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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.









This project was generously assisted by the Australian government through the Australia Council, its art funding and advisory body.


It was originally published, in somewhat different form, in two parts: Godplayers, followed a year later by the rest of the story, K-Machines. I was happy to see that they were well received—the second volume received the Aurealis award for best Australian sf novel of the year—but I always hoped to see the whole arc of the book in a single volume. And here it is, to my considerable satisfaction.







Book One:


GODPLAYERS


According to the Eddas, there was once no heaven above nor earth beneath, but only a bottomless deep, and a world of mist in which flowed a fountain. Twelve rivers issued from this fountain, and when they had flowed far from their source, they froze into ice, and one layer accumulating over another, the great deep was filled up.


Thomas Bulfinch, The Age of Fable


Human beings are temporal dynamics of Shannon information in physical states. There is no “stuff.” Stuff is an illusion generated by a brain adapted to deal with complex regularities of the macroscopic world as if they were substances. You are dynamics of information in a probability distribution, dynamics distributed over an unimaginable number of changes and interactions, stretched over an incredibly long time period. If you are the same person you were 1043 Planck increments ago, even though all of the matter waves in your body have shifted places, why would you not be the same person after a slightly different interaction within the same huge wavefunction?


Eliezer S. Yudkowsky




LUNE


One


As she listened from a small side table to the house crooner sing “Moon River” in a smoky room of perfume and fumes of brandy and Scotch, something new snared Lune’s attention. Not the low irritating stench of the deformer at the table near the front with his noisy cronies. Neither was it the expected tingle of a Contest Player’s glamor, not quite, and it put her on edge. Guardedly she scanned the room, saw a young man approach the bar and order a drink. Shadowed, this tall, rangy man with the broad shoulders was presumably her Player: that dark hair, eyes brown as old gold.


With a nod and smile he took his glass from the corn-rowed bar keep, leaned his back against the polished timber counter top, surveying the crowd of revelers from behind those long dark sleepy lashes. He drank a little, held the glass easily. She pressed through the tables in the shadows, carrying an empty cocktail glass that had held only Perrier water. At the bar she stood beside him, accepted his relaxed, approving regard. The faintest penumbra of glamor. He narrowed his eyes, smiled faintly, gave her a slow secret smile. After a moment’s beat he said, “Ember Seebeck.”


Now that she looked at him more closely, the apparent freshness of his youth was lost in the abrasions of time, in perhaps a thousand years of memories and bruising encounters with the worlds, with joys, pains, mortifications unimaginable to the young. It gave him depth, naturally, but experience enshrouded the clarity of the self as a shroud masked glamor.


“You are very beautiful.” He shifted his drink to his left hand, extended his right.


“Thank you. Lune,” she told him. “Lune Katha Sarit Sagara. You’re hunting,” she said. “So am I. I’ve been watching the creature over there.” She frowned.


He released her hand, watching her. “I wonder that we’ve never met,” he said.


“So many worlds,” she said, and found her tone had grown abruptly brittle, “so little time.”


Another cat smile. “What are you drinking?”


“Shanghai Astor Hotel special this time, please.”


The bar keep frowned. “Boss don’t like the hired help drinkin’, even if customers treat ’em.”


“Thomas, I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble. But I’m not working for Mr. Rogerson, not yet.”


“I’ll chance it, if’n you will.” He flashed her a grin. “I never heard of that cocktail, though, ma’am. Somethin’ from New Orleans?”


“Lot further away than that. Jigger of cognac, teaspoon of Maraschino,” she said. “You have absinthe, of course? Half a jigger.”


He nodded, shrugged.


“And an egg?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Two teaspoons of albumin, then. Shake them with half a teaspoon of lemon and some cracked ice. Top off with chilled soda, not too much.”


A man at the front table frowned over his shoulder, nudged the despoiler, a big shouldered man in an expensive suit who looked like a prosperous bank manager. The fog-voiced torch singer seemed not to be bothered by their quiet exchanges, putting his heart and soul into “September song.” Lune took the glass, sipped, ignored them.


Her eyes flicked to the front table, as did Ember’s, and he nodded. She said mockingly, “Is it… mere coincidence… that we meet here?”


“No such thing, as you know, my dear.”


“So we were meant to meet in this place, however belatedly?”


“I would that it were so. Often I feel more like a chess piece than a Player of the Accord. You know, the ‘destiny that shapes our ends—’”


“‘—Rough-hew them how we will.’ Ember, that view,” said Lune, ever the scholar, “was declared heretical in the Accord, avant la lettre.” Not that this fact bothered her, for the Accord had been hammered out by Thomas Aquinas in 1271 in the Paris Chapterhouse of the Ensemble, long before the emerging physical and mathematical sciences of the Metric Renaissance had deepened sufficiently to show how ill-fitted his theological apparatus had been to the task. Still, tradition had its uses; one retained what worked, and worked around its encrusted shell.


Ember shrugged.


She had been expecting a companion in arms for this night’s task, had depended on it. A small shudder passed through her.


In a soft, velvet voice, Thomas told her, “Boss wants you up on stage now, Miss Lune. Good luck.”


“Thanks.” She put the glass on the timber top, walked through tables to the front. The room was small enough that she needed no mike. In the afternoon, she’d had a brief opportunity to run the house band through her audition repertoire; they nodded to her now, off-hand but friendly. They were good and knew it, even if the horn man was a little too eager for his solos. Half-cut after work, business types looked up at blearily. The deformer thing stared at her with barely contained detestation. She nodded to the band leader, went into Dylan, Tom Waites and finished with a wailing, pure throated reading of Roy Orbison’s “I drove all night” that woke up the salarymen and had them singing along in manic chorus.


“You’re good, babe,” the sleazy manager said, trying to cop a feel. Faintly sweaty and pleased with herself, her throat dry, Lune chose not to injure him. She’d already done what she had to in order to draw just the right amount of attention to herself. Deftly she avoided his groping hand, smiled, shrugged. “Well, so anyway, yeah,” he said, resigned, “you’ve got a gig here.”


“Thanks, Mr. Rogerson.”


“And no drinking with the customers.”


“Oh, were you going to pay me for tonight?”


He frowned, twitched his eyes to one side. “Hey, tonight you can do what you like, honey. But if you’re gonna screw the john, do it outside in the alley, not in here. This is a decent Mithran joint.”


She gave him a dazzling smile. “Thank you for the job, Mr. Rogerson. I’ll be here tomorrow night at nine sharp.” Knowing she would never see his puffy face again, nor his unpleasant cognate world, was satisfaction enough. By the time she had made her way back to the bar, swaying slightly as she passed the despoiler’s table, Ember Seebeck had found them a table and set her cocktail on it.


“You’re brilliant,” he told her.


“I know. Thanks.” The Astor wasn’t up to Singapore standards, but Thomas had done his best. People were giving them unpleasant looks, even though the band had settled down to a drink of their own. “So are we going to kill that thing up front?”


“I thought you’d know.”


“Nope. I guess this is an improv. Situational. The atmosphere’s kind of dirty.”


“I don’t think it’s likely to happen in here.”


“The owner recommends that I take my johns out into the alley. Might have been a hint. Care to join me there?”


“Nothing would please me more. Let’s finish our drinks first.”


“Of course. Sometimes I’m paired with Maybelline Seebeck. Your sister, I take it.”


He shrugged. “One of them.”


She felt a burst of envy. “A large family.”


“As an old family riddle has it, ‘Brothers and sisters have I ten, six doughty wenches, four strapping men.’ Yeah, larger than the usual, these days, one of us for every month of the year. Then again, Mom and Pop had plenty of time.”


Something suddenly came clear. Maybe it was the jingle. Lune found herself chanting another, a childhood mnemonic for recalling months and holidays:


“ ‘Thirty-three days each from September, To June and July, fire to ember,’” and she nodded in his direction with a smile, which he acknowledged, “ ‘ Plus one extra day each for summer and winter, And every fourth year a leap-day to remember.’”


Ember grinned broadly. “Exactly. Have to suppose they planned our birthdays with exquisite self-control. And you?”


Me what? Oh, family. “A singleton, alas,” Lune said. “I lost track of my parents when the Ensemble admitted me.”


“A good crowd, the Ensemble. A trifle jaded, perhaps. You’ll bring them a breath of fresh air.”


“I’m not that young, Ember. But thank you. Shall we go?”


“My pleasure.” He crooked his arm, she placed her hand lightly there, and they made their way down the narrow curving stairway, more filthy looks and mutters attending their passage. Maybe nobody liked singers, but in that case why would they pay good pelf to sit here and drink? They went out the back way, into the alley, and waited for a minute or less holding hands decorously, watching the sky, the cobblestones, the polluted brick wall of a factory. The large man in the bank manager suit came out of the same door and instantly flung himself at them.


“Filthy nigra slut,” he shouted, and tried to strike her. Despite his slurred speech, he was not even slightly intoxicated, so that when Lune moved to evade his drunken blow it was not where she’d expected and caught her numbingly on the jaw. “You some kinda coon-fucker, you shit head,” he was screaming at Ember. Dazed, she saw through a streaky haze Ember’s arm extend. A small weapon made almost no sound, and the deformer fell to the cobbles, half his head blown away.


“Crap!” he said, “Sorry, I was slow. Shouldn’t have had that drink.”


“Never mind,” Lune said. “Get hold of the bastard’s feet, I’ll find a nexus point.” She spoke to the Schwelle operating system, and a threshold opened. With a noise like a fire hydrant hit by a truck, water smashed out at them, a torrent of blackness in the dark alley. It struck them both bent over, toppled them along the cobblestones, foamed and rushed, dragging the corpse out of their grip and flinging it high against the factory bricks. Lune, choking and drenched, screamed command words. The Schwelle closed, and the noise was cut by a tenth. Water surged back and forth along the alley, slapping walls, draining out into the nearest street and down gutters. Voices were yelping. A light went on above the club.


“Mithra’s bull!” Bedraggled and shocked, Ember was scrabbling through the ebbing tide to recapture their prize. Lune kicked off her shoes, gasping at the chill of the water. She helped him hoist the corpse into a fireman’s lift.


“Bastards must have found that nexus,” Lune told him, “flooded the whole damned valley. Overkill, but effective.”


“Egypt? Indonesia?”


“China. They like those gigantic hydraulic projects. Damn it, I was there only a decade ago.”


“Do you want me to find one?”


“No, no, I have a dozen drop-offs. Just a moment.” She was breathing heavily. So was Ember; the corpse was heavy and ungainly. She spoke another command. With a tearing noise, a fresh Schwelle opened in the darkness, with equal darkness beyond. At their back, Rogerson burst out from the club, a shotgun raised, ready for mayhem, followed by the K-machine’s flunkies.


“Shit, move it, Lune.”


“I’m gone,” she said, and went across. He lumbered after her, weighed down, and she instantly closed the threshold. Another urban myth in the making. Lune hoped there had been fish or frogs carried in on the brief deluge. With a thud, Ember Seebeck dumped the dead thing off his shoulders. They stood beneath unfamiliar stars in a field of sweet clover. Somewhere nearby a large animal whuffled, maybe a mammal, maybe something stranger. An owl-like avian swooped overhead, eyes catching the moon’s whiteness. It settled in a dark tree. Lune took a barefoot step, felt warmth creep into her toes, and a less appealing odor filled her nostrils.


“As you put it so eloquently, shit,” she said. “I really hate the countryside.” She took a careful step backward and wiped her foot on soft clover.


“The city doesn’t seem such a great improvement,” he said, laughing lightly. He had a penlight in his hand, examining the headless corpse. Blood and meat and other stuff more like the insides of a machine. Undoubtedly dead, if you imagine the things ever being alive to begin with. “I wonder why they tend to come stocked with such vile bigotry.”


She nodded her agreement. “They might as well wear tee-shirts with branded signs like EVIL MOTHERFUCKER. One thing Maybelline and I offed was screaming about dirty dykes.” She rolled her eyes.


There was a moment’s silence. The light went off. “Well, in May’s case—”


“You know perfectly well what I mean.”


“Yeah. Okay, let’s take this across to your nexus, and hand it over to a disposer.”


They did that thing, and then she went home alone, despite some elegant pleading on Ember’s part, had a long, relaxing soak, ate a scratch meal out of the fridge, watched some trash TV, slept for six hours.




AUGUST


Two


There’s a world I know where the women are a head taller than the men, and file their ferocious teeth to points. The men are just as fierce.


A different world, yet the same, another earth, has luminous rings spread brilliantly across the whole sky, bright as a full moon. Those rings are all that remained of the moon when it fell chaotically too close to the world and got torn apart by tidal forces. There are no people there, only about twenty million different kinds of dinosaurs in a range of sizes and colors. Lots of them are meat-eaters, with shockingly bad breath.


On a third world, the people are lean and lightly furred. The pale pupils of their eyes are slitted vertically. I believe their remote ancestors, maybe fifteen million years ago, were the great Ice Age cats now extinct in our world. All the apes and humans are extinct in theirs. Has any of them managed the trick of slipping here through the mirrored cracks between the worlds? If so, perhaps they gave rise to legends of vampires or werewolves. I don’t think any of them came here, though. They love the taste of simian blood, which is why the apes and humans are extinct in their earth. We’d have noticed them, trust me.


On a fourth, the humans are gone, but machines are everywhere. Evolution by other means. Same old, same old, but different. Always different.


And in all of them, by and by, we Players stroll, connive, or run for our lives. So do the K-machines, driven by malign motives we can scarcely guess at. I like to kill the bastards, I really do.


The endless hazard, of course, is that they’ll kill me first, and those I love. That’s no abstract threat. I’ve been alive and I’ve been dead. Alive is better.


Sorry, that sounds like cynical gallows humor. But I’m not being facetious. It’s the literal and exact truth. I find it hard to recall the filthy noise and confusion of my death. It is simply too painful, and besides your synaptic web doesn’t work terrifically well once your brain has been torn to shreds. Luckily, I’ve always been a cheerful if guarded fellow, equable under stress, buoyant and, you know, simply happy if I’m given half a chance. Even so, death is no picnic. Well, death is a picnic, but the dead tend to be the luckless meat in the sandwich.


But I see I’ve jumped too far ahead too soon. Let me start again.


I don’t suppose I have the appearance of a Player in the Contest of Worlds. You wouldn’t think it, to look at me. Well, that’s not true, of course, since that’s exactly how I look—but if you knew about us you’d probably expect a Player to resemble premium Bruce Willis, all bruised muscles and weary but romantic hard-bitten sarcasm. Or maybe you’d think we look like those macho but insanely handsome Hollywood guys with ponytails who spend most of the day working up their lats and pecs and biceps, and fine-tuning their flashy karate kicks.


Nah—I’m just this tall Aussie walking down the street, booting a loose plastic bottle top into the gutter, hands in my pockets, floppy hair in my brown eyes, looking a bit wary. True, I have a soft leather glove on my right hand, but people assume it’s a personal quirk like a nose-ring, or a data wearable, or maybe that it hides a nasty burn, which I guess comes closest. Other than that, just another graduate philosophy student dressed in black: fashion uniform, in this place.


Let me tell you how this thing came to pass. It began a little later, with Lune. For me, though, it started with Tansy.


I was studying medicine, not philosophy, about a million years ago after I got back to Australia from Chicago. I fell in love, fell out again, played some music, studied like a dog, and at the end of my third year academics Great-aunt Tansy, with whom I’d shared a big old empty house since my parents disappeared over Thailand, waved me off as I headed for the outback to do a little jackarooing. That’s tending huge herds of beef cattle or sheep that roam across dry grassland spreads the size of small European nations. It’s not done on horseback these days, not much. Helicopters and 4WDs are the preferred method. I learned to round up a few thousand head of cattle at a time from the back of a bounding Suzuki bike, 800 ccs and lean as a grayhound. On a blazing 41 degree Celsius Summer Day (which in Chicago was Winter Day, or would be in a few hours’ time when December 33rd was done), I ate ritual damper and rum cake with the other jackaroos and two hotly pursued jillaroos, drinking Bundy rum and coke and singing western laments. American West, that is. Nothing is more unnerving that hearing three black aboriginal stockmen whose ancestors had dwelled in that part of the country for upward of 50,000 years singing “The Streets of Laredo” in totally unself-conscious American hillbilly accents. That’s how they heard it on the radio, that’s the way they sang it.


I drove home all one day and most of the night late in January in the old 4WD Pajero I’d won on a lucky hand of poker, with a swag of tax-free cash in each of my high-top R. M. Williams boots. At a drive-through booze shop I’d bought a bottle of Bundaberg Rum for myself, for old times’ sake, and a bottle of premium sherry for Aunt Tansy. Dugald O’Brien, her old golden Labrador, met me joyously at the gate, tail wagging. How did he do it? Mysteriously, he always seemed to know when I’d be arriving, and welcomed me with his simple, blessed affection. I wondered if Tansy tipped him off, using her occult powers.


“Do Good, my man,” I told him, “likewise,” and scratched his ears, then crouched to give him a proper hug, dropping my swag but holding the bottles carefully. The poor chap was growing old, and he limped a little as he followed me into the hallway.


The comforting smells of Tansy’s home welcomed me in like a warm memory. It made me embarrassed: I was grimy, and I’m sure I stank like a skunk. I found her in the enormous kitchen, gave her a kiss, deferring the hug for later, and told her I was headed upstairs for the shower. She lifted the remote with a floury hand and flipped off her TV set.


“I’m sorry, dear, you can’t.”


“Huh?” I paused halfway up. I’d driven 1500 kilometers with not much more than fuel breaks; I was numb with fatigue, starting to see double.


Great-aunt Tansy began cutting pastry mixture with a metal template shaped like a heart. She looked up at me, eyes wide and watery blue and honest. “This is Saturday night.”


“What there is left of it. I know, I should phone around, catch up with people, Tansy, but I’m bone tired. After I’ve have a good soak, I think I’ll just slip into—”


“No, darling, that’s what I’m saying. You can’t have a shower upstairs. Every Saturday night, recently, there’s been a corpse in that bathroom.”


Rather carefully, I came all the way down the stairs again, not clattering, and poured a cup of coffee and waited. Tansy did her magic with strawberry jam, popped the tray into the hot oven, began blending a fresh mix for date scones. She made the best jam tarts since the Queen of Hearts, which I guess made me the Knave, since I’d pilfered plenty of them over the years. She sat perched on a three-legged stool beside the heavy oak kitchen table, rolling an amorphous lump of putty in flour with an old-fashioned rolling pin. As ever, no conscious effort went into the expert motions of her hands: it was a tantra, as graceful and automatic as my martial arts kata when I am in the zone. Absent-minded as an old hen, Great-aunt Tansy, and twice as industrious.


After a time, I said, “I can’t have a bath tonight because you have a dead man in the bath.” Anyone else, I’d have laughed, or said something scathing. But it was Aunt Tansy’s testimony, and she was in her eighties, as fragile as expensive glassware.


“You can use mine, August, downstairs. In fact, I think you should, and the sooner the better.” Her white bun of ancient silky hair bobbed. “The fact of the matter is, my dear, you stink like a polecat.” I watched her press down on the white, datey dough, and the clean round shapes of the scones came out of that putty and sat snugly on the tray she had waiting for them. I felt the sleepy contentment of that large old eccentric nineteenth house closing around me again, and my mind phased away from her mad statement. It was easy to forget at Aunt Tansy’s, which is why I so greatly enjoyed my— I yanked myself out of distraction, forced myself to think about a corpse in a bathroom.


“Always the same corpse, is it?” I drained the last of my cool coffee.


“Heavens no, child, don’t be absurd. There’s a fresh one every week.” She took the scones over to the oven, slid them in above the tarts. The tray rattled. “All shapes and sizes. Last week it was a nice looking young fellow in a tweed suit.” She came back to the table and held out her shaky cup; I poured more coffee. The poor thing was trembling, and it wasn’t the caffeine; she was scared stiff. My bemusement turned to dismay. They keep promising a cure for Alzheimer’s, but as far as I knew firm kindness seemed the only available prescription. Tansy had done a lot for me.


“What happens to these bodies?” Pretty difficult, humoring an old lady’s delusions without making it obvious. And Tansy was sharp.


“They’re always gone in the morning. Sometimes a bit of blood, you know, but I wash the bath out with citric cleanser and you’d never know there’s been a body there.”


Her cup clattered faintly on its saucer. I was getting scared myself.


“How long’s this been going on?”


“It started just after you left for the bush. Let’s see—six of them so far. And another one tonight, I expect.”


I had seen some strange things in my life, not the least of them my lunatic school friend Davers running about an Adelaide football field in cleated boots and his sister’s frilly dress, pursued by jocks—but never anything so weird or blood-curdling as quiet little Great-aunt Tansy talking about corpses in her upstairs bath.


“You’ve told the police, I suppose?”


She gave me a scornful look.


“August, they’d have me committed to an insane asylum.” Her trembling worsened. I felt ashamed. You didn’t just drive your aged relative to the local clinic and ask them to run some tests on her sanity. Or did you? I was starting to think that I’d need to call my aunt Miriam and her husband Itzhak in on this, and did some calculations. No, it was still only about six in the morning in Chicago, which is where they were living at the time. Let it ride, I told myself, see what we work can out right here and now. Besides, incredibly enough, some part of me was beginning to assume that something strange was happening in the old house, something she’d misinterpreted rather unfortunately. I’d never known Aunt Tansy to be entirely wrong about anything important. Could this be the deranged work of one or more of her psychic clientele? Maybe she’d given one of them a bum steer, and this was payback time.


“I’ll just go up and have a quick look,” I said, and took our cups to the sink.


“You be careful, August,” she told me. To my immense surprise, she reached down and held out an old cricket bat that had been leaning against one table leg on her side. “Take this. Give the buggers a good whack for me.”


Then she insisted on a final cup of cocoa for both of us, so I rolled my eyes to heaven and gave in. I packed Great-aunt Tansy off to bed early in her slightly sour old-lady-scented ground floor bedroom at the front of the house, went upstairs.


I opened the bathroom door and gazed carefully around. Tiled walls, pale green, pleasantly pastel. It struck me as odd, peering about the large room, that for years I’d bathed here and made stinks without ever really looking at it. You take the familiar for granted. Two large windows, dark as night now, gave on to trimmed grass three full floors below, and the fruit trees and organic vegetable plots of the back garden. Between them a pink wash-basin stood on a pedestal, set beneath a big antique wall-mounted mirror, at least a meter square, with a faint coppery patina, the silvering crazed at the edges. The claw-footed bath itself filled the left-hand corner, opposite a chain-flush toilet bowl of blue-patterned porcelain like a Wedgwood plate, next to the timber door with its ornate geometrical carvings. The toilet’s polished timber seat was down, naturally, and masked by a rather twee fluffy woolen cover that Tansy might well have knitted herself. A flower-patterned plastic screen hung on a steel rail around the bath, depending from white plastic rings as large as bangles. Tansy did not approve of separate shower stalls; a bath was how she’d washed as a girl, and the wide old fixed shower head was barely tolerated. I didn’t mind, I enjoyed a long soak as much as anyone three or four times my age.


I pulled the screen back on its runner and studied the bath, which of course was empty, fighting an urge to throw off my sweaty clothes and jump in for a steaming soak. The ludicrous possibility that six corpses had shared that bath hung in my mind, even as I shook my head with self-mockery.


The place smelled wonderful, that’s what I was noticing most of all. Scalloped shells at bath and basin alike held a deep green translucent chunky oval of Pears soap, a green deeper than jade, and its aroma seemed to summon me back to childhood, when my mother washed me with the perfumed scents of cleanliness and herself, then dried me briskly with a fluffy towel smelling of sunlight. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, caught myself sighing, opened them. Just an ordinary bathroom, really. Perhaps cleaner than most. Aunt Tansy was punctilious. The house was large and rambling but tidy; with the help of a middle-aged “treasure,” Mrs. Abbott, who came by twice a week and took over most of the vacuuming and dusting, my Aunt ran a taut ship. A ship insufficiently taut, apparently, to prevent a weekly visitation from the dead.


I glanced at my watch. Little wonder I was tired, it was nearly eleven. Great-aunt Tansy was a woman of regular habits. She always watched television while baking until the end of the Saturday night movie, cleaned her teeth, was in bed by 11.30. Her Saturday corpse must put in its appearance by the time she switched the TV off at 11.15 or so, and be gone when she rose for church at 7.30 on Sunday morning.


“Madness,” I muttered aloud, removing my heavy boots, and climbed into the bath, holding the bat in one hand. By leaving a gap between the hanging plastic screen and the tiled wall, I was able to watch the closed and locked window through a small vertical aperture. This meant sitting on the slippery rounded edge of the bath and stretching my neck into a ridiculous position, but I decided a few minutes discomfort for the cause was worth it. I thought of Tansy’s homely gesture in insisting on shared cocoa and wished for something equally mundane to calm my jitters. Half my friends in school would have lighted up a cigarette, but the foul things made me sick, and besides even if I smoked there’d be little gain in advertising my presence. I caught myself. To whom? This was a delusion, an old lady’s mad fancy.


The silence took on an eerie aspect. In her room on the ground floor below, Tansy might be sleeping by now, or perhaps lying awake, eyes wide and fixed on her dim ceiling. In the bathroom, no sound but my own breathing, not even the movement of wind in the trees below. I felt for a moment as if mine were the sole consciousness active in the whole world. A trickle of cold sweat ran down my back, something I’ve only ever read about. In the last few weeks I had driven a powerful little bike across vast plains, much of the landscape nearly barren due to the El Nino drought and maybe the Greenhouse Effect. I’d once come close to a fall from the skidding machine under the hooves of a hundred spooked cattle, which had scared me without getting in my way; that was fear in the service of sharpened instincts and self-preservation. In Tansy’s deathly quiet bathroom, I felt like wetting my pants. I got out again, lifted the wooly toilet seat, pissed for a while, flushed, left the seat up. This was my bathroom now, by default. I climbed back into the bath, cool on my feet through the socks, sat down again on my narrow perch.


My neck hurt. I got a sudden picture of how grotesque I looked, craning on the edge of the bath, laughed softly to myself and stood up, unkinking my spine, put my hand on the curtain to yank it back. The window nearest to me screeked ever so slightly, and I heard it open a little.


This was impossible. I was on the third floor of a tall old structure without fire escape or any of that modern namby-pamby nonsense. I’d checked carefully to confirm my memory of the garden: no new lattices, the trees were all sensibly positioned meters away to prevent fire hazards, and Tansy’s ladder was inside the house, not even outside in the locked shed. Dugald O’Brien was not raising a single whuffle in the night, let alone a bark at intruders. What the hell?


My heart slammed, and my mouth was dry. I pushed against the edge of the bath, back corrugated by the tiles of the wall, stared with difficulty through the gap. The nearer window was quietly pushed all the way open. I heard a muffled scuffle and a summery female back appeared in the window frame. A long brown leg came over the window sill, probed for the floor. My boots were sitting in plain view beside the toilet. Well, lots of people leave their clothes scattered about. Not in Tansy’s house. But then these intruders would hardly be familiar with the nuances of Tansy’s housekeeping policies. Don’t be ludicrous, August, what would you know about what they know about? There’s a half-naked woman climbing in a third-story window!


She stood in the bathroom, her back still to me. It didn’t seem right to whack her with the cricket bat, which I still clutched in my right numb hand. Sensible but unsporting, and it wouldn’t teach me anything about her bizarre activities. She was leaning out into the air, grunting and heaving, and suddenly hauled in the heavy front end of a very dead adult male. The body stuck, shaking the window frame.


“Don’t shove, Maybelline,” she said in an angry tone. “You got the shoulders jammed.”


There was a tricky moment when the corpse withdrew a little, as she angled the shoulders, then surged back into the room to join the two of us. The far end of the corpse came into view, supported by an overweight muscular woman. Her biceps rippled impressively as she pushed the stiff hind quarters over the sill. The first woman let the carcass thud to the tiles. With a business-like grunt, Maybelline vaulted into the room. She was hairy-legged; like the first woman she wore a brief summer garment. I thought I was drugged, or hallucinating, and then the first woman turned to face the bath, and I was sure of it.


Beauty like this you do not see, I told myself numbly, not in the real world. (That estimate was so astonishingly wrong, in such an astonishing way, that I simply note it here for the record.) Neither of the young women was much older than me. Postgraduate students, maybe, playing a preposterous prank. They moved about their macabre task with dispatch and grace, making a minimum of noise.


“Help me with his clothes, loon.”


Inside half a minute they’d stripped him of his shoes, bloody suit and underwear. No attempt to search his jacket for billfold, nor to riffle his pockets. These were not pranksters, and certainly not simple thieves. He was blubbery and covered in hair about the back, shoulders and chest in the Mediterranean fashion; his hair-style had been a comb-over, which flopped repulsively to one side as they jostled him. I saw a large black hole in his left breast, and thick, oozing blood. My own heart was ready to expire from overwork. The tough wench took the murdered man under his armpits and hoisted him toward the bath.


“Loon, get the feet.”


She wasn’t saying loon, it was more like “lyoon.” Lune, the Moon seen from France? Wait for it, I thought. Surpri-ise! Beautiful Lune grasped the edge of the plastic screen, threw it back along its runner. I stood up fast, bowed with a sweep of my right hand, and stepped out of the bath.


Both women stood petrified. In that moment of silence, stocky Maybelline’s grip failed in fright, and the corpse hit the tiles again with a flat, unpleasant thump. “Fuck!” she said, and shot out through the window. I’ll never again under-estimate the speed of a corpulent human. Lune gave me a look of lovely, utter confusion, let go of the man’s legs.


“Ember?” she said. “What are you—? Your shroud is…” She trailed off, while I wondered what she was babbling about. “You’re not Ember,” she said, then, and bolted for the window.


“Sorry,” I said, and slammed the cricket bat down on the sill. She jerked back her fingers, stared at me in outrage, open-mouthed, and flew at me like a cat. I was brought up nicely never to strike a woman. The corpse was leering up at us. I fell over on top of him, bringing Lune down as well, pinning her arms. She had the most improbable cobalt eyes and smelled really, really nice.


“Get off me, you oaf. You stink! How long is it since you had a bath?”


It was so terribly unfair I just burst out laughing and let go of her.


Big mistake.


Lune had me in a headlock a second after I’d released her. She smacked the top of my head against the toilet bowl. I yowled and got free, stumbled to my feet, head ringing, slammed down the open window and locked it. In the night beyond, as the pane came down, I saw no sign of Maybelline or the crane that must have hoisted two women and a dead man up to this floor. I locked the window and the cricket bat caught me behind the right knee.


“Ow! Fuck! Will you stop that!” I yelped. As I turned I saw her in the big mirror, bat raised for a lethal stroke at my bruised skull. She was off balance for a moment as she brought it down; I sidestepped, kicked one leg of the corpse sideways to catch her next step. Lune fell into my arms. I was shockingly aroused, and tussled her into a sitting position on the lavatory. The seat was up, and she cried out indignantly as her backside hit the rim. One leg came up and her foot caught me in the thigh; something flashed, light off metal, and I went shudderingly cold. From the heated rack I grabbed a thick, fluffy, warm towel and shoved it in her face, grasping her right foot and dragging it up so that she slid forward on the lavatory, banging her spine. There was a small row of silvery hieroglyphs carved into the instep of her foot.


She threw off the towel, saw my shock. I assumed she failed to recognize its nature. “The mark of the beast,” she said sarcastically.


“Are you going to stay put, or do I have to hurt you? I’d rather not hurt you,” I said. Then: “What?”


“My ID number,” she said, gibingly. “My use-by date. That’s what you think, I suppose? Another stupid mutilation fad.”


I wasn’t thinking anything of the sort, but it was a useful suggestion.


“Yeah, well, it’s preferable to a bolt through your tongue, I suppose.” I have nothing against body jewelry, but it seemed sensible to follow her lead up the garden path. I had the cricket bat by this point, and sat down opposite her on the edge of the bath. “How did you get in? Who’s this?” I nudged the dead guy who lay with one leg stuck out.


“The world is not as it seems,” she told me. She dropped the toilet seat and cover and sat poised on it. I had never seen anyone so gloriously lovely, not at the movies, not on television, certainly not in this slightly down at heel suburb.


“No shit,” I said. Without taking my eyes off her, I twisted at my waist and pushed down one sock, left it dangle for a moment from my big toe before falling to the tiles. The silver carven hieroglyphs on my sole were pretty much the same as Lune’s. Her throat convulsed. I could almost see the cogs whirring in her brain.


After that long moment of silence, she asked faintly, “What do they call you?”


“They call me August, Lyoon. They call me that because it’s my name.”


Lune was breathing hard, but keeping herself under control. I could see her make up her mind. She was so beautiful I wanted to whinny. I reached down and pulled my sock back on with one hand, getting the heel stuck under my insole. Tansy had something to do with this. It had to be her doing. Or my dead parents. Lune said, then, “You’ve read Charles Fort, August?”


“No.” What, now we’ll have a Reading Group? I glanced at the locked windows, waiting nervously for the backup troops to come barging in, maybe waving copies of the collected works of Charles Fort, whoever he was.


“He said, ‘I think we’re property.’ And you are, you poor goose.”


I didn’t laugh, it was too depressing for laughter. Aunt Tansy downstairs drifting in senile delusions, this gorgeous person upstairs heading for the same funny farm. No, wait. Tansy wasn’t delusional. There was a corpse, and so presumably one had been delivered on each of the previous six Saturdays. Delivered by naked women couriers, for all I knew, then disappeared in the early hours of Sunday morning. It didn’t bear thinking about.


“So now that you’ve told me,” I said, “I suppose you’re going to have to kill me.”


Lune drew down her brows, offended. “You’ll get your memory wiped, that’s all.”


Someone had been Netflixing Hollywood. Memory wipe—what was that, Men in Black, right? And people appearing out of thin air, or in this case through an impossibly high bathroom window, it went all the way back to The Twilight Zone in black and white. Yeah, so how come the scriptwriters and directors and actors didn’t get their memories obliterated? There’s always an escape clause in these mad conspiracy theories, and always a logical hole large enough to drive a tank through. Still—


“I know it’s hard for you to listen to this,” Lune said, watching me. It was as if she were goading me. “You’re just a backdrop. You’re part of the setting for our Contest.”


I shrugged, feeling sad and disappointed. “You’re deluded,” I said. “I’ve read that Phil Dick guy. He was crazy too, by the end.”


The air burned. I leaped so my back covered the door. Lune stayed where she was, perched on the toilet. She looked elegant, slightly sad herself. The same locked window blazed with blue flickering intensity, paint crackling. The glass crazed, vanished like steam. Maybelline shoved her stocky form through the gap, warily pointing a shiny steel tube at me, balancing herself with the other hand. She edged around the corpse on the floor, stood near Lune. I waited with my mouth open, expecting a blast of blue to swallow me down.


“You don’t have to kill me,” I started to gabble. “You’re from a UFO, I can tell that much, so why not take me back to your own planet, I’ve always wanted to travel, Illinois was interesting but space would be better. Roomier.” They stared at me. “All right, not a spacecraft. You’re from the future, it’s a time machine outside the window, right? This guy would have been the next Hitler, so you’re cleaning up the past before it contaminates your own time, I can live with that, your information is undoubtedly better than mine.”


“I told him they’re all pawns,” Lune explained to her associate. “I think it’s unhinged him.” She said nothing about the hieroglyphs we shared, sort of.


“What? You stupid bitch—”


“We’ve got to zap him anyway, Maybelline, use your brains.”


“Oh, Prowtpait, Lune.” Maybelline shook her head in remorse. “I know you’re not a stupid bitch. You’re not any kind of a bitch.”


Lune offered her an accommodating smile, shrugged. The corpse looked up at us all from the floor. With a noise like tearing canvas, a short man pushed his way out through the mirror, stepping lightly from the basin to the floor. He carried a huge bag over his shoulder. I was ready to throw up.


“Disposer,” Lune said politely, bowing her head. “Good evening.”


There wasn’t enough room in the place to faint, so I stayed pinned against the door. All this racket, and still no word from Do Good. I hoped violently that none of the bastards had harmed the dear old beast.


“Here’s a rum turn,” the disposer said, looking around. He was a small cheerful fellow apparently in his fifties, with a bleary eye and a three-day growth of beard. On certain singers and movie stars that can be a cute look, if rather too last century for my tastes, but on this man it was distinctly seedy. On top of his tousled head sat an old cloth cap set at a rakish angle. “Who’s this chappie, then?” He beamed at the women, whipped an ancient meerschaum out of his jacket pocket. His jacket sleeves had leather patches. He stuffed the pipe with flake tobacco from a pouch and started to light it.


“Not in Aunt Tansy’s house,” I said, and reached forward over the dead man and took the pipe from his mouth. He moved like a mongoose, had it back so fast my hand tingled. But he thrust it, unlighted, into his pocket, and put away his book of matches.


“My apologies. Rules of the house apply, of course. Come now, lassies, I don’t know this gent’s face at all.” He peered genially at me.


Both women spoke at once, stopped. Lune said, “Nothing to worry about, August got into this by mistake—”


“August?” cried Maybelline. “You been sitting here exchanging names while I—”


“Now, now ladies,” the disposer said, fingers plucking at his pocket for the pipe, dropped away again, “it’s not the end of the world when one of them finds his way into the wrong corner of a Contest. A drop of the green ray.” I swear he winked at her. “Now that you’re here,” he said, rounding on me, “give me an ’and with this codger.”


Dazed, simply unable to think, I helped him get the naked corpse into the bag, then jammed shoes and clothing in on top. We zipped the bag shut, me zipping, him pulling the edges together. He hoisted the bundle up on his shoulder. I was mildly astonished that such a small man could tote such a weighty load, but I had seen too many unlikely happenings too rapidly, it was like stretching an elastic band to the point where it gives up the ghost and just lies there, no spring left in the thing.


“I’ll be making a report about this fellow,” the disposer told the women, “but give him a dose of the green and no harm’s done.”


He raised his cap to me. “Good evening, sar, and I thank y’ for your help.” He clambered up on the basin, pulling out two drawers to make the climb easier, and stepped into oblivion. The glass curdled, was once more still as a windless pond, golden tinted, slightly worn at its edges. I could see Maybelline’s reflection, holding the tube trained on me. Blue flame, green ray, whatever. I just wanted to have a hot bath and go to bed and wake up from this rather pointless dream. But then all dreams are pointless, that’s the thing about dreams.


“Go on, go on,” I said, “climb out through the window and fly away on your magic broomsticks.”


“We have to—”


“Yes, I know.” How would they explain away the window without its glass, the burn marks in the paint? Maybe they’d come back while I slept and fix those as well. “Well, get your nasty amnesia ray over with and let me catch some sleep, I’ve been on the road since six this morning.”


Lune looked at me, and took the tube from her companion. Maybelline wasted no time; she was out the window and gone. The beautiful woman stepped close to me, pulled down my head to her red-glossed mouth. I waited for her to bite me. A vampire element, perfect. “You know what they say, August,” she said very softly in my ear.


“Five for silver,


“Six for gold,


“Seven for a secret that must never be told.”


I drew away from her, dumbfounded. It was the rhyme with which Great-aunt Tansy had crooned me to sleep after my parents died. An ancient divination rite, she’d told me, later, when I was curious, something from my father’s homeland. Its rhythms beat in my body now, and I said bleakly, “Yes, Lune, I know that chant.” Tansy the telephone psychic had murmured it often enough, in my hearing, to her gulled clients. “One for sorrow, Two for grief… Actually I think I’ve had enough grief for one day.”


She laughed delightedly. “You darling boy! Don’t forget how it ends: ‘Eleven for a witch abroad, Twelve for an ever-dancing world.’ One month more than a year. I’ll come back and look in on you. Who knows?” To my amazement, she turned my face and kissed me. “Goodbye.”


She stepped away, touched the tube at two points. I was flooded with emerald light. It was cold; I tingled with mild shock, and the room faded into dream. I swayed on my stocking’d feet, saw her climb carefully through the gaping window frame. Lune seemed to hang in the dark outside, shadowed, dark within dark. She did something that might have been a recalibration of the instrument, and blue light painted the window; it was as it had been, glazed, painted.


I waited for blackness, loss, amnesia. What I felt, instead, was pins and needles torturing my flesh. I stumped haltingly to the basin, flung cold water in my face. I could remember it all quite clearly. True, what I remembered was absurd, laughable, impossible. I dragged off my clothes as the water gushed into the bath, steam rising to fill the room. I sat in the wonderful hot water, rubbing fragrant Pears soap into my armpits and other stinky places. I propped my left foot out of the foamy water, turned it so I could examine the silver hieroglyphs on my sole. I hoped desperately it didn’t mean she was my long-lost sister or something approximately as consanguineous. As far as I knew, luckily, I didn’t have a long-lost sister. (That’s how much I knew. Poor goose.)


I toweled myself ferociously as the bath drained, wanting sleep so badly it was like hunger. I picked up my clothes and my boots and trotted on the cold boards in the dark to my bedroom. The window was already open, screened against insects, and through the wire mesh the sky was clear and very black, no moon, no broomsticks, no UFOs, no high-hanging Truman Show spotlights. Stars shone, and the smell of fresh soil and leaves came in from the garden on a cool breeze. Why had they slipped up? Surely their records must show one player missing from duty, one piece in their bloody Contest lost in the sea of humans when his parents died? I gave the sky the bird, out-thrust middle finger quivering. Not so smart, though, whoever they were. They’d lost me for two decades, I’d stay lost until I found the bastards on my own.


The pillow was warm. Lune. A witch abroad. Her beautiful burning lips. Beyond the window the world was huge and dark. There were doorways out of it. I slept.




DECIUS


Three


In a mood of resolute confidence, Decius Seebeck climbed a T-prime sequence toward the place where the godthings awaited birth in the crushed death of a cosmos, one of the very few where such a passing into glory was permitted by its ontology and the local laws of physics. Gaudy infinities peeled away with each step beneath his polished leather soles, carved to his exact specifications by an expert cobbler in a Shang cognate Earth.


Schwellen opened and closed to his deixis command as he moved forward through this maze of metaphysical complexity. Each time he paused, a blister or environmental vacuole had been placed there to sustain his life, the moist air he required to breathe, lit by a spectrum suited to his eyes, impervious shields against the roaring agonies of pulverized spacetime beyond their supportive, pixel-painted boundaries. As always, he felt gratitude toward the godthings, but that emotion did not distract him from his purpose, or tempt him into futile worship.


He gazed out through those protective, apparently transparent shields into one cognate universe after another, each a little further into its wreck, its compaction, its encystment. Folded into that screaming silence of engineered gravitational shear energy was the seed of those godthing Angels he felt certain were the substrate of the Contest, or would be once they had been born at the end of time.


In this universe, he told himself, somberly watching the smeared darkness, night was ebbing; the shadows were shortening from a west that at last would never know anything but day. His leather soles clicked satisfyingly on tile, then on polished timber, on grained concrete, on a yielding metal gray as old aluminum, on pure light stretched out like batik fabric… For the day’s work, Decius had dressed himself carefully in a synthetic damask lung-p’ao, skirt slit at front, back and sides in the equestrian mode, from his favorite tailor in Peip. Gorgeous patterns decorated the business dragon robe: mountains rose from the midst of waves, broke through clouds in which dragons lofted. Over his close fitted collar was knotted his woolen club tie, the maroon and navy of Herod’s. He took a final threshold step into a T-prime closed spacetime and entered Yggdrasil Station.


A grandfather clock ticked in the dimness, regular, reassuring, a kind of token of steadiness. Decius had not placed it here, nor had any other member of the family, so far as he knew. It represented another kindness of the Angels which soon would be born in this multiform place, twisted out of the final algorithms in a condensing, dying cosmos—rarer than a pearl of great price—where the cosmological constant Lambda went to zero and the local closed universe had the sublime opportunity denied to most, the chance to collapse and thus, in its poignant, burning death, attain a kind of T eternity.


He found his desk still covered with sundry unsorted papers, and with a sigh seated himself at it on a large orange ergonomic plastic ball he had acquired in a Seattle. He shot his horse-hoof cuffs and got to work, scratching away with a fountain pen, seeking in known information physics and ontological mechanics an interpretation of the oracle. Sometimes in the past, unexpectedly, his pen had been known to bubble and leak, as if the station’s air pressure had abruptly dropped. It was infuriating; he’d ruined his best silk chi-fu that way. Computing devices, alas, simply didn’t work in this place, so close to the final compression of the Omega Point. Their algorithms bled into the substrate. Silicon and artificial quantum gates alike glitched. It was a wonder that brains didn’t, but it seemed that something about their protein nets spared them, except in quantomancy and dream. He shuddered a little at the thought. This was not a place to fall innocently asleep.


A hard door hissed open. His aide de camp came into the workspace disheveled, half naked from sleep, scratching his head, smiling blurrily. Guy stood beside him at the desk, breath faintly sour, and gave him a friendly kiss on the check.


“Morning, Dess.”


Decius turned, gave him a solid kiss on the mouth. “Coffee, Guy.”


“Sure.” The aide made his way to the pantry, plugged in the coffee perker, ground two handfuls of prime Ethiopian beans, poured them on top of the filter, then got out some sweetener and cream. They had been friends for a long time, there was no fanfare in their affection these days. “Been up all night?”


“I’ve been away for several months in an orthogonal cognate, actually. How’s the countdown proceeding?”


“I really could use some calibrated electronics,” Guy said, smothering a yawn. “I know, I know. Well, to the extent that I can understand what they’re telling us, it seems to me that we’ll hit omega singularity within hours. The ratio we’re running under at the moment doesn’t bearing thinking about.”


“Quite.”


The percolator popped and bubbled, emitted a warming aroma. It seemed entirely absurd that they should be planning morning coffee when the local cosmos was on the verge of collapsing into the final lawlessness and void of a universal black hole. Outside, gravitational pulses were shaking the entire constricting cosmos in wild oscillations. Galaxies of a hundred billion stars, or what remained of them, blazed at an equivalent number of degrees, shrunk into fraying globes of pure light hardly larger than a solar system or one of Jules’s Matrioshka Brain stars. Still the infall continued even as fragrant steam rose from the percolator inside their domestic, exponentially stabilizing shell. Outside (whatever that meant, whatever that could mean, really) compressed dimensions were starting to break open and unroll, as space, seething and bouncing, crashed inward ever faster and hotter.


Immense minds had evolved, spread and then dwelled together without conflict for billions of years in this cosmos, suffusing its webwork of stellar constructs and turbulent accretion disk habitats. They had labored for eons in preparation for this infinitely protracted instant of culmination. They were everywhere around the life support shell, holding it from conflagration by their appalling power and generosity. They were not yet gods; in a sense they never would be gods, not as the ontological mythologies of their ancient predecessors had imagined. Not even they could be said to stand outside of time and space, beyond a Tegmark level sense; they were immanent, their transcendence—their transcension—no more (no more! the mind reeled at its contemplation!) than the final triumph of conscious will over mindless entropy. That was close enough for Decius and his crew. These would be Angels, when the work was done, when the cosmic alembic was turned out and their shining birth into eternity began.


Decius sighed, scratching under his robes. The place gave him a psychosomatic heat rash. He drew out a clean pad of paper, took up his fountain pen, held his hand poised. Deliberately, he slowed his breathing, the quantum chaos of his central nervous system falling into resonance with the flexing information substrate of the collapsing local cosmos. Neurotransmitter vesicles opened, poured their harvest like hot wine across the synapses of his brain’s billion neural columns. Like sparks gusting in a fierce wind, ions flashed and scurried. Muscles worked of their own accord, drawing his clenched fingers back and forth across the page. He did not know what he wrote. Voices from beyond the protective blister of their enclosure drummed through him like a tide. He no longer resented the loss of the station’s electronic instruments. Who needed crude tools when the dictation of godlings streamed into you, oracular and penetrating?


“Here,” Guy called across the room, “your coffee’s ready. Shall I bring it over to you?”


Slumped in hypnotic synchrony with the forces beyond the shell, perched on his orange globe, haughty features relaxed, Decius said nothing. His hand twitched and scribbled, filling page after page with chicken track symbols. There were secrets here, he knew that much in his dazed transfiguration, secrets that must never be told. Soon, the Angels would be born. That was enough. The pen moved, slashing ink into paper, lifted, hovered jerking in a Parkinsonian tremor as his left hand found a fresh sheet, dropped, scratched onward.


His coffee cooled, and a milky scum formed on its surface.




AUGUST


Four


The banality of my reaction next morning embarrasses me deeply. Of course, I woke up a bit after daybreak, because that was the way it’d been for the past couple of months in the outback. Of course I stayed under the sheet and blanket, sliding luxuriously in and out of dreamy sleep, because I knew with great satisfaction that this time I didn’t have to jump out of bed and light the camp’s fire for breakfast, without even a shower. Of course the thought of a shower flung my memories straight back to… to… what I assumed without a moment’s qualm was a nasty dream, but not without its enticing elements. I rolled over, eyes still shut, and rubbed the toes of my right foot against the slithery metallic engraving on the sole of my left. The lovely girl in the dream wore a stamp like that, “the mark of the beast,” she’d said, before putting a dead man through a mirror and clambering out a window and—


I sat bolt upright, a grunting noise bursting out of my mouth.


No dream. Too coherent for that. No dream, August, simple absurd reality.


I groaned again and pushed my closed eyes and forehead into the palms of my hands. It was a warm summer morning, late January in Melbourne, with a promise of heat later in the day, but I suddenly felt cold and sick and clammy. My muscles were shaking, all of them, it felt like. Shivering and cramping.


“Get a grip,” I said, aloud. I forced myself to climb out of bed, feeling like an infant with the flu. I opened the blinds, looked out blinking at the blue early sky. No clouds. Green lawn down there, needed mowing. Great-aunt Tansy must really be shaken up to let that happen. The tremor in my hands subsided as I pulled on fresh underwear, tee shirt and my old jeans. No wonder she was shaken up. Amazing the fright of it all hadn’t killed the dear old bird.


I pulled on my boots and galloped down three sets of stairs, not bothering to abate the noise. Tansy was probably awake already, and if she wasn’t I wanted her out of bed quick-smart and talking to me. I rapped firmly on her bedroom door.


“Tansy, you up yet? Time for breakfast.”


I banged into the kitchen, which still smelled faintly of cooling scones. Everything was where it always was. I took down the jar of coffee beans, ground them in a whir of shrieking metal blades, filled the percolator from the tap (Melbourne still has excellent water), poured in the rich brown powder with its rich brown odor, got the machine started. Sliced two pieces of Tansy’s home-baked country grain bread, thick toast slices, slapped them in the toaster. Clattered the heavy steel pan on the gas flame, dolloped in butter, found bacon rashers in the door of the fridge, also four eggs, in they went, dashed back into the hallway and hollered, “Tea’s nearly up, Aunt, and the eggs will be ready in a moment, shake a leg there.”


I won’t think about it, I told myself. It didn’t happen because it couldn’t have happened. My mother had shown me the hieroglyphs engraved into the flesh of her foot when I was so little I couldn’t recall being surprised, I must have imagined everybody had one. “It’s the sign of our family,” mother had said a few years later when I was old enough to notice that other kids lacked it. When I was about ten I became desperately ashamed of it, and tried to pry it out of my flesh with fingernails and then with the blunt end of a screwdriver. All that did was produce an amount of bleeding and pain, but oddly enough no infection. I never seemed to get sick as a kid, nor did my parents. Clean living, no doubt, and good genes.


Bacon crackled. Nothing stirred from the front of the house. I looked at the wall-mounted clock, then at the digital display on the oven. Both of them informed me that Mrs. Abbott would be here for her Sunday morning duties within the half hour. I flipped the eggs, being very careful not to break the yolks, placed the fragrant rashers on paper, poured tea into a big mug for myself (a “Cows of our Planet” illo on the side), another with milk and two sugars into Aunt Tansy’s favorite cup and saucer set, featuring Elizabeth Windsor’s coronation as Queen of the British Empire in 1960. Slurped some tea, chewed some buttered toast, wiped my mouth and carried Tansy’s breakfast on a large tray decorated with a cross-hatched pattern of lacquered dead wooden match sticks, a present I’d made for her when I was considerably younger. It made me feel quite sentimental, knowing she’d kept the ugly thing and still used it. I knocked twice, then eased open her door.


No waking voice from the dimness. No snores. (Tansy was a terrible snorer, although she denied it fervently.) No chemical vibes of a living elderly human.


You can tell. It must be made of sour sleeping breath and the residues of old farts, and skin and hair oils and soap scents released by the warmth of metabolism, that smell, and it wasn’t there. Tansy had vanished with the dead man upstairs.


I yelped, put down the breakfast tray on the polished timber floor of the hall, flipped the light switch. The bed coverings were thrown back, but I saw no signs of a struggle. Tansy’s two neat, slightly worn slippers sat side by side on the left of the bed, and her watch was on the sideboard beside a half-filled glass of water. A small book lay open and facedown, as if she’d been reading it the night before and been interrupted; Tansy always shut books, holding her place with a figured bookmark.


“Oh shit,” I said, dismayed. “Oh shit.”


I ran quickly from one room to the next on the ground floor, even peering into wardrobes, then galumphed upstairs and did it all over again twice. None of the doors on either upstairs floor was locked, all rooms were empty, even the bathroom where the dead man had—


I raced down and out the back door, after retrieving the big key from the mantelpiece. Small birds flew up in surprise from the grass where they were molesting insects and worms, and a magpie squawked high in the eucalypt next to the fence. I couldn’t see Tansy anywhere. I ran to the small tool shed. Empty, heavy with odors of oil and metal and gasoline from the lawnmower, nothing human.


I went back to her bedroom, cast about. Nothing. Something caught my eye: the odd title of her reading matter. I picked up the book. SgrA*. What the hell kind of title was that? I opened it, read with growing astonishment. This was not the kind of thing my dear old Great-aunt usually read before nodding off:




I needed Arthur conscious, if that meant anything, so we paralyzed his voluntary musculature with standard nerve blocks, those distant descendants of the lethal poison curare, to prevent flinching or worse. My nurse, Melissa Demetriopoulus, who was also dealing with the anesthesia, ran a very low dose of hypnotic into his blood through an intravenous





Someone was knocking at the front door when I surfaced, alternating with noisy rings on the doorbell.


“Hold your horses,” I grunted, embarrassed to be prying into Tansy’s unexpected interests, frightened out of my wits as well, clomping along the hallway. It couldn’t be Aunt Tansy, she always wore a key to the front door around her neck on a sturdy chain, something I had insisted upon when she locked herself out one day. Poor old lady.


Mrs. Abbott regarded me with surprise.


“August! Your aunt wasn’t expecting you for another week.”


“You don’t happen to know where she is, do you? Oh, I’m sorry, come in.” I stood aside, closed the door behind her. It made a solid sound, comforting, or would have been comforting had Tansy been on the right side of it.


“Why, has she gone out already? Well, it’s Sunday, you know, perhaps she’s trying that new minister at St Bartholomew’s, Pastor Jules, he’s said to give a fiery service.” She twinkled at me naughtily. “And to be extremely good looking.”


I shrugged, led her to the kitchen. Good grief, I’d fallen from some sort of creepy thriller into a Jane Austen novel. But no, Tansy had long been an aficionado of faiths. Last time I was here, she’d been attending a Theosophical revival temple of some sort, the Annie Besant Occult Chemistry Fellowship. I settled Mrs. Abbott with a cup of tea, went back and collected the spoiled breakfast from outside Tansy’s door, nibbling at the bacon like an anxious raccoon. The church theory made little sense. Granted, Tansy might have slept in (just possibly), hurried to dress, and so failed to tidy her bed (unlikely enough) yet replaced her slippers by the bed, but she was a person of immense punctuality and I couldn’t believe she’d have left her watch behind.


Just to be sure, I grabbed my car keys and drove around to St. Bart’s, down the hill on the edge of yuppy Westgarth. The small stone and brick church, as I entered quietly, smelled of flowers and Sunday best clothes with a faint aftertaste of incense, and the preacher was in full flight. I stood at the back, scanning the crowd of worshipers as they sat in their gleaming wooden pews. A head or two had turned as I came through the door from the vestibule, old gray heads of the same vintage as Great-aunt Tansy. One frowned and clucked, and bobbed her head to whisper to her neighbor. More of the parishioners were younger, though, listening raptly to the vigorous performance of Reverend Jules. Mrs. Abbott’s informants were correct. He was tall, impeccable in clerical blacks, with a dense dark beard that made him look like a Byzantine ikon of some sensuous saint. Something about his looks reminded me of… I couldn’t put my finger on it, and I moved to one side to get a better view across the congregation. No Tansy.


“This is not the true world,” he told them, shooting me a bland glance and gesturing to an empty pew with his head. I stayed put, peering for Tansy. My heart sank. She definitely wasn’t there. “Attend to John’s gospel, chapter 17, verse 14: ‘the world has hated them, because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world.’” I could have sworn he raised his eyes from his text and stared down the length of the nave to meet my eyes. “Yes, and in chapter eight, verse 23, ‘He said to them, You are from below, I am from above; you are of this world, I am not of this world.” Surely that wasn’t a sly wink? Shivering slightly, I slipped back out again into the sunshine and warming air. Cars passed, more than one of them booming hip-hop, a style I didn’t like much. I was always an old-fashioned kid. I did a quick circuit of the church grounds, but Tansy was not lying stretched unconscious on the grass. As I went back to the car, voices inside faintly, raggedly sang something about an old rugged cross.


Mrs. Abbott waited anxiously on the front verandah. I shook my head, shrugged. She seemed ready to burst into tears.


“I’m sure she’s just fine,” I said, none too confidently. “Why don’t you come back tomorrow, and—”


“I’m not due again until Wednesday,” she told me, a rebuke. I was not to take her for granted. “I only come in on Sundays as a special favor to that dear gifted lady, God bless her. Why, if anything has happ—”


I walked her to the street, patting her shoulder. “I’ll contact the hospitals and the police,” I said. “She must have wandered off, she can’t have got far.”


“Oh dear, oh dear,” the woman blubbered, and went away in the direction of the High Street tram, big bag over one arm, hat on her head, handkerchief pressed to her swollen eyes. I raced back inside, stood in the sudden gloom and silence. The large grandfather clock in the hallway tocked with measured indifference. I went into Tansy’s room and searched again for evidence of a breakdown, or worse yet, a break-in. Nothing. Old lady odors, clothes neatly folded in drawers, dresses hanging in wardrobes smelling slightly of moth balls.


I sat down in the kitchen, put my head in my hands, tried to make sense of it.


“They came back for her,” I heard myself mutter.


It was a truly dopey idea, but nothing else made as much sense. I had no idea who they were, not really. I didn’t believe what Lune had told me, I had no faith in worlds beyond our own—not the Westgarth preacher’s, nor Tansy’s fanciful if lucrative world of psychic inspiration, nor the mad testimony of a beautiful intruder who had messed with my head in a midnight bathroom.


Still, that was the single thing I had to go on.


I drank off the last of my cold cup of coffee, chewed a greasy rasher off my plate, and clomped upstairs to look at the mirror.


I rapped on the glass. It shook slightly in its heavy, wall-mounted frame, and the glass stung my knuckles. You had as much chance of getting through it as a bird had of flying through a closed window. That made me shiver again. As a corpse had of coming in through one, and yet that had happened. Unless the whole episode was a delusion, or a bad dream, and I’d already decided that conclusion was no better than cowardice and denial. It had happened, get used to it, deal with it. I pressed my forehead against the mirror, heard a faint scritch as my unshaved chin whiskers rasped the glass. I tried to see through the glass, and all I saw was my frightened brown eyeballs peering back at me.


I felt like a fool, but I pulled out two drawers about a third of the way to provide a set of steps and climbed gingerly onto the washbasin. I put my shoulder to the glass and pushed, and the glass pushed back. Newton’s somethingth law of action and reaction. I raised one boot and pressed the toe against the glass. It failed to sink through.


“Maybe it only works on Saturday nights,” I muttered to myself. “Maybe it needs a key.” I sniggered, and then swallowed hard. Maybe I had a key.


Carefully, balanced on one foot a centimeter from the basin, I pulled off one boot and my left sock. Holding on to the top edge of the mirror with three fingertips, sock snug against my palm with thumb and pinkie, I raised my leg and pressed the silvery “mark of the beast” against the cold surface.


The glass began to melt away, like a bright silver mist.


Off balance, I tumbled forward into the damned thing, into the space where the glass had been. I still had the sock in my right hand, and as I fell I grabbed at my left boot, caught it by the laces. It flipped up and the heel whacked me in the face. I hardly noticed, because I was flying through the air, slamming hard and painfully on a grimy floor under reddish lights. My head rang. I’d bitten my tongue. Smells of oil and ancient metal, corrosion. The distant gonging in my head was not shock, not from the fall: somewhere far off, a great machine was thudding, metal slamming metal.


I got up, more scared than I’d ever been in my life, and looked around fearfully for the mirror. Not the mirror, the back of the mirror. There had to be a—


No mirror. No wall. The red room stretched on behind me, extended on either side to tall cobwebbed art deco windows covered in smears of dirt where the dust of years had settled and rain had turned it to mud.


Not in Kansas, not in Northcote, not in any bloody part of the known world.


A phrase Lune had used burst up into memory. I laughed out loud, shaking my head in disbelief.


“I’m outside the Contest,” I said aloud. My words were swallowed up in the emptiness, in the beat of the distant machine. I raised my head and widened my eyes and took a very deep breath, and roared out as loudly as I could: “Prompt!”


In the echoing all-but-silence, nothing stirred. Far off, the thumping continued like a machine’s heartbeat, regular, all but inaudible after a while, as ear and brain edited out its thump. I kicked angrily at the dusty floorboards with my booted foot, then sighed, brushed my bare, cold foot clean, pulled on the other sock and boot, crouched, tied the laces tightly. Something ran up the wall and stopped, like a gecko. It waved tendrils at me, froze, disappeared.


I ran at the wall, and the thing moved fast. Instantly, it had morphed its coat or shell to the wall’s dull sepia, but I could see its edges as it shot for the ceiling. I jumped, slapped my hands high, missed. The thing skidded to the corner of the architrave, vanished through a small hole.


A machine.


That was the astonishing thing. Not a small animal. It had been a robotic device of some sort.


I started to laugh, and turned my back against the wall for support, laughing harder and harder, wheezing with pain. Tears streamed down my face. I fell forward, clutching my diaphragm, which hurt. My roars of laughter came back at me from the distant walls, spooky and sepulchral, and that only made it more absurd and funnier still. The air in my lungs was gone. I thought I’d pass out. I slid down the wall and cowered on the filthy, deserted floor.


Somehow, impossibly, I was in a sim, that had to be it. I’d played in simulated games on-line, of course, I’d run Sim City through endless iterations when I was a child, entered the imaginary family called the Sims, worked my arduous way through the magical locales of Myst, I’d even spent a month or two in Anarchy Online, my avatar roaming the city of Rubi-Ka, sometimes as a Doctor, sometimes a Nano-Technician.


None of it was new, that was what rankled. For that matter, when I was small I’d enjoyed a rerun TV show called Sliders where a bunch of confused people zipped at convenient 50-minute episode intervals through some sort of curvy gleaming wormhole between parallel worlds. Hardly a new idea, dude. But as far as I knew, no serious scientist endorsed it for the real world. You didn’t open the latest copy of Nature and read of proposals by the world’s major particle physics labs to crack open a doorway into an adjacent reality. Tiny black holes, yeah, they’d risked that at CERN. Quantum entanglement links between carefully established micro-environments, that was popular. But not this. Not mirrors you could step through. Not mirrors where the back was gone after you passed into the next world. Not dirty empty worlds where color-coordinating robot reptiles kept an eye on you and then disappeared into the walls.


Somewhere nearby, an elevator whined into life.


I snapped alert, looked for cover. Nothing near at hand. No elevator doors, either. I stepped quickly to the nearest window, peered down through brown streaks at the city street. This really wasn’t Northcote any longer. Could have been any small inner city laneway deserted on a major national holiday. The creepy thing was the absence of parked cars. Not one. No sheets of discarded newspaper or confectionery packs blowing in the breeze. I moved away from the window as the elevator stopped, and doors hissed open. Yellow light spilled from a place on the farthest wall where another art deco window had been a moment before. Trompe l’oeil, “trick the eye,” a favorite stunt of this school of architecture, I seemed to recall. And out of the open doors poured…


A cascade of scurrying things, brightly polished cans on slender spider legs, segmented snakes in carpet hues, robots the size of mice and cats and dogs and a couple of industrial-strength cleaning buckets. Some ran left, some right, a handful went up the wall and clung to the ceiling. The remainder shot straight toward me.


I couldn’t move. My belly still hurt from my hysterical laughing jag, and my eyes were blurry with tears. I wiped them with the back of one hand, crouched in readiness. But already they had stopped. A half-circle of robots in a charming range of sizes and forms regarded me with sensors like multifaceted bee optics, waving antennae, flickering snake tongues questing after my stink and pheromones, probably. One of them said in a loud clear voice:


“Innocuous.”


I stayed where I was, poised for violent action or swift retreat.


“Stand down,” a woman’s voice called. The machines remained precisely where they were, but some kind of urgency went out of them. Tongues withdrew, tendrils relaxed. I stared at the yellow light and saw a woman of about thirty step confidently into the room.


“And who might you be, young man?” she said, approaching me with no concern at all for any risk I might pose. She wore sensible shoes and a neat short haircut that did nothing for her looks. Her broad heels clicked in the silence on the floorboards. Her brown gaze stropped up and down me but found nothing worth remarking. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, relax, child. I asked you your name.” The accent was hard to pin down. Rather like an upper class European who had lived on the West Coast of the USA for many years.


I cleared my throat, and extended one hand.


“Seebeck. August Seebeck.”


That jolted her. “Not funny.” Her own arm remained by her side. Her mouth turned down at the corners. “Who are you, and how did you get in here?”


I straightened. “I’ve told you my name. Who are you?”


“And I’ve told you I don’t believe you, you insolent boy. As you must know, I am Ruth.” If she was waiting for a startled reaction, she was disappointed. I continued to meet her gaze. She frowned very slightly. “Ruth Seebeck.”


“Oh,” I said. I dropped my eyes, shook my head. “Oh.”


The woman turned away and with casual malice said, “Bring him along, kids. Silently.”


Breathtakingly fast, an axminster snake coiled back down, steel inside its carpeted helix, then flung itself at my face. I jerked away but already it had its head inside my mouth, choking me. The length of the thing clenched convulsively around my jaw, neck, upper shoulders, not bruisingly but firm. I choked, anxiously drew in air through my nostrils. I felt my nasal passages closing and the airways locking up. I tried to tear with my hands at the robot, but they were shackled by the weight of a dozen clinging machines the size and mass of rats. I jinked to one side, and somehow the bucket was waiting for me, tipped on its side, and my left foot went in as it raised back on its wheels. I was furious, indignant, quite beyond laughter. Something bit my right ankle. Snorting air with a rough snoring rasp, I kicked at it; it was stuck to me, slithering under my boot. When my foot came down again my boot slid forward, as if I were shod in skates on ice.


The thirtyish woman with the impossible name was by now halfway to the elevator, short hair bobbing, tweed librarian’s skirt scarcely swaying. She did not look back. I was scooted after her by this menagerie of robotic contortionists, one foot sliding frictionlessly, the other jammed into a rolling bucket. My eyes had clouded up again with tears, of rage and frustration. We swept into the elevator, the remainder of the crew scooting in behind us, piling up neatly like a conjuring trick.


“Home,” said Ruth Seebeck. Perhaps it was just as well that the robots held me braced, or I’d have stumbled. The elevator compartment slid smartly away to the left.


I was deposited in a comfortable arm chair of buttery leather in the pleasant, rather subdued living room of Ruth’s apartment, if that’s what it was. Hidden sound sources were playing something jumpy and disjointed by, by, um, Alvin Berg; I recognized it from Itzhak’s repertoire. The snake withdrew from my mouth, leaving my tongue and lips dry and coated in fibers. I tried to spit them out, and was misunderstood.


“Don’t take that attitude with me, young man.”


“Water,” I said. “Please?”


Most of the machines had retreated, but I remained weighted down, feet locked together now and arms heavily pressed to the soft leather embracing me. Ruth gestured; my right arm was released. I pried out a handkerchief, blew my nose, coughed.


“Give him something to drink.”


Immediately, a tall slender thing stood nearby, a tall slender glass of sparkling mineral water in its extensor. I took a swig. The bubbles, as they will, went up my nose. I choked and coughed some more, swigged, put the glass back.


“Have you eaten? I was about to have luncheon. You might as well join me. Set him free.”


I rubbed my ankles, stood up warily. Her table, visible through open clear glass lead-light doors into the airy next room, held yellow and blue flowers in a crystal vase, a carafe of white wine, a fresh tossed seafood salad in a huge wooden bowl, and a covered serving dish from which fragrant steam escaped. Scurrying things popped an extra set of cutlery at the far end of the table, next to a bib in a slightly tarnished silver ring. I realized that in fact I was extremely hungry, unless that was just the acids of fright. I dislike starting the day without an adequate breakfast.


“Thanks, no,” I said. “I had breakfast just a few—”


The chair pulled itself out. Ruth gestured me to it.


“Sit. I won’t eat alone with you standing there, and I have nowhere else to put you. What do you mean, just had breakfast? It’s past noon, are you one of these slugabeds who laze away the best years of their life? Give him some salad and steamed rice.”


I peered into the bowl, which was lined with crinkly leaves of Cos lettuce filled with a mixed mound of peeled King crabs and cubes of lobster, and what looked like pieces of some white fish, in crushed tomato. I could smell French dressing. Scuttle, slither, food was there in front of me on a plate. My glass was filled with pale golden Chardonnay. Ruth waited conspicuously for me to begin, her fork poised like a conductor’s baton. I thought of saying grace, just to see what she’d do, but decided against it. For all I knew, she was God.


“I guess you’re not an Australian,” I said. The seafood was excellent; I dug in.


“Good lord, I should think not!” Sharply, she tilted her head. “Ah, that explains the barbarous accent.” She took two quick, ladylike bites, obviously holding her temper in check. “I trust you and your masters understand that this is a complete abrogation of the Accord.”


What? I tried the wine, which was superb. “I’m sorry, I—”


“This is Marchmain’s doing,” she told me speculatively.


I shook my head, mouth full of lobster and brown rice, steamed to fluffy perfection.


“Jules, then.” She caught my hard blink. “Ah ha! The bastard! The prying, pestiferous, unconscionable sneak!” And then, incredibly, she was smiling. With a shrug, Ruth Seebeck tossed her head in an annoyingly prissy and self-satisfied gesture. “Well, then. Eat up, ‘August,’ whoever you are.” You could hear the doubting quote marks. Maybe this woman was some kind of relative, but she wasn’t being terribly cordial, let alone filial. I couldn’t for the life of me work out what hair she’d got up her tight ass, as the kids had put it in Chicago. “Would you prefer a good Burgundy, instead, or perhaps some spirits? Rum, perhaps? The condemned man might as well enjoy a hearty meal.”


Every sinew in my body wanted to jerk from the table, kick the chair back, run from the room. Or, if it came to that, physically attack the woman watching me with her attitude of dangerous, peculiar amusement. All those months of martial arts training paid off, though. I stayed just where I was, breathed as slowly and steadily as I could manage, loosened my white-clenched grip on the table knife.


“I don’t know any of these people, Ms. Seebeck.”


“Miss,” she said. “I’ll have none of that feminist nonsense at my own table. Don’t lie to me, boy, you know Jules.”


I was starting to loosen the rigid muscles at my back. “As a matter of fact, I don’t. But I have been in a church today where a Reverend Jules gave a sermon. I was looking for Tansy. Do you know what happened to my aunt?”


Ruth ignored that, gave a snort. “Wearing the collar again, is he? Always had a macabre taste for holy orders, did Jules. As bad as Avril.” Her mood hardened again. “The fact remains, you now admit that both you and he have egregiously violated the Accord. If I choose, I am perfectly within my rights to have you obliterated.” She paused, and I blinked hard again, my pulse going up despite my best intentions. Nobody had ever literally threatened my life before. A fraction of a moment later, she added, “Were I to select that course. As it happens, I waive my right—for the nonce. Eat your lunch, child. I have no intention of molesting you.”


I shrugged, blood pounding in my ears, picked up a succulent prawn by the tail and sucked its flesh out. Ruth turned her head over her shoulder and said to nobody in particular, “Get me that shit Jules.”


Then that sound again, from the night before, it creeped me out: a sort of tearing, like a rotten old captain’s chair if you carelessly sit down hard in it and the canvas shreds under your weight, throwing you to the ground. Happened to mad Davers once, everyone laughed like fools. In the middle of the living room, on the far side of the dining table, a hole opened and a gust of incense blew in. Candles in silver holders, above an oak altar with a simple wooden cross, smoked suddenly and guttered. The Reverend Jules looked out at us, life-sized and startled, and then with a theatrical sigh of forbearance raised his right hand, be-ringed and clad to the wrist in black. Even as his mouth opened I was in motion, hands on the edge of the table, convulsing in a standing leap to the chair under me, from there forward on to the table top, across it in two crashing bounds, but already it was obvious that the impossible window into nowhere, into my own world maybe, was just too damned far for a leap from the table.


“Fuck it,” I said, dragging in a huge gulp of air, and like an Aussie Rules footballer levitating across his team mate’s back for the spinning ball high above them both, I crushed my booted feet on to Ruth Seebeck’s shoulders, one foot squarely per shoulder, and hurled myself on from her fulcrum. As she went down under my impact, I heard Jules call coolly, “Close the Schwelle,” and Ruth yell in a high-pitched fury, “Divert to—” and that was all I caught because I was through, falling into a blue pool green with water lilies, and a woman in solemn robes who looked somewhat like Ruth and somewhat like my mother, and maybe a bit like me, stared with her green mouth agape, and then I hit the water with a noisy splash, flailing and choking, whacked something painfully with one hand on the bottom, snorted water into my antrums, and by the time I’d righted myself and paddled to the edge the window was gone.


The woman was angry. “Ember, get out of there, you oaf.” She took another, closer look as I floundered. “Damn it, who the hell are you?”


I smiled sunnily.


“Hello,” I said. “Sorry about that. I’m August. And you?”


“August? What? Impossible.” Then: “The Sibyl Avril,” the woman said faintly. “You’ve just spoiled three quadrants of preparations. How in the Ancient’s Name did you get here?”


“It’s been that kind of day,” I said, pulling myself up on to the ledge. A small robot, out of commission, still clung to one leg of my jeans above the knee. My right hand was starting to throb oddly, and in the greenish light I saw that it was pumping blood from the large gash in my palm where I’d scraped the bottom of the pool and slashed myself through muscles to the bone on open oyster shells. Half the flesh of my palm was hanging off like a white flap of chicken meat.


Shuddering, I sort of faded into gray.




LUNE


Five


For her fifty-third birthday, Lune’s Ensemble gave her dinner at a cognate of a Great Fire of London. A fierce wind fanned the flames away from their hostelry, although the heat and stinking smoke blew back at them in fitful gusts, good for a thrilling shriek. Black soot fell like confetti, detritus of singed straw from roofs, blazing wormy timber, human flesh. Churches and leaning tenements and whorehouses alike were burning to the ground, the fury of the blaze laying waste more than half the great cesspool of a city. Torn between terror and rapacity, their pock-faced host and his cringing servants remained on duty, bringing them rich fare. They dined on swine knuckles steeped in the blood of piglets, suet dumplings laden with sweet lard, and a surfeit of lampreys, washed down with thin bitter beer. Firelight mottled the walls of the tavern, made their eyes dance.


For dessert and liqueur, they bore her through a Schwelle to a Tenayuca, a place of noise, jackhammers, vehicle bells and airplanes flying overhead. At eleven fifty two in the morning they sipped cognac and watched as a passenger semi-ballistic tore into a great glass and mirrored steel Aztec pyramid several hundred meters away, as they had known it probably would. A whirling, seething fireball flung into the blue air. Lune watched, appalled, her dessert forgotten, as white smoke billowed.


“Beyond doubt, despoilers’ work,” Morgette said, spooning up gelato. “This morning’s efforts will set the whole local sheaf into a spin downward toward closure, paranoia, terror and nescience. The abandonment of everything truly worth striving for. So poignant.” She laid aside her spoon, looked (avidly, it seemed to Lune) at the roiling clouds of broken concrete, broken bodies, broken dreams. “So piquant. Such a fucking waste.”


Dismayed, Lune watched humans running past, their painted features bleached in grief and disbelief, tears running down their cheeks making the paint smear. She held a doctorate in Ontological Mechanics and a practical diploma in Reality Engineering, yet such casual brutality never failed to bow her spirit low. Morgette, she noticed again with distaste, smiled as she observed the street commotion, enjoying a sort of jaded pleasure. For more than two decades this had been Lune’s own work, too, but she held to the passionate hope that its routine atrocities would fail to rot her from the inside. It would be so easy to drift away into self-delusion, to regard all this as nothing more than virtual reality, simulation, construct.


She found herself in the street, her fingers clutching at her hair. Once outside in the open, she could only stand, staring. A crowd gathered in the midst of the turmoil, some taking pictures. A man in a turban pulled out a disposable camera, snapped some shots.


“Come back inside. You’re spoiling your party.”


“Morgette, I have to go over and see if I can help.” She realized she was crying. Someone bumped into her, a slender black man dressed in business maxtli. His tilmatli cloak was caked with soot, stained with blood, coming loose at the shoulder; his gold ornaments were astray. The man staggered toward the edge of the sidewalk, about to fall.


“Hey, let me help you.” The Náhuat words and grammar came effortlessly. Lune put an arm around him, steered him to the center of the walk. “We need to find a place where you can sit down while I get hold of an ambulance.”


“No!” She had to lean close to understand his hoarse voice, rasped by the chemical fumes of the burning building. “My wives. We got separated. They’re both still in there somewhere. Gotta go back and find them.” The man lurched away from Lune, confused, away from the smoking structure.


Lune went toward the ruined angular ziggurat, walking rapidly, now running. Crossing the street against the blue light, she heard new cries of terror burst from the crowd around her. Two more semi-ballistics were hurtling straight toward the gaping crown of the pyramid. In fascinated horror, she watched the ballistics crash deep into the bowels of the place in a ball of fire.


“That was no fucking accident!” someone in the crowd said, Náhuat in a Lakotan accent. Police and firefighters were yelling now, telling people to stay back; Lune found herself moving closer. Flaming debris rained down from the side of the topless building where fragments of the spacecraft, toppling slowly, had fallen into the street. Through gaping holes, black smoke poured. For some reason the smell of burning, the drift of ash, struck her as more urgent, more horrible, more real than the ruination of London a few minutes earlier. Could it be the profound unnaturalness of the odors: all the synthetics, the residues of tons of fuel flaming explosively like a bomb, the insulation, the synthetic fiber feathers of hundreds, thousands of dead? More people were running past her, and with deep depression she watched a human being leap from a window high up in the shattered building, tumbling through the air, kicking as though trying to stay right side up, a tangle of knotted quipu strings in hand. Sooty debris sifted down onto the sidewalk. Flakes landed on her outstretched hand, perhaps charred flesh. I should get away from here, she told herself. What good am I serving? This is voyeurism, not study. I should return to my birthday party. Her body would not obey her will.


Still people surged out of the front entrances of the building, many hardly able to walk. Two men in some sort of emergency garb seized an obese woman dressed like a gaudy bird, helped her to an ambulance. Lune ran to them.


“Do you need help?”


“You a trained nurse?” one of them shouted back. The uproar, she understood, was enormous, and against the racket of sirens and voices her own voice was nearly lost.


“No, but—”


“You need to get clear of the area if you’re not medical or part of a firefighting crew.” You don’t have to yell at me, Lune found herself thinking, angry. A woman limped away from the buildings, in obvious pain.


“Let me give you a hand.” Lune offered her arm, and the woman leaned heavily against her shoulder. Her shoes were missing, her brown feet blackened, the geometric designs of her short sleeved huipil stained. A pretty receptionist, perhaps, made ugly by soot and the morning’s mad cruelty.


“I need to find a phone,” the woman was saying. “I have to call and let my husband know I’m okay.”


“We’ll find you a phone. That store up ahead, they’ll let you use their phone.”


The manager, wringing his hands, stern face gray under its paint, let the woman sit down but said the phone service was knocked out. Lune went back outside, started again for the ziggurat. At the curb, about to cross, she heard a roaring overhead. A fourth ballistic? She readied herself to open a threshold, peering up at the sky. The hot sun was high overhead. No. One entire side of the structure closest to her was peeling inward; shattering like a dream. She turned and ran as fast as she could, for a block, stopped and looked back. A mound of rubble and foul dusty smoke. The great pyramid had simply—disappeared.


Once, great woodlands filled with beasts and birds and a few humans covered this place, or places like it, she thought; in many worlds they still do so. Pristine creeks and sheltering forests. Cultures capable of living in unity with the natural order, whatever that was, whatever its source, however perverse its roots. White noise singing in her ears. Someone dragged her, with a jolt, under an awning. Dust and debris poured down. Coughing, she pulled her huipil blouse up over her mouth and nose to keep out the dust and smoke. This is what the deformist K-machines are doing, she told herself, crouched against the relative safety of the wall at her back. Someone or some thing deliberately flew semi-ballistics into that human-crowded building, struck them in just the right way to bring them down, and in the great cascade of shockwaves that would flow outward from this moment perhaps bring down the whole industrial civilization of a world, a sheaf of worlds. And they did it for the hot joy of the deed, the emotional excitement. It was a key part of the method of the Players and their adversaries, she knew that, and the knowledge was sourness in her mouth. Pick just the right fulcrum, the most vulnerable entry point for your chisel, and the damage you do will spread like fire. Growing, harvesting, building is hard work, sometimes bitterly effortful, but ruination is easy. You can make it all disappear. One person with the exact lever can destroy a reality.


Stumbling, amid the sirens and the sobs, Lune returned to the cafe. Soiled plates and half-empty glasses remained on the tables. Her Ensemble had left. Drawing a wrenching breath, she opened a Schwelle and followed them.




AUGUST


Six


A decade earlier, I had been marched in to the school principal’s office for turning up at school in jeans, high-tops and sweat shirt.


“Mr. Seebeck,” the principal had started frostily.


“Ms. Thieu, that’s pronounced ‘Zay-bek,’” I’d said quietly, standing in front of her desk with my hands joined behind my back. Maybe my hands were a little sweaty. It was easy being nervous around adults when I was a kid.


She blinked. “ ‘Zaybek,’ eh? August, what do they call you for short? Gus? Auggie?”


“August,” I said.


She blinked again. After a moment she went on smoothly, “Where are your family from, August?”


“Australia,” I told her. Good grief. “Fourth generation. My great-great-grandfather was Estonian.” I was wrong about that, in a way, but we’ll get to it in due course. I paused, and just as she started to say something else, I added, “On my father’s side.”


The principal coughed behind her hand. “Yes, obviously, Mr. Seebeck. It’s deeply sexist, but society has always preserved the parental name only through the male ancestors.” Actually, that’s not so obvious either, once you know about the other worlds, where they do things differently. As a nearly pubescent kid, though, I didn’t know about them. There was an awful lot I didn’t know about, and Ms. Thieu certainly didn’t. She just straightened up in her leather chair, considering me with a serious look. “However, young man, I haven’t requested you to join me in order to discuss your family history. I want to know why you aren’t in school uniform.”


“I don’t like uniforms,” 12-year-old-me said. I wasn’t rude, but I didn’t budge or apologize.


“One of the features of living in a civilized society,” Ms. Thieu informed me, fingers pressed together in a steeple, “is that sometimes—often, in fact— we must do things we don’t like.”


I said nothing.


“You do see what I’m getting at, August?”


“Not really,” I said. “School uniforms suck. They just make us instit— Instut—” I broke off, the word blocked on my tongue.


The principal looked surprised. “ ‘Institutionalized’? That’s a big word for a—” She shuffled the papers on her desk, found my records. “—a 12-year-old boy. And an inappropriate one, luckily. We are not trying to break your spirit, Mr. Seebeck. We don’t wish to turn you into a faceless robot. Far from it. This school’s policy demands that all students wear the same clothes precisely to protect your individuality.”
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