronouncements – abated. I assumed that either he had erred in his initial judgment concerning the value of MacKinnon’s researches or that he was engaging in some covert game, one that might well be the product of senility. He was, after all, in his mid-seventies, and such a tragic slippage was to be expected.


The letters continued to arrive with regularity over the next year and a half, and although I maintained my interest in MacKinnon, I relegated him to the status of old news. But there came a day in April when I received a brief note from Tenzer that changed all that:


‘It is a matter of utmost urgency that you come to see me as soon as possible. I dare not commit more to paper, but be assured this is no trivial request. Please come, my old friend, and do not be frightened of the things you may see in the country beyond Longnawan. You will not be harmed.’


MacKinnon had added a postscript, seconding Tenzer’s plea, and this as much as the note persuaded me to pay attention to the summons, for in almost four years, although he had conveyed his respects through Tenzer, he had not once written me.


It proved impossible to communicate with the trading post by radio, and I debated whether or not to go. I was getting a bit long in the tooth for jungle travel, and perhaps that was the crucial factor in my decision: the realization that if I didn’t take this opportunity I might not have another. I spent several days in settling my affairs – I was anticipating a trip of several weeks’ duration – and then booked my passage from Tenggarong up the Mahakam river on a stubby little vessel that vented plumes of black smoke and greatly resembled The African Queen. From Longnawan I set out on foot into the hill country with a Dayak guide named Madwe, who was travelling to a village near the trading post to marry a local girl. He was a wiry fellow in his thirties with a catlike delicacy to his features, and skin the colour of teakwood. There were intricate tattoos on his chest and arms, heavy silver earrings had elongated the lobes of his ears so that they hung down to his jaw line, and his teeth were stained reddish-black from chewing sirih and betelnut. He dressed in tattered chinos, a soiled white shirt, and an old fisherman’s hat. In a mesh straw basket strapped to his back he carried gifts for his bride and her family, and strapped to his belt were a blowgun and a long-bladed knife with an enamelled hilt shaped like a bird’s foot. He was – like most of his people – an amiable sort, and his company brought to mind my youthful travels with other guides and thus gave me the feeling of having dropped more than a few years. The land itself had that same effect upon me. It had been too long since I had touched the soul of Kalimantan, and now, being once again in that secret heartland, I understood anew my fascination with Borneo. Standing one morning atop a hill some nine days out from Longnawan, I overlooked a sombre green sea of other hills, with a winding river glinting like a strand of tinsel under the strong sun, and here and there the tawny island of a clearing, menaced by the towering waves of the jungle, and in the middle distance the dark punctuation of the village towards which we were heading – it would be the three-quarter mark of our journey. The silence and stillness were oppressive in their force, seeming a wall I had run up against, one that not even the light could fully penetrate – as if the land were a kind of deep, a trench that absorbed all radiance and transformed it into an entirely new element imbued with the unique and mysterious nature of the place. And despite my belief that Kalimantan was doomed, destined to be overflown by tourists in helicopters, with jungle Hiltons and monkey-spotting tours, I understood then that the place still had its defences, that it would take a formidable force, indeed, to penetrate and corrupt this last of the wild.


Darkness fell before we could reach the village, which was called Tanjung Segar, and we camped a mile or so to the east in a clearing bordered by secondary growth and banks of ferns. Mist lowered about us, and our cooking fire took on a phantom aspect, the flames showing pale, appearing to writhe with a slow, lascivious torsion like the movements of fiery dancers. The mist muffled all sound. Even the condensation dripping from the leaves was more an intensified absence than a noise, an incessant dimpling in the stillness. Underlit by the fire, the crown of a palm leaning in above looked like the headdress of an enormous savage, its body hidden by the dark. As we waited for sleep, Madwe offered me a handful of sirih leaves, which contained a mild narcotic. Their taste was bitter, but after a while the haloed fire, the sparkling atoms of mist, the shadowy vegetation, all that came to seem a cosy frame for my thoughts, their rhythms as sensuous as those of the flames. Yet I could not escape the feeling that some evil was afoot. And when I caught Madwe staring at me, his face strained, in a panic I asked, ‘What is it?’


After a long pause he said, ‘Something is here.’


For the moment I was too stoned, too full of belief in the mystic potentials of the night, to doubt him. ‘What do you mean … something?’


He appeared to be listening to some signal inaudible to me. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. He lowered his head as if in concentration. ‘Something …’ He let out a sigh. ‘It is gone now. It was not hunting us.’


I was ashamed of myself for having let his anxiety derail my good sense; he had obviously fallen prey to some superstitious impulse, and I felt secure in the light of his primitive reactions. ‘We’re perfectly safe, Madwe,’ I said with a chuckle.


He looked at me in that beatific way the Dayaks exhibit when they have given up communicating with westerners and don’t wish to perturb them. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘We are safe, now.’


The next morning I woke before Madwe. Although the mist was still thick, it did not seem ominous, but beautiful and serene. Dawn was a bluish-green effusion of light, the sun a sickly pallor in the east above the vague slate-blue outlines of the hills. I pissed onto a fern bank, the splash of my urine an affirmation of human reality in all that mystical instability. Then I walked along the path that led towards Tanjung Segar, pressing through ferns and dew-hung cobwebs and trailing vines, emerging from the jungle onto a ledge overlooking a gorge that separated the hill where we had camped from that upon which the village was situated. The gorge was spanned by an old rickety suspension bridge of rope and planks that extended from a clump of shadowy palms out over a void of bluish-white haze and vanished into the brush on the far side some forty yards farther along. From where I stood it had the look of a narrow mesh of cobweb stretched to the breaking point. The bridge’s fragile structure mounted against the diffuse reach of the sky imbued the scene with an infinite air, as if this were a last human construct beyond which lay the uncreate; and assisting in this impression, lending both perspective and scale, was the silhouetted figure of a man who was standing at the bridge’s mid-point, gripping one of the ropes that served for a railing. At that distance, in that murk, I should not have been able to identify the figure, yet I knew it was MacKinnon. How I knew this, I’m not clear. By his stance, perhaps, or by some more subtle signal. But the knowledge was unshakable. And the sense I had that he could see me, despite the fact that I would be invisible to the normal eye against the backdrop of the jungle, was frightening in the extreme. Was he waiting for me? How could he have timed his appearance on the bridge to coincide with my arrival? I had the idea that the silence had deepened, that an inaudible vibration – like a racing pulse – was beating towards me from that motionless dark figure, and I shrank back into the foliage. A moment later I peered between the leaves. MacKinnon, if it had been he, was gone.


I couldn’t have lost sight of him for more than a few seconds, and considering the bridge’s dilapidated condition, which forced one to move cautiously from plank to plank, he would not have been able to walk from the centre to either end in so short a time. The only way he could have vanished would have been to jump … Or perhaps he had never been there. That, I thought, was the most likely possibility, that I was still under the influence of the sirih, and as I retraced my path I began to deny what had seemed undeniable at the bridge.


The mist did not lift, and when Madwe and I approached Tanjung Segar an hour later the faces carved on the phallic totems that guarded the outskirts of the village looked all the more fearsome, their deformed features and painted teeth and protruding tongues appearing through rips in the mist and then fading. Straw baskets full of garbage were hung on pegs beneath the faces, and the clammy stink that arose from them was a greater deterrent than the fierce expressions above. Beyond the totems, the longhouses, with their high-peaked, swaybacked thatched roofs and blank windows, resembled ghostly galleons riding in a sea of fog. We had not proceeded fifty feet into the village when I realized it was deserted. Communal pots had been overturned, their contents spilled and gone rancid; articles of clothing and various personal possessions were strewn across the packed dirt. The emptiness beat at me with the slow resonance of a gong. Madwe called out in Dayak, but received no response. He stood with his head tipped to the side, his right hand on the hilt of his knife. The back of my neck prickled, and I assigned malevolent sources to the drips and rustles that came to my ear. Mist was accumulating in a dense band above the rooftops, gathering into a menagerie of greyish-green shapes, and visibility was poor even at ground level. Through the drifting veils of condensation, the carvings on the lintel and porch and pilings of the house facing us – their intricacy testifying that this was the waidan’s (female shaman’s) dwelling – appeared to be writhing. The silence was so thick, it seemed capable of muting a scream into a whisper. Madwe drew his knife, and I unholstered my sidearm. Then we moved towards the waidan’s house and cautiously negotiated the short ladder that led up to the door.


The odour of rotten fruit was strong within, as was the cloying sweetness that results from too many people living at close quarters. The windows were covered, and the wan light from the doorway did little to erode the darkness. Madwe told me to switch on my torch. I fumbled it out of my pack and began a slow sweep of the room, illuminating straw mats littered with cooking implements and beadwork, a bolt of fabric. I had the feeling I was being watched; the same rapid pulse I had sensed at the bridge was in the air. But the room was empty. I swung the light up onto the walls, the ceiling. The beam tracked across rafters carved with friezes of animal faces and fruit. Then, as I inspected the vault between the rafters, the beam revealed a disembodied human face that looked to be floating in mid-air like an image projected onto the darkness. It was unmistakably the face of a waidan, a grinning hag with black, filed teeth and gleaming eyes, framed by brambles of grey hair. I held the torch steady, too stunned to move. But then the face dissolved … dissolved into a scatter of dusky particles that came flowing down into the beam of light and into the torch itself. The metal cylinder jerked in my hand, possessed, I assumed, by the essence of that hideous face. With a shout, I flung it aside and bolted. I scrambled down the ladder, Madwe close behind, and tripped on the bottom rung, going flat on my back. My head struck the ground hard, and for an instant I was dazed, my vision blurred. I rolled over, rubbing the back of my neck. Madwe was crouched beside me, peering at the sky, his mouth open, the ligature of his neck cabled; and when I saw what had caught his eye, I too sat gaping and unable to move.


I have said that prior to entering the longhouse the mist had been accumulating above the rooftops, boiling into convulsed shapes – not an unusual development. But while we had been inside, those half-formed shapes had been fully realized, and now, hovering overhead were immense semblances of the demons carved on the village totems. They towered fifty feet high, leering faces with fangs and waggling tongues and distended eyes, all cunningly wrought of varying thicknesses of mist. The wind had picked up, but although the faces rippled like seaweed lifting on a swell, they held their shapes and positions, fixing us with mad stares. I was afraid, yet so thoroughly dominated by the eerie presences in the sky, I was ready to accept whatever would happen, and I waited in a luminous calm for death to take me. But the misty faces kept their distance, and at length I got to my feet and urged Madwe to stand. He was trembling, clutching a charm that dangled from a thong about his neck, and I knew he was on the verge of collapse. I recalled Tenzer’s note, his admonition that I should not be afraid of things seen along the way, and that reassured me somewhat. Steering Madwe by the arm, I started towards the jungle with a faltering step, keeping my eyes lowered, not wanting to see what changes, if any, the enormous faces were undergoing. I didn’t turn back until we had gone fifty yards beyond the outskirts, and when I did I found that the mist had thinned and the faces had been absorbed back into their fathering medium.


With three days walk ahead of us, eleven if we were to turn back, it made no sense to return to Longnawan, and we decided to push forward at once and put as much distance as possible between ourselves and Tanjung Segar – though judging by the contents of Tenzer’s note, I doubted what we had witnessed was a localized phenomenon. And I was right in this. Not two hours later, we pushed through a stand of bamboo and came face to face with an extraordinary tiger, its fur pure white with stripes as indistinct as smudged charcoal lines, and its eyes the piercing blue of fine gemstones; it leaped toward us and vanished in mid-air. There were apparitions everywhere throughout the jungle. Ghostly beasts; warriors in devil masks; a stream that ran with blood; strange chants that issued from above as if from phantom tribes in the mist. We encountered dozens of such curiosities, and we encountered them with increasing frequency as the day wore on. But although they continued to inspire awe, I learned to accept them without fear. Despite their horrific nature, I recognized some to be elements of the folklore of Kalimantan, and once I realized that they would do me no harm, I began to look forward to seeing more. It appeared that the land itself was in an excited state, yielding up its mythic potentials, its ghosts and demons, in a hallucinated flourish, and I suspected – no matter how unfounded my suspicion, or how improbable it seemed – that all this must be related to MacKinnon’s researches. What that portended was beyond me, and why my presence would be required at the trading post now struck me as more perplexing than before.


We camped that evening on a hilltop overlooking other lesser hills. The sky was clear, a deep royal blue in colour, and there was a half-moon low on the horizon. It was so bright that I could make out the separate shapes of the crowns of the trees on the distant hills. And it grew brighter yet. Shooting stars, a profusion such as I had never seen, streaked down and disappeared behind the hills, and – flying in the face of all expectation – a hellish red glow appeared in the east, accompanied by a rumbling that issued from the earth beneath my feet. Every now and again the rumbling would intensify, and a gout of flaming stuff would hurtle across the sky and fall into the jungle, setting it ablaze. At least so it appeared, though the fires did not last more than a few minutes. No active volcanoes existed in the region, and even if one had, an eruption could not have materialized with such suddenness. Yet there it was, and this primaeval sight affected me more powerfully than any of the previous illusions. Cold knotted in my groin, and my stomach contracted. I glanced over at Madwe. He was sitting cross-legged, his face glowing in the firelight, his eye sockets and the creases in his skin filled with shadow, and he was staring at the volcano without expression, like a man in a dream. Behind him, a spray of shooting stars slit fiery seams down the sky.


‘Madwe?’ I said, thinking that he might be more a part of this than I and have intimate knowledge concerning it. ‘Do you know what the hell is happening here?’


After a pause, without turning his head or shifting his eyes towards me, he said, ‘In Longnawan there is a woodcarver named Manggis. When you return, will you have him build my canoe?’


‘What are you talking about, man?’


‘Have him carve it in the shape of a water snake, and pay him with the gifts in my basket.’


I understood then that he was asking me to commission his burial canoe. ‘Don’t be an idiot!’ I said. ‘You’re not going to die.’


He made no reply.


‘Madwe!’ I said.


He remained silent, motionless, his eyes fixed on the east.


I gave up trying to talk to him and settled back on my sleeping bag, my own courage boosted by his fear; I would have to be responsible for him, I realized, and help him overcome his primitive reactions. The pyrotechnic display in the sky continued, and I thought it must have looked this same way millions of years before during the Cenozoic. I watched for a very long time, and even after I closed my eyes, streams of fire scored the darkness behind my lids. I imagined I was seeing the whirling of great scythes and wheels of flame, creations ever more brilliant and fantastic; and when at last I fell asleep, rather than sinking into the clamour of dreams, I felt I was rising higher and higher into realms of silent light.


I woke the next day thinking that someone had called to me, but there was no one about other than Madwe, who was sitting in the same position as he had been when I had fallen asleep. The fire was ashes, and the volcano in the east had been replaced by the sunrise, a crimson smear that fanned across the horizon. I stretched, shook out the kinks and said good morning to Madwe, but, as had happened the night before, he gave no response.
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