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‘The weakest thing in the world can overcome the strongest thing in the world.’

Lao Tzu
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There is a saying that the real warriors who will save the land will awaken on its last days. No one knows how old this saying is.


[image: ]





Two men had been walking for days in the dryness of the countryside. Five mornings before, the older man had woken the younger at dawn, telling him that they had to leave their home immediately. Without any questions, the young man had gathered what they needed and they had fled. They had passed through many villages and now were skirting the edge of a field, the old man stopping every other minute and bending over in pain.

‘Apibus, I can’t go on,’ he said.

‘You must, Grandad. You said we’re close.’

‘We’ve been close for the last day. I’m finished. I can’t go on.’

‘That’s what you said yesterday. Yet look how far we’ve come. Maybe we should rest and begin again in the morning.’

‘If I rest, I won’t get up again. This is the end for me. From here on, it’s your journey. Only remember why we’ve come.’

‘Why’ve we come? You’ve never told me. You just woke me up and said: “We have to go now, or we won’t see tomorrow.” And that was it. I obeyed you faithfully.’

‘That you did,’ said his grandfather laboriously, leaning on his staff, breathing heavily. ‘And it reflects very well on how you were raised. Your father is doing important work for the underground, travelling round the country, warning people of what’s coming. Trying to wake up the fight in them. It doesn’t matter now what happens to me. But you, Api, you must survive. You have a special destiny.’

‘So you keep saying.’

‘Do I?’

‘Yes, that and the business with the star.’

‘The star?’

‘Every night since our escape you’ve pointed at a certain star – one that seems to have an arc of milk coming out of it—’

‘That’s why it’s called the Milky Way.’

‘“There’s our direction!” you say. “Aim for that star.” Every night we’ve aimed for it and you’ve never told me why. And now you say you can’t carry on.’

The grandfather studied Apibus for a moment, then he said with a stoic sigh:

‘Do you know what happened in our village after we fled? Soldiers burned the houses and killed all the men and took away the women.’

‘I don’t believe it. How do you know all that?’

‘Knowing things is the business of my life.’

‘They killed all the men? I can’t believe it,’ cried the young man.

‘Not even if I tell you it’s true?’

‘You weren’t there.’

‘I was.’

‘But you’ve been with me the whole time.’

‘I was there as well.’

The old man sighed again. Then he went close to his grandson and looked into his eyes and muttered incomprehensible syllables. Apibus saw a kite wheeling above him in the air. His grandfather paused, raised his hand slowly, then stuck a forefinger into the middle of the young man’s forehead.

Immediately, as if he were there, Apibus saw scenes of carnage. He saw men with jackal-faces descending on their village, slashing and stabbing whatever stood in their way. They cut the throats of the men, slaughtering them as they ran or fought or slept in their beds. They butchered the boys and set fire to the houses. They seized the women and carried them off. Many of the women were thrown into cages that were slung over the horses ridden away by faceless men. A woman stabbed herself in the heart rather than be taken.

Houses were razed and the whole village burned. He saw it in a flash, as in a dream. Then with a sharp noise in his head, it all ended. The old man pulled his forefinger from Apibus’s forehead, making him reel back and collapse on the path.

The old man sat next to the young one and waited for him to recover. A black hawk, spiralling in the air, swooped down low and studied them. Then it shot back up into the effulgent sky.

That evening, waking suddenly from a long sleep, Apibus sat up and found that his grandfather was gone. He searched for him all day and then went on alone into the desolate land.
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1

The walls of Nevereach were ghostly in the night. From time to time they cried out as if alive. When the cries sounded, the men guarding the walls tightened their hoods, their eyes shining in the dark.

On one such night a team of horses, making the earth howl beneath them, thundered towards the walls on the northern borders of the island. Seven horsemen reared up, startling the guards.

‘All well?’ asked the head horseman.

‘All well,’ replied one of the guards.

‘The wall?’

‘Secure.’

‘There’s talk of a breach.’

‘Impossible, sir.’

‘You’ve been asleep on your watch.’

Three of the horsemen circled the guard.

‘I promise you, sir—’

‘Too late for promises.’

A moment later, the guard was hanging from a beam with a rope round his neck, at the commander’s signal. His feet dangled and kicked for a long minute and then were still.

The other guards looked on in horror.

‘Do your jobs!’ the commander snarled.

He pointed at a bald-headed man among them.

‘You know what to do?’

The guard thumped his chest.

‘Serve our leader and defend the wall with our lives.’

‘Good. You’ll do. You’re in charge here now.’

With that the commander and his entourage turned and rode away, raising red dust into the night air. The earth shook with the thunder of their hooves.

‘Okay!’ shouted the new chief guard. ‘Get back to work, you scum. Or I’ll have your heads off before breakfast!’




2

A gigantic wall rose like an apparition around the city of Mindoom. The wall blocked out sections of the sky and sent streaks of lightning towards the clouds. Howls rent the air as though hell were nearby.

The city quivered with high towers, shining skyscrapers and bright lights. Hundreds of screens flickered with images of people living glamorous lives in the place of unimaginable luxury that was Mindoom. But the howls gave the city a sinister aspect, a mood of desolation.

Dark figures on horseback patrolled the walls and the streets of Mindoom. These were the guardians of the realm, the soldiers of the dark powers that now ruled the land.




3

A woman with a child in her arms stood in the middle of a field of rye.

The field was golden and the wind made dark patterns among the stalks. Beyond the field were the oaks, and beyond the oaks the sky bore the mood of the sea.

The woman cradled the baby all day, while clouds scudded above the earth. In the evening, the lights changed rapidly. Then it was night and stars spilled into the immensity of the sky. The woman stood unmoving in the middle of the field, with the baby in her arms.

In the dead of night the woman lifted the baby up to the heavens. And from the sky, from a chain of stars, a parabola of a white line poured into the mouth of the child.

The mother fed her baby the milk of the stars. The baby drank for a long time and when it stopped the white line vanished into the heavens. The mother rocked the child till it fell asleep.
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An army was gathering on the plains. Soldiers moved forward on horseback and on foot. Guns and swords shone in the distance.

The army marched through the dust it raised. When the dust cleared, the faces of the soldiers became visible. Sometimes they were not the faces of men but the faces of jackals. This happened so fast that anyone watching could not be sure of what they had seen.

Dust clouds formed images in the air. One of the images was the face of Tanas himself.

A mighty cry from the army shook the land. Then there was another cry. And another. All across the land animals scurried for cover. A fissure opened in the earth and raced through the forests, along the coast, and right into the middle of cities. The fissure began from the thunderous marching feet.

Everything fled before the advance. The soldiers sang their victorious marching songs with one voice. They were led by a huge rider on a massive horse. His mask was a beautiful shining jackal-face.

As the army marched past, women threw themselves at the masked rider’s feet. The jackal-faced leader of the army marched over the women as if they were the earth itself.




5

On the outskirts of a village in the south west of Nevereach, a woman was hoeing a dry field. The earth was resistant but she was not discouraged. Sweat poured from her brow. She worked the length of the field before she allowed herself a drink of water from the bucket she kept in the shade of an oak tree.

She worked the farm alone. Everyone else had become dispirited by what now seemed the permanent, barren condition of the soil. One by one they had given up faith. In the last few years, the land had yielded very little. The woman alone believed in the land enough to go on working it.

While she paused for a drink a distraught child came running towards her.

‘What is it?’ the woman asked, putting down her cup.

But the child did not speak. All she could do, mute with terror, was point in the direction of the village. Then she began to sob.

Holding the hand of the child, the woman ran towards the village. A horde of soldiers poured through the streets. At first she could not believe what she saw. She had never seen soldiers like these before, with their fierce faces and axes that gave off electric crackles. There was something nightmarish about their appearance. Her thoughts rushed to her mother and sister and her elderly father at home.

‘Auntie Rosa, who are those men?’ the little girl asked. ‘Why are they burning our houses?’

That’s when she saw the yellow smoke over the rooftops.

‘Run home to your mum and dad. Take the back way. Don’t speak to anyone. Go!’

The girl ran. Rosa dropped her hoe and rushed in the opposite direction. She tried to run fast but struggled through a wilful resistance in the air. A strong wind blew diagonally into her, as if trying to divert her from her course.

As she approached the village, she saw the disarray of the streets. A shop had been smashed and a soldier was throwing clothes out of the shattered windows. Across the street another soldier was bashing a man’s head in with the butt of a gun. Other soldiers were beating a defiant woman with vulcanised cudgels and tearing at her clothes. Rosa saw flames leap out of the windows of a house and heard from the soldiers a cheer at the sudden height of the blaze. Then there was an explosion.

Momentarily torn between hurrying on home or helping the half-naked woman, Rosa scooped up a thick plank and whacked one of the soldiers on the side of the head. The impact made an ugly, crunching sound. Hurling herself at the other two soldiers, she brought them crashing to the ground. She got to her feet and, realising what she had done, seized the woman’s hand. They fled down the street, pursued by the livid soldiers.

The women ran through alleys, side streets, across roads, leaping over puddles. They dodged down a dark, narrow street. Rosa stopped and turned to the woman.

‘Run and tell everyone.’

‘What about you?’

‘They can only fight me one at a time here. I know. This is my patch. Run!’

The three soldiers piled into the alley, one behind the other. The one in front was tall and nervous. Smirking, he looked behind him for reassurance.

‘Me first,’ he said.

The other woman was already running away down the alley. Rosa stood and faced the soldiers. There was a stillness about her that made the first soldier pause.

‘Are you not afraid?’

‘Of what?’

‘We’re going to have fun with both parts of you—’

‘Yeah? With that ant you call your manhood?’

That was all the provocation the soldier needed. Rushing forward, sword held high, he made a downward sweep but tripped and banged his head on a stone. Rosa stamped on his hand and kicked his sword away.

The second soldier charged at Rosa, his sword pointing forward. As he got closer, he felt the bewilderment of falling and landed face down on his fallen companion. Rosa smacked him on the back of the head with a rough stone.

The third man, made hesitant by the prodigious feat he had just witnessed, lifted his pike and charged. But the alley was suddenly upside down and he heard the clatter of his pike as well as Rosa’s laughter, then the slice of sky became a brief, violent dream.

Rosa was laughing at the unintended spectacle of the commingled arms and legs and weapons of the men, struggling like a strange sea creature to get to their feet only to fall back down again. She gave them a last look and disappeared round the corner. She ran across streets, climbed over walls, ducked through gaps in fences, till she came within sight of home.

But there was something not right about the house. It seemed to quiver behind a haze of yellow smoke. She cried out and ran towards the collapsing thatch. Once inside the burning house, she made her way through the smoke and into the main room. The bodies of her father and mother lay sprawling in the chaos of the floor. She saw them through thick rising plumes of smoke. A moment later she saw the unclothed form of her sister. They were all dead. Books and papers were curling in flames everywhere and clothes were already blackened with ash.

She sank to her knees and began wailing but the roof caved in and beams crashed down with a boom and curtains of dust fell around her. Her head swirling with panic at the falling masonry, she made a great leap to the fire-framed rectangle of safety that was once a door.

Outside, she saw an angry formation of soldiers stamping in her direction and had no choice but to run. Spears and shouts rained upon her and Rosa fled from the village with no idea where she was going.
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She staggered down the road, hair dishevelled, blood and ash on her face, half-broken with grief. She had lost everything. Wild hunger tore at her entrails. She had been running and walking all day.

Anyone who saw her might have taken her for a mad woman, unhinged by suffering or ruined by some unspeakable addiction. She was barefoot, her soles raw and bleeding, her eyes distraught, almost crossed.

Every now and then she let out a guttural howl and fell to the ground, sobbing in a half-demented way. She would fall asleep and wake in the dark and carry on walking with no destination in mind.

She came to a deep stream and drank, then took off her clothes and jumped in, not caring how cold it was. She swam down as far as she could go, willing herself to drown. But she always floated back up and lay on her back staring at the stars. As she was stepping out of the stream she caught a fish and ate it raw. Then she put her clothes on and resumed walking.

The water cleared her head for a while. She walked, stopped, shook her head, and stared up at the sky. She noticed a white arc of light emerging from a star, but her unhinged state prevented her considering its significance. She drew a deep breath and released a mad burst of laughter into the air. Then she was quiet.

After a while she began talking to her mother and father and sister. She spoke to them because she could see them, not all at once, but one at a time. She was walking a lonely path through a beechwood forest when she saw her sister beside her, silent and smiling. Then after a while it was her mother, no longer sick, almost radiant. Then further on, it was her father, as he was during the glory years of the family’s success, when he was an ambassador, before he was stripped of everything for speaking out about the dangerous policies of the government and how they were destroying the nation’s future.

She asked him questions as she walked the lonely road to nowhere.

‘How are you, Dad?’

‘I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.’

‘I’m sorry I had to run away.’

‘You did the right thing.’

‘I miss you.’

‘I’m always here.’

‘I’m scared…’

‘Just keep going.’

‘What about Mum and sis?’

‘Focus on yourself.’

In between questions she wept. But her father calmly soothed her and reassured her that all would be well.

Then she found herself alone again, walking erratically through fields and solitary lanes, down byways and avoiding major roads.

The dust the army raised assumed demonic forms in the air which could be seen from far away. But Rosa did not see them.
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She plunged into the ravaged countryside where the wheat crops were dried up in the fields and the oak trees were perishing after the relentless heat that had come upon the land. A horse was twitching feebly on the path in front of her, its eyes half open, its tongue parched. In the fields the tassels of corn were turning brown and shaggy on the stalks. Rats scuttled in the undergrowth. The shining red eyes of foxes flickered on the moors.

She talked to the wind and lived off dew and fallen fruit. In an empty granary she found an old pair of shoes which fitted her. Where was she going? She still had no idea. All she knew was she must get as far away from Tanas’s armies as possible. She was still following the star that appeared to send an arc of milk across the night sky. Following it without knowing why, except that having first seen it the night of the destruction of her village, the night she became an orphan, she was comforted by it. But it was a wavering star, sometimes there and sometimes not. When it wasn’t there, she slept in abandoned homesteads, avoiding all men, all highways. When it was there, she followed its obscure direction. She looked wilder every day.
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One night, in a patch of water, illuminated by the moon, she caught a glimpse of a mad and half-familiar face that made her whip round in fear. Then she recognised the face of the person who stared back at her in the water. That night she wept bitter tears of grief and abandonment, of loneliness and hunger.

When she stopped crying, she became aware of a murmur, a steady sound in her head. She hadn’t spoken to anyone for days and her isolation made her doubt the reality of the horror she had witnessed. Prey to doubts, she thought she was going mad. But the trees saved her.

That evening, feeling unbearably disconsolate, she saw a strong-looking oak tree and had an urge to embrace it. She put her arms round the tree and wept into its trunk. She held on tight and shut her eyes and surrendered her grief and loneliness to the tree. She felt waves of reassurance pour through her and was consoled as though the tree were a thoughtful lover.

She was about to move away when she heard indistinct words. She held her breath and looked around, but no one was there, just leaves rustling in the wind, or branches rubbing against each other. The wind was cold, and she needed to be moving. After she had walked a short way she heard the sound again, like a whisper, like gossip from the earth. She was quiet and listened, thinking someone was in the bushes, following her in the dark. She heard nothing, but when she began moving again, she heard the whisper and couldn’t identify the source. Sometimes it came from the air. Then she thought it was in her mind. She even thought it might be spirits and attributed the sound to them. None of it made sense.

The sound followed her everywhere.

‘I’m really going mad,’ she thought.

She tried to make out what the whispers were saying but couldn’t. Then they faded and she didn’t hear them for a while. This gave her an elusive feeling of peace. The peace this gave her did not last long. She missed the whispers. There was something soothing about them. They were addressed to her alone, intimate and personal and faintly seductive. Their deep peaceful quality quietened the anxiety they created.

Exhausted from walking too long and aimlessly, she lay down by a path one evening, and as she was drifting off, she heard the whispers again, this time with the lucidity of sleep.

‘Go east,’ the voices said. ‘Wake the warriors.’

Terrified, she fled. The susurration followed her, a low whisper like a faraway river, a low murmur like the wind in the pines.

She ran till she could run no more. And wherever she ran, the sounds were there already, beneath her feet, like a carpet of soft warm words. She ran till she fell, and when she fell, she could not get up.

She lay on the words she had been running from. At last, in her agony and grief, she sank into them.
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When she woke, her head was clear. The star with the arc of milk was just visible in the sky. The perforated indigo was the colour of dreams. Silent now were the murmurs and calm was the land. She got up and stretched, looked herself over, and then looked about her.

She felt different. The night had a settled quality. Trees leaned towards her and she thought she saw faces in the trunks, staring at her. Sometimes she thought she saw eyes, opening and shutting. But when she looked closer, she saw nothing, only rough bark.

Rosa was more alert now. She heard noises far away, wavering with the movement of the wind. Noises and shouts and cries and vague explosions. Sometimes the noises came from above and sometimes from below. Then she heard an isolated cry followed by a large gust of silence.

She stumbled on in the dark, past trees and bushes, till she came to the edge of a vacant space that was black and still.
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It was black and shiny and still. Blacker and stiller than the night sky. When she crouched low, she saw that what was before her was a lake.

For a moment she was struck by its blackness. It was dense as coal, slick as mercury. She had never seen anything like it. She stared at the lake till she was lost in staring.

The wind moved over the trees, but it did not touch the surface of the lake. As she stared, half-dreaming, she saw an agitation on the face of the water.

Something was emerging from the black lake. Emerging and emerging. Big and tall and fine and slender, with hair that shone in its blackness. The figure went on emerging till it was taller than the pine trees.

When it had fully risen from the water, Rosa saw that it was a woman, more than forty feet high. This giant creature stepped out of the lake and stood on the shore looking over the trees. She towered above everything.

The gigantic woman did not drip water for she was clothed in a material that was black and bright and smooth, like the skin of a serpent. The giantess looked round twice then strode across the forest till only her head was visible. Then she vanished altogether.




11

Rosa had been hiding behind a tree, shaking in wonder and terror at what she saw.

After the giantess had gone, nothing moved, except the wind blowing in irregular waves over the treetops. The black lake was still. It felt for a moment as if everything were under water, as if the world were under the black lake.

This thought troubled her. Hiding behind a tree, Rosa waited a while and when the wind changed, she hurried across a field and found a path that led away from the giantess. 
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Vinlundania was a sprawling country across the seas whose immense might towered over the world. It was a land of divided interests, held together by a mysterious constitution. Its power came from its monopolies and its advanced military prowess and the stealthy spread of its empire across the globe. It had imposed all its goods on the world, but its greatest export was the wall which conquered nations had to pay for and which now brought together an immense array of nations, belonging to its family of influence.

In the capital, New Thorland, a gleaming building, half skyscraper, half medieval castle, presided over the bustle and frenzy of the city. At the tower’s summit was a golden crown.

Above the entrance sat the colossal, sculpted form of the leader of the land. Huge tanks and soldiers on horseback festooned with weapons kept steady guard over the presidential quarters.

The ancient door of the tower led to a proliferation of corridors and rooms. The winding stairs, the guards in uniforms, and a dozen floors yielded a grand hall with a chequered floor, ionic and doric columns, murals with triangles within circles, an array of astrological signs and cabalistic ciphers and emerald cubes. In the sacred symbols, or sometimes holographically behind them, glowed images of the leader. He was president and magus, his image everywhere.

From a gilded throne, a voice spoke with supreme, bored and faintly effeminate authority.

‘Of course they are going to do what I tell them,’ it said. ‘Yes, the whole country. That’s right. I don’t care what they’re called. They’re going to be part of our consortium of nations and they will do what we tell them to do. How many hangings have there been today? A thousand? Not nearly enough! I want all rebels found and hanged. I want all their heads on pikes. No, we won’t run out of pikes. I am the greatest leader that history has ever known. Bring me my great black wolf. Isn’t it gorgeous? Cleanest creature that ever was. Never makes any mess. I only keep intelligent beasts. I miss it. I haven’t seen it in an hour and I miss it already. That’s the kind of man I am. An animalentamist. Take down another message for my people. I am the greatest president known to history. I am a winner. You follow me, you win. You bet against me, you die. Are those too many words? Make them into two messages then. Get it out there now. The people need to know what I’m thinking the moment I think it.’

The door of the hall opened and three liveried officers went running out, each heading in a separate direction.
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In the mid-west of Nevereach, a sad-looking man was walking through a village. He was a little plump and wore old-fashioned trousers and a baggy shirt and hung his head. Children on slop-disposal duties saw him and laughed. He was often the butt of their jibes. One of the children threw a rotten turnip at his head.

The man, whose name was Mel, paused. Should I do something? he thought. Two men were staring at him. The children were watching him. Everything seemed to be waiting to see what he would do.

He took a deep breath and carried on walking. The children burst into laughter and threw more turnips. He broke into a run. And because he ran, they ran after him and jeered at him with more glee.

He eluded them, fighting back tears. When he got to the bungalow that was his home, he paused outside the door. He dried his eyes, ducked under the eaves, and went into the darkness of the room. The heavy smell of a bedridden body rose to meet him.

‘Did they throw turnips at you again?’ came a voice from the dark.

‘How did you know?’

‘You’re a magnet.’

‘Their mean little eyes light up when they see me.’

‘You’ve always been a magnet for bullies.’

‘Why?’

‘You practically invite the world to dump on you.’

‘What can I do about it?’

‘I’ve told you this all your life. You can say “No, never again”.’

‘You want me to lay into the kids one morning? No thanks. Let sleeping dogs lie is what I think.’

‘But this sleeping dog is not lying down, is it? It barks and bites and its bite’s poisonous.’

‘Who are we talking about now?’

‘I’m weary of it, Mel.’

‘What?’

‘The air of the world is not fit to breathe. Why do you want to live when he is taking over the land?’

‘We won’t let him.’

‘You’re afraid of sleeping dogs.’

‘One day I’ll show you I’m not as weak as—’

‘When you were a child, when your father was here, you were as strong as a young lion. But when they got him, you changed. How are you going to get through this world?’

‘I’ll use my wits.’

‘I’d quit in a heartbeat if it weren’t for you.’

‘Why would you do that?’

Mel was pouring water from a pitcher into a bowl.

‘Have you not heard?’

‘What?’

‘They’re headed this way.’

‘Who?’

‘Whose army spreads rape and destruction?’

‘Tanas?’ said Mel, suddenly alarmed. ‘When did you hear it?’

‘This morning. Our neighbours are leaving. Everyone’s fleeing and leaving their stuff behind.’

‘We’d better go too.’

‘Not me.’

‘What?’

‘No one’s making me leave my home.’

‘But Mum!’

His mother sat up in bed. She was fine and pale, her hair rough. Pain had altered the former beauty of her features. She had been ill for a long time. On the last visit, the doctor could find nothing wrong with her apart from her cough, though she was undoubtedly ill.

‘Remind me what’s worth living for?’ she said in a mocking tone of voice.

‘You’re just depressed.’

‘Depressed!’ she snorted.

She sat up straighter, her pale face coming into view in the half darkness of the room.

‘I can cope with depression,’ she said. ‘Depression is self-absorbed stuff.’

She paused, and when she began speaking again it was as if to herself, or to her dead husband, with whom she used to talk extensively about the state of the nation and the world. Her voice was low, and Mel didn’t hear all she was saying, but he made sense of the words through the context of her mood.

‘They’ve taken over most of the world… fracked our land to destruction… ignored all the climate change warnings… cities sinking below the rising waters… our coastal towns gone… half of Africa now desert… ice shelves of Antarctica melted… thousands perishing trying to migrate here… and we’re going to the dogs… having fewer babies… isolated as a people… turning on ourselves, like a hyena devouring its entrails… stagnant for decades… forcing us into Tanas’s kingdom…’

‘He’s not a king. He’s a usurper.’

‘So were most kings if you look back far enough. What was I saying?’

‘That you’re not leaving, though an army is coming.’

‘Nothing’s making me leave. But you have to go. You have to survive.’

‘That’s mad, Mum. Why would I go if you’re not? I’m staying put, with you.’

‘That’s just silly. My life is here. You’re young. Your life’s barely begun.’

‘You were talking about reasons not to live.’

‘That’s right… species dying off at an alarming rate… water shortages… death of conviction…’

‘Tanas has plenty of conviction. He thinks he’s a god.’

‘… meaninglessness… lack of integrity in public life…’

‘Mum, stop! Now you’re depressing me.’

‘Nothing depresses you.’

‘That’s a bit harsh.’

‘Is it? When was the last time you were depressed?’

‘Today, when the kids were—’

‘You weren’t depressed. You were validated.’

‘Validated?’

The mother began coughing. It was a bad cough.

‘You’re being mean again.’

‘Not mean, truthful. I worry for you.’

Mel looked at his mother for a long time. She barely moved or registered his gaze.

‘So, what will you do?’ he asked.

‘Die a little more quickly,’ was her indifferent reply.

‘Please don’t say that.’

‘You should leave now, while you can. There’s nothing here for you.’

‘You’re not the only one who can be stubborn,’ Mel replied, and went outside.




14

That afternoon, Mel was coming back with provisions, staying close to the buildings, half-expecting the children to set upon him again. But there were no children around. He turned a corner and saw a crowd of thugs outside a restaurant owned by people of a different colour. The crowd was smashing up the place, breaking chairs, pulverising tables, tearing the fittings from the walls. They hurled crockery and pots of food out into the streets. The two owners of the restaurant were being given a savage beating, the waiters kicked and punched to the ground. Other people just stood around and watched it all happening. Mel was one of them.

When the thugs left, walking with a pronounced swagger, glaring at everyone with brazen eyes, Mel said nothing. But one of the thugs, brushing past him, saw the look on his face and came back to him and said:

‘Do you want to say something?’

Mel swallowed. Then, to his surprise, words emerged from the depths of his throat.

‘What did they do to you that you had to beat them like that?’

The thug had a shining head and bold eyes. He thrust his face into Mel’s.

‘I’ll tell you what they did,’ he said with a thin smile. ‘They took the trouble to be born.’

He paused. Some of his mates, seeing his face close to Mel’s, moved towards them.

‘You got a problem with that?’

Mel frowned. Then from his chest an alien voice emerged.

‘But it’s not right. You’re punishing them for being human beings.’

The man leaned in.

‘But are they human beings?’

This time Mel didn’t swallow. He began to speak, but before the words rose from the depths of his belly, eight of the gang were on him. They kicked and punched and stamped their heels on his head.

‘If you like them so much this is what you get!’ they kept saying as they laid into him.

His neighbours just stood around, their eyes veiled, saying nothing. Doing nothing. The gang inflicted on Mel a comprehensive beating and drew back to survey their handiwork. But to their surprise Mel began to get up. The heap of broken flesh that he was reassembled itself into a human form. Soon he was on his feet.

The gang stared at him in confusion. Then they looked at one another. They decided, mutely, that two of them ought to be enough to finish off this sad-looking specimen of a man.

As they closed in on him, Mel gave a shout, animalistic in its fury. Then after a feint towards one, and a feint towards the other, he lashed out with a swinging punch that had all his weight behind it. One of the thugs dropped instantly to the ground as if he’d been shot. Mel looked at his fist and at the fallen man in wonder.

Then with a feint in one direction, and a ducking of the head, and an upper cut delivered with his left fist, he sent the second thug flying. Again he looked at his fist. The second thug lay flat on the ground, his right foot twitching.

The rest of the gang approached hesitantly. Mel stood firm. His eyes possessed a new confidence.

‘Maybe I will kill and eat you all,’ he said, blowing breath into both fists.

With a cry he rushed at the gang, swinging rough punches, ducking his head, bobbing, snarling, shoving anyone in his way, till he seemed like a fury among them.

The thugs, who were about six in number, didn’t wait for the conclusion. They ran off in multiple directions, Mel chasing after them, still belting out his sustained cry, till there was nothing left to chase but his shadow.

He collapsed to the earth in exhaustion. And when he woke up, leaping, as if in danger, he found no one there.
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He stood up, disoriented. He felt bruised all over his body. His jaw ached. His face was raw, and his knuckles were all smashed up.

How long had he been out? The world looked different. Scattered household goods lay about the streets, a mattress ripped open, splintered chairs, shards of broken pots, torn-out pages of books, smashed-up cots.

He saw broken windows and the ruptured doors and walls of houses, their roofs tilting on to the street. He saw families fleeing with their luggage into the night.

A house was burning. No one was making any effort to fight the flames. Where was everybody? Where were the children who terrorised him and the parents who supported them?

The streets were full of shadows. There were long thin shadows and gross, formless ones with tiny bloodshot eyes. And there were deformed shadows melting and twisting with the fires of the burning house that suddenly collapsed on itself.
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Mel kept close to the buildings, trying to be invisible. He came to the vegetable shop where he was usually taunted by children. It was silent.

The street looked as if people had stopped what they were doing and had fled or vanished or been spirited away. It looked as if a terrible enchantment had been cast over the world.

There in a corner he saw a child’s torn towel. In another corner was a carter’s broken stool. In the street there was a table with a twisted leg, and on the table was a horseshoe. Over there, a bucket of water was half spilt, a bowl of milk half drunk, and a pint of ale quarter finished.

A mood of horror seemed to hover over the street. He started to run. Hulking misshapen shadows ran ahead of him.

He had heard rumours of Tanas’s evil magicians. He had heard that with their help Tanas could spread terror in advance of his army’s arrival. He had also heard rumours that Tanas’s magicians could enter minds and plant thoughts of defeat and panic. This panic became real under the combined force of the magicians, as they sent vast thought forms across the land. Then people saw armies bigger than they actually were. They saw monsters in the twilight. They saw warriors twice their normal size. It was whispered that Tanas could send big ugly shadows ahead of the armies to strike a primeval dread in the populace.
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As he ran, Mel could not be sure whether the shadows he was seeing were real. They bent and twisted and snarled at him. They became frightening gargoyle faces. His mind recoiled at the horror of them. He fled down the side roads, thinking of his mother.

Obstacles appeared in his path. Walls, fences, ditches lurched out of the darkened air. Things whispered at him as he ran.

He climbed over a wall and a fence and leapt over a ditch. Were they real? He could not be sure. Voices called to him and he kept looking round. He stumbled over broken tables in his way.

At the turn of the path, from where he could see their house, a wild shaggy creature loomed ahead of him. He cried out and took another road.

This was his area, his land. He knew the paths by which to outwit invaders. He took the back routes, and clambered over the fences of his neighbours, and arrived at his home.

The door was wide open. His mother was too careful and bedridden to leave the door open. Too careful and too fearful. She never went out much anymore. Ever since Mel’s father disappeared, she couldn’t really face people.

Mel went in, heart pounding. He expected chaos. He expected the place to be smashed and everything destroyed and turned upside down. Even as he went into the main room he saw chairs and tables out of place. He imagined terrible things, his heart racing.
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There was no sound in the house. That in itself was unnerving. Shadows moved on the walls. He turned to look, but they became still. Mel had the feeling that they were watching him. The shadows of the chairs, the candlesticks, his own shadow, were all watching him.

‘Mum?’ he called hesitantly. ‘Mum?’

The shadows moved and whispered.

‘Mum?’

He went deeper into the living room. That was where she slept. The shadows were sharp-edged at her side of the room. Then he saw a trail of blood.

‘Mum!’

The front door slammed. He hurried over and looked out. A powerful wind was raging through the land. The treetops were straining and bending. He heard the pines groaning. He shut the door and went back in.

‘Mum!’

Then he saw that the blood trail led outside to the tangle of bushes on the border of the small garden. Beyond the garden he found large hoof marks. He followed the tracks till they came to a ravine on the edge of the village. He combed the ravine but did not find his mother, or her body. Back up, on higher ground, he saw an army making its way towards the town.

There he saw the shadow of the giant wall. It was a nightmare wall, sinister with voices and cries and shouts of agony. It went across the land, dividing rivers, forests, estates, parks, municipalities, ancient kingdoms. He saw the shadow of the wall trembling in the air, then it was gone.

The army, like a tumescent river, had arrived at the outskirts of the town, destroying all in its wake.

‘Mum,’ he said to the image of the advancing army, ‘if it takes the rest of my life, I will avenge you.’

He ran back towards the house, but he could hear the belligerent noises of the soldiers working their way through the town. He ran into the house and snatched up only one item, the necklace of snake’s fangs and magic stones that his father had given him as a child to protect him from evil. Then he ran back out. The soldiers were closer now. It was the second time the town had been invaded in one day. He took the path that led to the forest. He only stopped once to look back at his home, the world he was leaving behind.

The soldiers had reached his side of town and were sacking the empty houses. A soldier with a jackal-face saw him and gave a cry. And like a hare fleeing wolves, Mel bounded into the forest.
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Tanas sat at the centre of a long table. It was like the Last Supper, only more sinister, and he sat in the middle, looking bored. Seated on either side of him were nervous men. Those closest to him were the most frightened. They seemed in pain. Apart from one woman at the far left of the table, they were all male and white. Tanas wore a golden robe and a crown sat, at a slight angle, on his head.

They were all silent, expecting something to happen. Then, as if on cue, a messenger was ushered into the room. He spoke as from a script.

‘Mr President, you have now been declared the chosen one.’

‘Always known it,’ Tanas said nonchalantly.

The table rose on cue.

‘All hail the chosen one!’ they cried.

‘You had to hear it to believe it?’ Tanas said. ‘You didn’t believe it before you heard it?’

The messenger spoke again.

‘Even the chosen people declare you the chosen one.’

‘All hail the chosen one of the chosen people!’ cried those around the table.

‘Why did it take so long?’ said Tanas, raising a glass of water to his lips. ‘That’s what I want to know. Why it took so long. I’ve been around all this time. I’ve been made president of most of the world three times over. I sorted all the world’s problems. I built the biggest goddam wall in the world. They worship the wall wherever it’s built. It’s like a god. I fixed all the economies. We drilled all the oil out of the earth. We bought Antarctica. We subdued the nations. We imposed my government all over the earth. Our army is the greatest there has ever been. The people love me everywhere and prostrate themselves before me wherever I go. Mothers bring their sick ones into my presence to be healed. And they are healed. Ask the mothers. What haven’t I done? There is peace on earth. Has there ever been a better peace than in my worldwide reign?’

Tanas looked either side of him. Faces grinned back.

‘There’s just that bunch of rebels out there in Nevereach—’

‘Who said that?’ Tanas interrupted. ‘Who said a bunch of rebels?’

No one spoke. Faces collapsed into expressions of neutrality or consternation. Faces retreated or turned away or looked down. None of them looked at Tanas. But they could all feel his mounting rage.

‘I give you one more chance—’ he began.

‘I said it!’ bleated a round-faced man. He was the minister in charge of tourism. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it. I just thought you should know.’

‘You think I don’t know everything? Even what you’re thinking? Did you not hear that I’m the chosen one?’

‘Yes, Mr President. I only wanted to protect—’

‘Protect me? You?’ said Tanas.

He turned to the door.

‘Get him!’ he said.

Three men with jackal-faces strode into the room. Without being directed they went straight to the Minister of Tourism and between them they devoured him whole. They ate him as if he were a leg of lamb or a side of beef. They chomped on him ravenously.

The room looked on in frozen horror. Tanas pared his fingernails delicately, with a soft expression on his face.
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That same day, in the wilderness of Nevereach, a man rode a shaggy horse through the unexpected heat. He was dishevelled, lean, and hungry. All around him the wheat fields were dying. A dog twitched in its death-throes by the side of the road. Dust and debris and dead cornstalks blew across the land.

As the man rode his scrawny nag he saw a woman in a farm pulling turnips with blackened roots out of the ground. She threw the withered turnips with disgust back on the cracked earth.

The man rode on across desolate plains. He could hear the howls of people far away. With a look of mild consternation, he turned his head in the direction of the sound, and rode on.

The horse proceeded slowly. It paused at a crossroads. Then in slow motion it toppled over on its side and was still. The man toppled over slowly with the horse and he too remained motionless.

After a few moments he managed to free himself. He got up and shook the horse, but it did not move. He looked to the left and right. Then he continued his journey on foot.

Every time a howl shook the air, he shivered. Then he tightened his ragged coat about him and walked on, leaning into the wind.
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He was now travelling through the north west of Nevereach, on a mission to reach neglected towns and cities, to spread the word of revolt. It was a dangerous mission and wherever he went he had to be careful. The authorities had been after him for a long time. He was one of the crucial links between different arms of the elusive resistance movements.

The mood of the land was desperate. There were pitched battles at the markets and shouting matches in the churches. In one of the towns a policeman on horseback splattered mud on a woman and rode on without noticing.

The man saw it all. He watched the conflict and the shouting in towns and villages across the nation. He saw bodies in the streets, some asleep, some dead. Women who sat on chairs with their heads drooping were often found to have slipped off to another world. In the pubs there were rowdy fights between topers. A man was thrown out of a pub on to the street and just lay where he’d been thrown. Dead fish stank on the pavement. The churches were reduced to squalor. Rubbish rolled about the streets.

There was an atmosphere of despair and dispiritedness everywhere. Young women had filthy faces. Young men ran wild. Children had desperate eyes. Men wore rotting clothes, their beards shabby, their shoes splitting at the seams.
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But in the towns and cities that the man journeyed through, there was something odd that he noticed. Near churches and town halls, he saw strange figures lying in pods. He didn’t know whether they were alive or not.

The pods were ancient caskets with a sheath of tough, transparent glass, through which could be seen a figure lying face upwards with their arms at their side. Sometimes it was a woman. Often they were dressed like medieval knights, with their armour and their shields. The pods rested on wooden plinths.

Who were these men and women lying in transparent pods? The man thought about the pods as he passed through the towns. Often the pods stood beside scenes of great desolation, but no one paid them any attention. No one disturbed the pods. It was as if they’d been there for a thousand years.
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In a certain town that was one of his destinations, the man made his way to a pub called The Grail’s Arms.

Outside the pub, two men were fighting. It was clear they didn’t know what they were doing. They fought feebly. Then they keeled over, felled by their own exhaustion and drunkenness. People looked on without much interest.

The man stepped over the antagonists and went into the pub. The bartender looked up.

‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘you’re looking for a free drink.’

‘Not at all.’

‘What do you want then?’

‘A drink.’

‘You paying?’

‘Of course.’

‘What kind?’

‘What do you recommend?’

The bartender looked again at the man and paused. The man made what seemed a pointless gesture with his hands, forming a triangle with his laced fingers, and then dissolving it.

‘You’re not from around here, are you?’ said the bartender.

‘No.’

‘Then I recommend you go back to wherever you came from. There’s nothing here. They’ve gutted the heart out of the land.’

‘Who’s they?’

The bartender looked round furtively.

‘This was once the greatest land in the whole world,’ he said.

‘What happened?’

‘People chose bad leaders.’

‘That’s it?’

‘The climate failed. One day we were on top of the world, the next we were a dust bowl. Where have you come from?’

The man laughed. The bartender poured him a pint.

‘It’s more important where I’m going.’

‘Where’s that?’

The man ignored the question.

‘War is coming.’

‘What war?’

‘An army is coming to crush us once and for all.’

‘But why? We’re crushed already. There’s nothing worth taking. The land’s broken. We’ll surrender without a fight.’

‘We’re the last piece in their jigsaw of power,’ said the man who had just come into town.

‘Who’s sending an army?’

‘Who do you think?’

‘He’s conquered almost everything. What does he need us for?’

‘He needs our mines and our mythology.’

‘I think you will find that no one cares.’

‘We have to resist or it’s the end of the world as we know it.’

‘Hallelujah!’ said the bartender dejectedly. ‘It can’t end soon enough for me.’

The man who had come into town stared at the bartender. He was no longer sure that this was one of the men he was tasked with speaking to, one who had influence with the people through the vital nature of his job.
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The bartender stared back at him with vacant eyes.

‘You want the world to end?’

‘Do you like it as it is?’

‘It depends.’

‘Please, go outside now and have a look around.’

‘I’ve just come in from outside.’

‘Did you like what you saw?’

‘No.’

‘Therefore, the world must end.’

‘The world can always be different. This is what I keep telling my son.’

‘You have a son in these terrible times?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Apibus.’

The bartender stared at him mutely for a moment.

‘Unless you belong to—’

‘So, you do see the need for resistance?’

The bartender lowered his head.

‘Of course. We should have rebelled long ago but didn’t. Our politicians betrayed us. We betrayed ourselves.’

The bartender resumed his polishing of the bar.

‘We deserve what we get,’ he said. ‘We deserve to have our world end.’

‘So, you’ve given up?’

‘No one cares anymore. I water my garden.’

‘They got to you, didn’t they?’

The bartender paused in his polishing and was silent for a moment.

‘What did they offer you?’

The bartender suddenly looked different. He put the cloth away.

‘The pint’s on the house,’ he said. ‘But don’t come back.’

Throughout the conversation the man had not touched his drink. He pushed the pint back to the bartender who had turned and was arranging bottles on the shelf.

‘You can use that to water your garden,’ the man said, and left.
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Apibus was teaching his daughter to fight in the outskirts of a village called Rosenia. They were in the small field behind their house. He was aware that they were not going to be living there for much longer. His father had returned from his mission of trying to alert people in the towns and cities about the invasion to come, but no one seemed to want to know. No one cared. He had now gone on another mission to the south to see if he could rouse the people there. He had been on this mission since Apibus’s grandfather disappeared. It seemed it was all happening again, like a nightmare from which the land did not want to wake up. Apibus had been left with the distinct sense that any moment now their lives could be thrown upside down.

Apibus’s daughter was seven years old. He was showing her how to block a punch and how to punch back.

‘I don’t want to learn how to fight,’ she said.

‘Why not? You told me you’re afraid.’

‘I know. But isn’t there another way?’

‘No, there isn’t. You have to fight or people will keep making you afraid.’

‘Can’t I fight with my mind?’

Apibus looked at his daughter.

‘Where did you learn that?’

‘In one of your books.’

‘Which one?’

‘One of your secret books.’

‘You know where I hide my secret books?’

‘You showed me.’

‘Did I?’

‘You showed me other things too.’

‘Like what?’

‘How to concentrate. How to move objects with my mind. Get messages from the gods. Why did you teach me all that? No one else teaches their kids things like that.’

‘It’s a secret.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if it falls into the hands of bad people, it can be used for evil.’

‘Like who?’

Apibus paused.

‘Like Tanas.’

‘The one with the wall?’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘I hear you talking to people at night.’

‘You should be sleeping.’

‘The shadows won’t let me.’

‘What else do you know?’

‘The wall eats people and there’s a war.’

‘There isn’t a war.’

‘Why are you lying, Dad? There is a war. Grandad told me.’

Apibus felt trapped. His daughter stared back at him.

‘I try to protect you from all that.’

‘Is that why you’re teaching me to fight?’

‘Let’s stop for today.’

‘No, teach me. When they come at me like this, what do I do?’

She threw some kicks and punches at her father, who found himself having to parry them.

Just at that moment they heard the thudding of big horses bearing down on them in the field and on the horses were men wearing armour, with guns and spiked instruments hanging from their leather belts. But the men that the daughter couldn’t stop looking at were the two at the back. They had sleek jackal-faces.

The men on horseback formed an intimidating circle around them. The horses were restless. The men looked down at Apibus and his daughter with something like contempt.

‘What’s this about?’ Apibus said.

‘We’ve been looking for you,’ said one of the jackal-faced horsemen. ‘Take us to those who are plotting against our great leader.’

‘We don’t know about stuff like that.’

‘Your father has been travelling the country fomenting unrest.’

‘We don’t know anything about resistance.’

‘Resistance? I didn’t use that word.’

‘What word?’

‘What were you teaching your daughter just now?’

‘How to dance.’

The men on horseback laughed.

‘Show us this dance.’

‘It can’t be shown to strangers,’ Apibus said. ‘It’s a family tradition.’

The men on horseback laughed again.

‘Do you take us for idiots?’

Then two of the soldiers climbed down from their horses. They bristled with armour and portable artillery, computerised machine guns and laser guns. The jackal-headed ones stayed mounted.

The girl hid behind her father. He was discreetly studying the men’s shadows. They quivered and contorted, morphing from one form to another.

‘Do you see what I’m seeing?’ the girl whispered.

Apibus nodded.

As the men drew closer, he spoke rapidly to her.

‘When I say run, run. Go to our oak tree. Knock three times. I’ll find you when this is over.’

The men were tightening the circle around them. Apibus shut his eyes and repeated a phrase over and over. A mist formed around the girl. It grew thicker. Then it obscured her altogether.

‘Where’s the girl?’ said one of the soldiers.

‘She was here.’

‘She’s gone.’

‘Run!’ hissed Apibus.

As his daughter ran towards the river, still obscured by the mist, Apibus launched his attack. He wrenched at a jackal-face and found that it did not come off. He ducked a sword thrust, kicked one man in the groin, smashed a third on the nose, and ran back towards the town, away from the river. The men bounded after him.

He took them along the edge of town, then back out into the woods. They caught him near a beech tree, felled him with a tackle, and piled on top of him. Then they hauled him up.

‘Hang him!’

‘Crucify him!’

‘String him up!’

They bound his wrists, tied a rope round his ankles and slung the other end of the rope round a sturdy branch of an oak tree. Then they winched him up. He rose into the air, feet first, head dangling.

They made a target of his head and threw stones at him. He ducked, swinging his head from side to side. Then they kicked and punched him till he slumped unconscious.

A bugle sounding sent them scurrying for their horses and they rode off towards the village, leaving Apibus lightly turning on the branch.
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Darkness fell slowly. Apibus, hanging by his feet, woke up and looked around him. With a sinking feeling, he remembered where he was.

He began to swing from side to side like a pendulum. He swung until he gathered momentum and lifted himself from his waist and caught hold of the knot of his feet. Though bound at the wrists, he was able to lift himself up. He got hold of the branch, flipped round, and freed himself. He dropped to the floor soundlessly. With his teeth he undid the knot at his wrists.

He heard voices from among the trees.

‘Is there a guard on that rebel we’ve got hanging?’

‘I’ll go and check.’

‘If he’s not there your head will pay the price.’

Apibus crept into the woods. He crawled along the ground and circumvented the area of fighting. The rebels and Tanas’s soldiers, who were fighting, couldn’t see one another. Apibus slipped into the black lake and silently swam across.

He climbed ashore and wrung out his trousers and shirt. Then he fled from the dust clouds of the advancing army.
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He was still shivering as he ran away from the village, across two farms, down old cattle paths and past the ruined church. From afar he heard a steady shuffling of feet. Then he saw the rough forms of figures going past. There seemed no end to them. They moved in a slow, despondent way, as if they were figures in Hades. He crouched and went towards them, sure from the way they moved that they weren’t soldiers. He came to a road where he saw crowds of people pouring in one direction. Solemn and silent, they looked ghostly in the evening light. They slouched along the road with a fearful air of resignation and anxiety. They carried what they could of their worldly goods, mattresses, chairs, buckets, bundles of clothes, computers, radios, cribs, mats, shoes, boxes of toilet paper and sanitary towels. They carried pots and kettles. One man had a cat under one arm and a small box of books under the other. There were many old men and women in the procession. There were boys and girls and babies. They all looked haggard and scared. It was impossible to tell how long they had been on the road. They seemed to have been shuffling along in the dark for an eternity.

At first, he watched them from a short distance. There were babies crying that would not stop. There were men leading dogs. There were men with bundles on the pillions of their bicycles. From his dim knowledge of the surrounding area, Apibus tried to work out which town they had escaped from but couldn’t. They could have fled from any of the southern towns. He tried to work out where they might be going, and if there was some sort of plan to their movement, but he couldn’t do that either. Apibus drew closer to them. And as he got closer, he could smell their grief and dispossession. It was more than old sweat and the staleness of eternally wandering. It was the odour of flesh breaking down, of bones and fetid exhaustion.

The procession stretched for over a mile down the rough road. As he watched, people in the crowd dropped by the side of the road. He saw an old woman fall and then a child. They slid to the ground and stayed there. Not long afterwards he saw an old man with a stick crumple to the ground.

Apibus wanted to help the old man. But the line of people was so dense he could not reach him.

So, he joined the procession.

‘Where’s everyone going?’ Apibus asked the man he found himself walking beside.

‘We’re fleeing.’

‘Fleeing what?’

‘The wall.’

‘Another one?’

‘Where’ve you been? The army of Tanas has descended on us. We’re all supposed to worship the wall. They nourish it with our blood.’

‘But it’s just a wall?’

‘Not an ordinary wall. It takes power from us.’

‘Where are you headed now?’

‘I don’t know where everyone else is going,’ he said, and paused, studying Apibus to see if he could trust him. ‘But I’m in search of the last warriors.’

‘The last warriors?’

‘Yes. When they burned our house down, I fled into the forest and lived really wild. I crawled into a cave and was ready to die there. But there was an old man in the cave. He’d been part of the underground for years. He taught me all kinds of things. I only knew him a short time, but he was like a father to me. He told me about a witch upcountry who’s got secrets with which to fight Tanas.’

‘A witch?’

‘She’s on the side of the rebels. She’s an earth witch. Knows how to wake the land. But she needs warriors to train.’

‘You trust this witch?’

‘I trust the old man.’

‘Sounds like my dad.’

‘Really? Let’s keep walking. What’s your name?’

‘Apibus.’

‘What kind of name is that?’

‘Dad loved Latin. Your name?’

‘Mel. My mother loved Latin too.’

‘They should have met.’

Mel laughed.

‘So where is this witch?’

‘The old man never told me. He said to follow the signs.’

‘What signs?’

‘That’s just it. I don’t know. He said I’d know them when I saw them.’

Mel looked at Apibus.

‘I think you’re a sign.’

‘The only sign I know is that strange star at night. A long time ago my grandfather kept telling me to follow it.’

Mel slapped him on the back.

‘You’re coming with me to find the witch.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Just like that.’

‘What does she do?’

‘Conducts secret ceremonies.’

‘I’ve done a lot of that already. Initiations, rites, rituals. Part of the resistance.’

‘Isn’t the resistance about fighting?’

‘There’s spiritual resistance too.’

‘I know. I studied the snake tradition. Was even schooled by a shaman. My mum thought it would give me more confidence, but it just made me seem weirder. Made people pick on me more.’

‘And it did nothing for you?’

‘Made me an outsider. Never fitted in. Had a massive breakdown ten years ago when they killed my dad. Woke up one morning and kept bashing my head against a wall.’

‘Then what did you do?’

‘Went on a god-almighty quest. Tried everything. Studied many traditions. Now I am a mixed bag, an esoteric anthology. There are things I know but never use. You ever heard of laughter healing?’

‘What’s that?’

Then Mel, with no change in demeanour, began laughing. It was a belly-shaking, air-quaking, earth-trembling laugh. He laughed so hard that people around them looked at them in puzzlement. An old woman behind them smiled, baring her toothless mouth. A man with a bundle on his back began laughing. Soon a contagion of laughter began all around them. The infection caught on with Apibus too. Neither he nor Mel could stop laughing. The more they tried, the more they laughed. Apibus laughed so hard that his ribs hurt and he fell to his knees. By then he was finding everything funny. A rake-thin woman with an armful of brooms, a child with a fluffy dragon, a man rolling a bicycle with a suitcase tied to the seat, all made him laugh harder. He wasn’t the only one. Around them people fell under the spell, some coughing and spluttering, as they tried to restrain themselves. Apibus was laughing so badly then that it seemed he was having a fit. Terror clouded his face, and his eyes widened. He was dying of laughter. At the last moment, Mel touched a spot at the back of his neck and Apibus snapped out of it and leapt to his feet, tears pouring down his face. He was in a sort of shock.

‘What was that?’ he stammered.

‘There are two kinds of extreme laughter. Bliss laughter and death laughter. You went from one to the other.’

‘And you let me?’

‘You did it so fast.’

‘I could’ve died.’

‘I wouldn’t have let you. It’s something I rarely use.’

‘You’re weird.’

‘You’re a sign.’

‘All I want is to get my daughter back.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘Don’t want to talk about it.’

‘My mother was captured, or she ran away, or she’s dead. We can’t do anything till this war is over.’

‘To think we once thought everything was fine.’

‘We were asleep. We still haven’t woken up.’

They were so engrossed in one another that they didn’t realise at first that something had brought the crowd to a halt.
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Still recovering from the sight of the giantess emerging from the black lake, Rosa walked along the barely discernible tracks in the night. She walked through the low whisper of the trees.

In the depth of night, she noticed an unusual event in the sky. She saw a ray of light travelling from a star. The ray formed an arc that touched the earth in the west.

‘A shooting star in reverse,’ she said to herself. ‘A sign.’

She walked a long time in the direction of the star, often alarmed by the sounds of the night. She picked up a stick and remained alert, ready to use it. Rodents in the underbrush, scuttling animals among the trees, made her lash out. She didn’t stop to rest but kept on walking in the direction of the star. Overcome by tiredness, she curled at the foot of a tree for a short rest, but when she woke hours had passed and she was stiff and cold. She walked all night and fell asleep in a disused barn that stank of ancient horse piss and stale hay. In the morning the star was faint in the sky. She had woken up, washed her face in a horse trough, and eaten some dry carrots she’d found in the barn. She made her way up a rutted path that led into a wood.

When she came out of the woods into open farmland, she saw from a distance what looked like figures shuffling forward into a mist. Not sure whether it was a procession or the invading army, she watched from afar.

Then she approached cautiously. When she got closer, she saw not the hordes of rampaging soldiers she dreaded but the silent procession of men and women and children, ghostly in the dawn mists.

On their backs, or on carts, they carried all their possessions – shapeless bundles, bags of food, solar panels, handbags, photograph albums. She saw one woman pushing a supermarket trolley loaded with all her belongings, and carrying under her arm a box of shoes. A girl was hugging a bunch of dolls. A man wore the T-shirt of a favourite football team. One woman stumbled along in a fur coat. A boy who was in a screaming tantrum clutched a heap of comics. Another man wheeled a giant television set. Children were dragged along like sleepwalkers. One woman had three babies in her arms. They all moved grimly through the mist. 

Rosa crept out of the woods and, crouching as she ran and hiding behind bushes, she drew closer to the procession. Then she saw, at a junction further down the road, some distance ahead of the line of people and, unseen by them, a group of men on horseback. One of them had a jackal-face. She saw guns and swords.

Rosa knew at once that these were the soldiers of the invading army. She decided to get as close to them as she could and made her way through the bushes, along the line of ash trees and oaks, and up the side of a hill, moving stealthily. She crept forward until she was close enough to hear the leader speak.

‘You all know what you have to do,’ he growled. ‘No one must escape. No one.’

As he spoke the clouds suddenly parted and Rosa saw in the sky a single yellow eye, then it was gone.
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Rosa did not know what to do.

‘They’re practically an army,’ she said to herself. ‘How can I stop this ambush?’

She paced and paced.

‘I’m too small. They’ll just kill me too and that’ll be the end of it.’

She paced some more. Then she stopped and leaned against a linden tree. As soon as her back touched the trunk she felt a somnolence come over her. She drifted away into a mild doze. Then she heard the low murmurs of the lisping wind.

‘Make the right move and everything moves with you,’ it said over and over again.

She could barely hear the words. Then the cracking of a branch wrenched her out of sleep. From the corner of her eye she saw the giantess vanish into the forest. When she woke, her head felt different. She felt clearer and calmer. She felt stronger and seemed to think faster. She knew now that she had to do something or she would forever carry in her soul the knowledge of a massacre that she’d done nothing to avert.

Rosa had no weapons. She had only herself and an awareness of a power in her that she could not control.
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Then her father’s words came to her.

He had been teaching her a practice whose purpose she had not understood at the time.

‘What do I tell you to repeat every day?’ he’d asked.

‘The age is dying and I am a light,’ she replied.

‘That’s right. Why is the age dying?’

‘Because we have lost our centre.’

‘Do you notice something in the air?’

‘The taste of bitter ash.’

‘Anything else?’

‘People can’t sleep.’

‘Anything else?’

‘There are no heroes anymore.’

‘But you’re here, Rosa. You’re a light.’

‘I don’t feel it.’

‘You will.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Just remember,’ her father said. ‘When you need superhuman power you will find it waiting in you.’
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Her father’s words woke in her as she hid among the trees. Her mother had told her about an underground city of people who worked with the secrets of the earth. Her father spoke about their mysterious work.

‘When the world ends,’ he had said, ‘only the underground mysteries will save us.’

‘Why will the world end?’ she had asked, worried for the first time in her life.

‘Because people don’t believe anymore.’

‘Believe in what?’

‘In anything. They’ve made the world empty.’

That night, her mother heard her weeping in the dark.

‘Why are you crying?’

‘Because the world is going to end.’

‘Don’t worry,’ her mother had said. ‘Nature has a way of looking after herself.’

‘How?’

Her mother smiled.

‘When all hope is lost the giants will return. Some will come from the lakes.’

It had seemed like the beginning of a fairy tale then and she had fallen asleep soon after. But she remembered the conversation.

Here in the forest she was seeing the world beginning to come to an end.
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Rosa climbed higher up the hill, clambering over the wet bracken in the dawn light. She could make out the long slow procession, the people with their carts and their bundles wearily making their way up the road. She could see that soon they would be jumped on and annihilated by the men with weapons and jackal-faces waiting round the bend.

As she crouched there, she heard something behind her and spun round. She caught only the low murmur of the wind in the trees.

‘Turn the world upside down,’ it whispered. ‘Take a stand.’

She saw a thick branch near her on the ground, seized it and ran, sliding on her bottom as she went down the hill till she reached the road. Instead of attacking from behind, using the prime advantage she had, of surprise, she ran out in front of the men on horseback. She raised her branch high as if it were a dangerous weapon.

‘Over my dead body will you touch those innocent people!’ she cried, making herself look as big and as fierce as possible.

The soldiers stared in silence for a moment. She thought perhaps they hadn’t heard her. Then the man she had heard speaking, the jackal-faced leader on his huge black horse, burst out in laughter. He pointed at her and laughed. The others joined him and laughed too at the slender woman with the stick in her hand.

Stirred by the men’s insolent amusement, she cast out to them a scornful thought that stopped their mouths.

‘You are all cowards,’ she spat.

Then she ran at them, leaping high into the air, and with a double swing of the branch, executed in a single motion, she knocked two soldiers clean off their horses. She managed to unseat a third with a returning kick. Then she rolled on to the ground and jumped back up to her feet. Before the horsemen knew what had happened, she was standing exactly where she had been before.

The men did not move. They seemed mesmerised, knowing something had happened and staring in puzzlement at the girl. Then they looked at one another and charged, weapons raised. Rosa jumped out of their way and began running. She knew they would come after her and so she led them away from the procession.

At that moment those at the front of the line turned the corner. They saw the soldiers in pursuit of a woman. Alarm and panic ran through them.

‘An ambush!’

‘They’re going to kill us!’

The crowd broke and scattered. Some people took to the forest. Others ran back down the road they had walked along. There were fierce disagreements about the best course of action. Some asked about weapons, wanting to fight. Most wanted nothing but a place to rest their heads. A baby began crying. A woman giving birth by the roadside began howling.

Mel and Apibus heard the commotion and ran forward to the front. They saw the soldiers and realised it was an ambush. They had thought of themselves as protectors of the weak and elderly in the procession but now were having to rethink their role. Then they saw the horsemen converging on one woman, tightening the knot around her.

‘Make an example of her!’ the jackal-faced leader commanded. ‘Finish her off!’

The soldiers jumped down from their horses and crowded around the woman. She fought bravely. She whacked one soldier on the knees, bringing him down, clobbering him on the head, knocking him out. She cracked a second one in the crotch and sent him sprawling with a swing of the thick branch to the back of his head. But then the hilt of a sword came down on her, and everything went black. Her limp body was hoisted over the saddle of a horse. Apibus and Mel saw the horsemen ride away down the hill.

‘We have to do something,’ Mel said.

‘Like fight? You up for it?’

‘Hell, yes. I’ve been bullied all my life. No more. But we need a plan.’

He went into deep thought.

‘Okay, I have it,’ he said after a moment.

‘Good,’ said Apibus. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Don’t you want to hear the plan?’

‘Trust,’ Apibus said, and he was gone.

Mel saw the soldier riding off with Rosa bound to the saddle. She was awake and shouting something over and over again.

‘Cowards! Fight me one to one, woman to man. I dare you!’

The horsemen were laughing.

‘None of you are real men. Fight me one to one! Cowards!’

‘I’ve had enough of this,’ said the leader on his towering horse. ‘Do I have to shut her up?’

The horsemen were silent.

‘Just as I thought,’ said Rosa, with calculated scorn. ‘An army of small dicks hiding behind jackal-faces.’

‘Enough!’ the leader shouted at the man with Rosa tied to his saddle. ‘Finish her off. Then join us.’

With that the leader turned and rode away with the rest of the men.

The horseman cut Rosa’s bonds and she dropped to the ground.

‘You’re in trouble now,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘Get off the horse and fight me.’

‘I’m not that stupid,’ said the rider.

Then he bore down on her, wielding his sword, which he swung in a deadly arc, aiming for her head. He struck, but she was not there. He wheeled the horse round.

‘I’m over here, fogbrain. Come and get me.’

Angered, he thundered towards her and lashed out with the sword. But his momentum nearly sent him flying. He had sliced only the air.

Then he heard laughter behind him. He looked around anxiously, unable to fathom how the woman came to be standing behind him.

‘Hey, sewer rat, I’m here!’ Rosa called.

The soldier rode furiously at her, bending low to slice her through but instead feeling a thwack on the back of his head that sent him tumbling from his horse. He managed to get up as the horse bolted. When the soldier was standing, he saw two Rosas, then a third, then a fourth. She was twirling the branch in her hand and smiling.

‘I don’t even know how I’m doing this,’ she said.

The soldier span round at the same moment that the lightning-fast blur of the branch blotted out his light. He toppled over like a falling tree, his head bouncing off the earth. His eyes opened briefly. Then he saw the single form of Rosa standing above him as darkness closed his eyes.
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Apibus and Mel saw the soldiers charge Rosa and bounded down the hill, shouting. They stopped either side of her.

‘Don’t be alarmed,’ Apibus said. ‘We’re here to help. I’m Apibus. He’s Mel.’

‘I’m Rosa.’

‘What did you just do?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It was magic.’

Soldiers were coming at them on foot and on horseback. The three of them plunged into the fray. They supported one another, each strengthening the other. As a man was about to run Apibus through with a sword, Rosa took him down with the heavy end of her branch. And Mel with a kick broke the leg of another man about to swing a mallet at Rosa. They were outnumbered. Seven soldiers to their three. But the soldiers found that they kept hitting one another. Every time one of them aimed a weapon at Rosa, they hit one of their comrades instead. Rosa felled two men with her branch, swinging it like a vicious pendulum. Apibus brought a pair down from their horses, smashing their heads together. Two soldiers, one with a sword, the other with a mace, came at Mel. Mel laughed as he saw them.

‘What’s he doing?’ cried Rosa. ‘Has he lost it?’

‘Watch,’ Apibus shouted.

Mel was clutching his sides. The two soldiers stopped mid-attack and began chuckling. Their chuckle became mild laughter, and that became a full belly guffaw.

‘You’re in so much trouble,’ one said between gusts.

‘You’re going to wish… you’re going to…’ the second one could not finish.

The first soldier laughed so much he slid off his horse and fell convulsing to the ground.

The second was still on his horse, but the intensity of his laughter so spooked his horse it threw him and he landed on the ground like a sack of stones. The gruesome sound of the fall sent both men into another round of laughter. They laughed and spluttered and laughed and choked and then both fell silent. They lay dead on the ground.

‘Did they just laugh themselves to death?’ Rosa asked, in amazement.

Mel, in response, turned both men over with his foot.

‘I’ll tell you all about it later,’ he said.

Apibus had gathered three riderless horses by their halters. He handed the reins of one to Rosa.

‘What am I supposed to do with this?’

‘You’re coming with us, aren’t you?’

‘Where are you going?’

‘To find the witch of the North. To wake the warriors. Ask Mel.’

‘I’ve heard about the warriors.’

‘Where from?’

‘I don’t know. My dreams?’

Mel was mounted now.

‘Get on the horse,’ he said.

‘I don’t know how to ride.’

‘You didn’t know how to fight, did you?’

‘I had to fight.’

‘Now you have to ride. They’ll be coming for us.’

He rode on ahead. Without thinking, Rosa swung herself on the horse, which bolted with her hanging on to its neck. Apibus rode after her and caught the reins, calming the horse.

He showed her how to control the horse using her knees, how to get the beast to stop.

‘Sit up straight,’ he said. ‘Be confident. The horse responds to confidence.’

‘Like most things,’ Rosa said, taking the reins again.

‘I don’t know what you two are talking about,’ said Mel. ‘I’ve never had confidence.’

They rode off together.

‘Who knows where we’re going?’ asked Rosa.

‘We’re going to find the witch of the North,’ answered Mel.

‘How do we find her?’

‘We follow the signs by day and the stars by night.’

‘It’s a dangerous time to be travelling,’ said Rosa. ‘We all know this, right?’

They nodded.

‘But what about the refugees?’ Rosa said suddenly. ‘Shouldn’t we be helping them?’

‘Scattered,’ said Apibus. ‘Our priority is getting to the witch.’

‘But how will we feel if we find out later that all those people died?’ said Rosa, looking back.

Apibus turned too.

‘We can help others when we’ve helped ourselves,’ Mel said.

‘I was raised differently,’ said Rosa.

‘We’ll be fighting Tanas’s soldiers, you know.’

‘We could confuse them.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Helping the refugees could be a diversion. It could perplex them.’

‘What would our objective be?’ Apibus said.

‘Helping people who’re trying to get to safety.’

‘There’s no safety anywhere now,’ said Mel bluntly.

‘I can distract the soldiers,’ offered Rosa.

‘And we can round up the scattered people and set them on the right path.’

‘Okay,’ said Mel. ‘Let’s go.’
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‘I hear there are people calling for me to step down. Who are these people? They’re traitors to our country, the greatest country on earth. Do they know that to say anything against the highest office in the land is treason? Why haven’t their heads been brought before me on sticks? Haven’t they heard that I’m a living god? I am the messiah this nation’s been waiting for. I am immortal. What’s the news from the invasion? Are the people grateful that we’ve come to save them? Are they chanting my name in the streets? Give me the good news.’

Tanas was holding court in the Diamond Office. His throne was his regular office chair which he’d had reupholstered in ermine. It was his inner circle which had dubbed it his throne. They were all present, his press secretary, his public relations team, his ministers, his foreign secretary, his lawyers, his hair specialist, two foreign heads of state soaking up the doctrine of Tanasism, and his chief magician, his guru.

The guru sat beside him silently, watching the proceedings with serene and sinister eyes. Every now and then he would whisper something in Tanas’s ear.

One of the ministers rose.

‘All is good out there, O Tanas, our god. Your opponents are bold from a distance. They hide behind the constitution. But we are sharpening sticks for their heads. As for the invasion, the first wave of our army has landed and they are hailed as liberators. The jackals have been unleashed. Fear has paralysed the country. The best minds have declared their allegiance to you. These are politicians and intellectuals.’

‘They know what’s good for them,’ said the Foreign Secretary. ‘The Prime Minister awaits your arrival and guidance. The dark wind has been sent through the land and the night whisperers have begun their deadly work. It is a small country and will fall easily. They have no resistance to speak of—’ he went on smoothly.

‘That’s not what I hear,’ bellowed Tanas, looking pugnaciously from face to face. ‘I hear some of them have come out on our side, but many still resist us. Great numbers are fleeing the cities. That must be stopped. They can’t be allowed to hole up in the countryside. Haven’t you heard of guerrilla warfare? And then some members of the resistance got away after we caught them. Are we going soft or what? You don’t conquer the world by going soft. I want a head on a spit. And you know who I mean. Now get to work. I’ve got to talk to the world.’

With that Tanas strode out of the Diamond Office, followed by his chief magician.

But the shadow of Tanas remained.
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From land, sea, or air, the city of Mindoom is unmistakable. However much it spreads, it always assumes a cruciform shape. It bristles with towers and skyscrapers; church spires pierce the clouds and watchtowers scan the horizon.

Mindoom sprawls across several hills and on the summit of its highest hill is a giant golden head. This dazzling golden head, stark in features, has become the chief emblem of the city. Revolving slowly at all times, its eyes are shadowed and appear to survey things on land and in the air. No one knows who it portrays. The head has been there for as long as anyone can remember. The giant head is as old as myth and constantly restored by the invisible efforts of an unknown committee.

For the people of the land the head is part of their ancient heritage. All power in the land relates to it. One myth claims it is the visible form of God. Another says the head is the image of the first and greatest king of the land, and therefore the mysterious source of the governance of the nation. If it constitutes a religion then it is one that has so percolated through the lives of the people that no one really knows what it is.
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While the land is dry and speech almost silent, and the crops fail and the waters dry up and the people stagger under the shadow of the vast wall, while the land above succumbs to deadness and dehydration of spirit, while the springs stop flowing and the fountains crack, something lives in the land that is not of the land.

To know what it is and what form this living takes, it is necessary to go deeper than the deep-tunnelling mole, necessary to go deeper than the deep-delving snake.

For deep below the ground, far under the rocks and stones and tightly packed layers of ancient earth, deep down where no one has ever gone before, a strange race breeds and labours and dreams unknown.
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There are no known routes from the surface to the teeming world below. Only those who have acquired a certain knowledge and undergone certain obscure initiations even know of the existence of these underworld people.

There may be no known routes from the surface to the underworld, but only from the surface can you get there. No space is large enough for the bodies of the people above to pass through.

An adage of the race who live below relates that only the weightless, only the pure in spirit, can find their way to their secret cities.

Just as no known route from above leads below, so no known route from below leads above. Another adage below holds that down is up and up is down.

No one knows how this underground world came to be. There are whispers in secret places, but no one knows its origins. Their mythologies are wordless, and their philosophies are silent. Everything exists in how they live. And their lives are signs and emblems of unstated and unsayable things.

To those above the ground, the people below do not exist. They do not appear in history. They do not even appear in alternative histories. They exist on no maps. There are no myths or rumours about them.

The people below built their cities and their subterranean lives using nothing from the world above. They have their own light, a light that comes from stones and rocks, from hidden water and subterranean vents linked to the centre of the earth. Their air is purer than that of the upper world. They have no pollution. Their food is untainted and rich with nutrients and extremely nourishing. Their pomegranates and apples, grown from their unique light sources, heal diseases before they become diseases. A little of their juice closes up wounds within minutes.

The skin of the underpeople gleams like the skin of serpents. And like serpents they slough their skin. Once every seven years, they fall asleep and in the morning they simply step out of their old skins. They make powerful magic with these sloughed skins.

Their mythology, in its silence, is a mythology of serpents. Their rituals are serpent rituals. They speak an unknown tongue from the beginnings of the earth’s history – sibilant, forked, and resonant.

As they constantly remake their skins with their breath and their dreams, they are never quite the same. They change from year to year and yet maintain a remarkable consistency.

The underpeople writhe beneath the earth in silent convulsions which the surface of the earth never feels. All the underground rivers and all the underground trees are known to them. Sometimes their trees grow upside down, from their skies, and people pick fruit from ladders.

The sky in that world is golden-purple and sometimes it is brown like the earth.

The people from that realm emerge from stories and replant themselves back into stories. They slither from one reality to another. They work with the shadow of things. With spirit they bind, with breath they shape things, and with soft incantations they create reality, the substance of what will be. And with a clicking sound or a rasping breath they undo and unmake.

They rule all below, the hidden giants, the shadow beings, the massive forms that spontaneously make fire or shift the core of the earth.

Their gods are vast and mysterious. Their gods contain an infinite population of beings, appearing and dissolving, coming and going, forming and unforming in accord with the immense breathing at the rim of the world.
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The underground world merges with the overground world invisibly. Often the people below, in dreams or in trances, slip into the world above to alter it or steal from its faults and its forms, its evils and inspirations.

For the people below know how to devour evil and turn it into the realities they create from thought or dreams. With this ability to devour and convert evil, the people below hold the real power.

But in Nevereach there is a new power. The new power spreads across the land. It sends forth its shadow thoughts, its paranoia, its fears, its horrors. It compels people of the nation to capitulate before the dreaded name of its leader, Tanas. And the wall which the power brings with it and builds across the land, conscripts converts to its dark new religion of force.

Meanwhile, the people below, unaware of what is going on above, grow stronger for the presence of the new evil. Blood that flows above nourishes the people below.
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The denizens of the place below dance with serpents. And serpents slide over their bodies, renewing their skins and their psyches.

On these nights, they perform rituals of sensuality, with mass chanting and deep breathing. They pull energy from the depths of the earth, channelling it through the pores and holes in their bodies. Then they hurl themselves into dances of the flesh and the psychic dances of the spirit.

In this state they glow with feral energies. They stamp and shake and roll around, plunging into the limitless depths of their spirits. Their bodies will be covered with the foam of ecstasy which they gather like dew and drink like elixir.

To them, sex and power, the writhing of their limbs and the charging of their chakras go together. Women pour out the power of their goddesses through their bodies. And at the height of the ritual they become silent and a cosmic hum passes from the earth through them. In the upper world this is heard as earth-rumbles or earthquakes that do not crack the land but shake it to a new frequency, a new rhythm.

Then the serpent energy leaks into the land above. It will be felt only by the sensitive members of the population, the artists and the mad, children and women in their menstrual cycles and all those who rely on their instincts for a living.

In those times the underground rivers swell in their courses and the inner tides are full. Then the land becomes ripe for rebellion and revolt.
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In the world above, the shadows grew thick. Horses’ hooves sounded on turf and field. The enormous new wall cast a shadow over the earth. Wherever it spread, the populace, compelled by fear, intimidated by rumours of towns that had been sacked and all the inhabitants killed, fell to their knees and worshipped the wall. Rumours of Tanas’s power spread like wildfire through the land.
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Then, on a certain day lost to history, the image of Tanas appeared all over Nevereach. Some claimed it was a holographic image, projected through the contracted limbs of an advanced technology. Others said it was a mass hallucination induced by fear. Some maintained it was really created by desire. Certain thinkers suggested that sometimes people long for their own abasement. They long to be conquered, long for their own enslavement. The thinkers’ reasoning was strange. They put forward the notion that a once-victorious people often long for their own subjugation to liberate them from the awful responsibility of being and becoming, to free them from the impossible task of rising again to their lost glory. It seemed that the burden of being on top all the time becomes exhausting and people secretly wish to be free of it. Some philosophers, taking a more political reading, suggested that the secret desire to be enslaved was the dark consequence of centuries of oppression inflicted on others. Moral chickens coming home to roost. These views were controversial at best and bitterly divided the commentators.

These levels of commentary reflected how bad things had become in Nevereach.
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The ghostly image of Tanas loomed large in the sky. It seemed to address the entire population. All who looked up, saw it and heard Tanas’s words differently. They heard him personally.

‘People of Nevereach,’ he said, ‘I am what you have been waiting for. You’ve had kings and queens, presidents and prime ministers, but none of them gave you what you really wanted. I will. I know what each and every one of you wants. And what you want is so dear to my heart. I will restore your power, your prestige, your greatness. I will restore your pride. I will fulfil your desires. It’s what I do. You don’t have to worry about anything anymore. I will look after all of it for you.’

Everyone heard what he said in an intimate way. That is why his image seemed to come from the sky. In reality, the voice was coming from radios and television sets and digital platforms and discarded bits of technology.
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The people heard the voice endlessly till it sounded in their dreams. The voice increased the despair in the land. Many people woke up every morning feeling listless. Many succumbed to suicide. Some went mad. Many disappeared from their homes and workplaces.

Perhaps the most insidious effect of Tanas’s endlessly looped speeches was that people began to see a resemblance between the golden head that surmounted the high hill in Mindoom and the face of Tanas himself. This appeared to confirm the notion that Tanas was destined to be master of the land.

But the speech, endlessly played and absorbed, also had a counter effect which was not noticed for a long time.

Tanas’s force became part of the land. Dryness and deadness pervaded the soil. The voices of the people fell silent. No one believed in anything anymore. And the celestial world was turned upside down.

For a long time, no one noticed the counter effect of all that power.
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Rosa, Mel and Apibus rode back to the place where they had last seen the procession of refugees. They found only an empty road, no long lines of people. There was nothing but rifled bundles, broken toys, smashed dolls, torn clothes, slashed-open suitcases, bags with spilt contents, crushed fruits, single shoes, hats trampled in the mud, upturned baskets. It seemed that people had abandoned the meagre belongings they had brought with them and fled a second time into the surrounding forests.

Then, Mel saw an old woman lying in a ditch, muttering into the earth. Apibus saw a man with wild eyes holding a kitchen knife and clutching a mattress. Two little children were hiding behind him.

Rosa saw a woman crouching and trying to push out a baby. She was heaving and cursing behind a bush, tearing at the leaves and howling.

Rosa jumped from the horse and tied it to a tree.

‘You guys go and find the others. I’ll help this woman,’ she said.

Apibus and Mel rode on, still looking back from time to time. They galloped side by side, their horses throwing shadows on the earth. Rosa parted the bushes and saw the woman lying legs apart. Beads of sweat crawled across her face and her eyes were staring and wild. Every now and then she gave way to loud shouts. When she saw Rosa, she began to kick at her.

‘I don’t want help,’ she shouted.

‘Why not?’

‘I can’t bring this child into this world.’

‘You haven’t any choice now. It’s here.’

‘Can stop it.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

The woman howled again and seemed to be pushing and clenching at the same time. Sweat poured down her face. Her hairline was dripping.

‘I can stop it!’ she cried through clamped teeth.

‘You’re crazy. It’ll kill you!’

‘Don’t give a fuck.’

‘Come on,’ said Rosa. ‘Why not?’

The woman looked at Rosa for the first time. She had a heavy face, which was flushed and sweaty. Rosa recognised that heavy southern face that had long toiled the earth and now slaved in cities.

‘Why do you think, bitch?’

She began weeping but her face was hard.

‘They did it, didn’t they?’ Rosa said.

The woman barely nodded.

‘One of the jackal-faces?’

‘Only God knows what sort of child…’

‘Oh, fuck…’

‘“Fill their women with our babies,” I heard them saying,’ said the woman between rapid breathing through her mouth. Then another howl, and then a push. She gripped the stems of an ashplant.

‘Now you see why I don’t want it.’

Rosa held the woman’s hand.

‘You can do this,’ she said softly. ‘It has to come out or you will die. Deal with the problem after. Breathe!’

The woman yelled again, as if her entrails were on fire.

‘Do you have a home to go to?’

‘Ran away,’ she gasped. ‘The shame.’

‘Shame’s not your problem,’ said Rosa, with feeling. ‘Priority now is the baby. You’ve got to have it or die, no?’

‘Yeeeeeeeeeeesssssssssssss!’

The woman began to scream and heave.
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After the ambush by Tanas’s soldiers the refugees had scurried into the forests on either side of the road. Many of them had abandoned their belongings. Some had just gone on running, in small bands, hoping to find somewhere hospitable up ahead. But most of them strayed into the nearby woods, and crouched behind trees, with their families and friends. They slept on threadbare blankets on the rough ground. There were boys who huddled freezing next to their fathers, and girls who huddled shivering with their mothers. Children cried among the trees. Women with babies cowered under hastily rigged-up tents in the glades. With them was always a man or woman up a tree keeping a look out.
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Apibus and Mel heard the scream as they were trying to round up some of the people who had been with them on the road.

Apibus found himself in an argument with a couple who did not want to get back in the line. They had two teenage girls and a boy, and they did not want to put their daughters at risk.

‘Where do you want us to go?’ cried the man. ‘Nowhere is safe. I have to think of my family. It’s all right for you. You don’t have children. Just leave us alone. You saw Tanas’s soldiers. How brutal they are. We’re better off here.’

‘In the woods?’

‘We’ll pitch a tent, live off the land. Better here than the city.’

‘But you’ll be easy to pick off.’

‘It’s a chance we’ll have to take,’ said the wife, coming forward. Her children were standing behind her, looking sullen.

‘Why don’t you stick with other families? Safety in numbers.’

‘We had the numbers before but still they attacked us. Now it’s every man for himself,’ said the husband.

‘That’s the thinking that got us where we are,’ said Apibus, somewhat frustrated.

‘I’ve got to look after my girls,’ said the man.

Apibus looked at the girls again. They were real little beauties, each a permutation of an original mould.

‘I’ve got to think of the family. What else is there? Nothing. Leave us alone.’

With that the man turned and led his family into the forest.

Apibus found Mel having similar problems with other families. They all wanted to go it alone. They didn’t trust the others. They didn’t trust anybody. They didn’t want Mel and Apibus around. The men had pikes and the women long knives. They looked threatening.

‘It’s utter chaos,’ said Apibus. ‘Soon they’ll be eating one another.’

‘The world is in free fall.’

‘We need to get to safety ourselves.’

‘We need to get to the witch.’

‘Why do you keep calling her that?’

‘That’s what she calls herself. Says society puts a bad meaning on a good word. To her a witch isn’t someone who does evil. It’s someone who has secret knowledge.’

‘What kind of knowledge?’

‘Serpent wisdom. It’s a branch of an old tradition.’

‘So why are we going to her? Why not go to one of the other branches of the tradition?’

‘Because she wants to wake the warriors for the great fight to come.’

‘What great fight?’

‘The great fight to stop Tanas taking over the land.’

‘He’s already taken it over.’

‘Has he?’

‘They’re worshipping his wall all over the country. Some people say he’s a god. Politicians and others. They’re calling him the anointed one.’

‘They’re brainwashed.’

‘He’s taking over our minds first, then our nation.’

‘So we’ll fight him with our minds as well. That’s why we need to get to the witch.’

‘Where’s Rosa? She’s been gone a while,’ said Apibus.

‘You’ve got a thing for her, haven’t you.’

‘Do I?’

‘The way your eyes go when you talk to her.’

‘You talk a lot of rot, you know.’

‘I do?’

Just then Rosa came riding towards them. She looked weary, holding on to the reins nervously.

‘She wouldn’t come with me. She was just clutching her dead baby to her breast…’

‘The baby died?’

‘Yes.’

All three of them were silent a moment.

‘Where’s she now?’ asked Apibus.

‘Heading back home.’

‘All by herself?’

‘She found a group of people headed that way.’

‘What do we do now?’

‘Find the witch.’

‘Which way?’ asked Rosa, looking round.

‘We have to follow the signs,’ said Mel.

At that moment a red-breasted kingfisher flew overhead, towards the south. In silence they followed the bird.
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They rode all day. The sun rose and fell in a mackerel-coloured sky. At sundown the sky turned gold. Then it bled spectral magenta rays.

They were no longer following the kingfisher, which had vanished into the horizon. But they continued in its general orientation. They travelled over knotted hills and rode through swamp-like plains.

Devastation preceded them in the towns they passed through. Corpses everywhere. Dead dogs swollen in front yards. Dead woman hanging over the mouth of a dried-up well. Broken church doors. Smashed-up interiors of houses visible through shattered windows. Half-collapsed bungalows.

It was clear that a nameless desolation had passed through each town.

They saw no living people. There were no cars and no buzzards. There wasn’t even the smell of death. There was just the odour of deserted afternoons after a nameless desolation has passed through.
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They rode on, disturbing nothing in the towns. They found no water. The lakes and wells could not be trusted. Soon they were parched.

Mel’s horse was the first to go. As they were riding across a particularly grim patch of land the animal collapsed under him. Almost at once, it was reduced to a skeleton, its skin sagging over its bones. It shrank, letting out a noxious odour. Mel pulled himself out from under it in a state of shock and disgust. A foul-smelling liquid had oozed on to his legs.

‘That’s not normal,’ Rosa said, looking at the shrunken animal.

‘Nothing’s normal anymore,’ said Apibus. ‘Not even breathing.’

Mel scraped the ooze off and found a murky creek in which to clean his legs.

‘You can share my horse,’ said Apibus.

‘I don’t think that’s wise. Let’s husband the strength of our horses,’ said Mel, starting to walk alongside them.

As they approached the next town, they saw what seemed a sign of hope.

From a distance, they noticed a man sitting on a chair beside the town’s gate. He was looking down the road. When they got closer, they found only an effigy of a living being. It seemed the man had died long ago and dried up in the state of watchfulness that had failed him.

The town had the same air of desolation. Everything was ravaged. It looked as if it had been visited by a biblical pestilence. People lay dead in their last living postures. Some had rotted to the form of their skeletons. Some had decomposed so precisely that the last thing they had been doing could be deduced. In one shop a woman sat at her till, which was still open. In a barber’s shop a man sat in the chair, but his head lay beside his skeletal feet. In a crib, outside a house, Rosa saw the grinning skeleton of a desiccated child. In the bed on the ground floor of a house, a man and a woman’s bones were still intertwined in their last act of lovemaking.

Try as they might, none of them could fathom what had happened. Everything they saw disturbed them.

As they were leaving, they went past a church, whose door kept slamming though there was no wind.

At that moment Rosa had an improbable thought.

‘What if,’ she said in a troubled voice. ‘What if these towns we have been seeing aren’t real?’

‘Of course they’re real,’ Mel said quickly.

‘But what if Tanas is messing with our minds?’

‘Like an illusion?’ said Apibus.

‘A projection,’ corrected Rosa.

At that moment her horse, with a strange sigh, keeled over. Rosa sprawled on the ground. The horse had died in an instant and shrivelled to bones. Rosa dragged herself from beneath it.

‘Is that real enough for you?’ Mel said, offering his hand.

Rosa slapped it.

‘Don’t pretend to help while crowing at the same time. Did your mother not teach you manners?’

‘Manners? Who can afford manners when the world is going to hell?’

‘The end of time will find me with my manners intact,’ said Rosa, getting up and dusting herself off.

Then she strode away in the direction of the next town. There was no one on the road. It was dry and deserted and the trees all around looked dry too as if there had been a drought. Apibus rode on ahead and came back with nothing to report. He got down from his horse and walked alongside them. They came to a crooked sign pointing to the town two miles away. And on the sign sat an owl.

‘That wasn’t there when I rode past,’ said Apibus.

‘Well, it’s there now,’ said Rosa.

‘Is everyone thinking what I’m thinking?’ said Mel.

They looked at the owl and at each other, then went on towards the next town.

‘Rosa, you can ride with me, if you want,’ said Apibus.

‘Thank you, but I’d rather walk. I don’t want to be on your horse when it expires.’

‘Why should it expire?’

‘Everything does.’

‘Then why don’t you have the horse and I’ll walk?’ he said, holding out the reins.

She looked at him, then whacked the horse on the rump. It went running back to the town they’d just left.

‘What did you go and do that for?’

Rosa said nothing.

‘That was our last horse,’ cried Apibus.

‘Now we’re properly screwed,’ Mel sighed.

Rosa laughed.

‘But why did you do it?’

‘I know why she did it,’ said Mel. ‘It makes us all equal.’

‘Equally screwed,’ said Apibus.

They walked on in silence along the echoing road.
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They saw red lights high up on a hill far away. They had no idea what the lights were. Beneath them the road murmured. The forest around was silent but for the steady drone of insects. They were all weary, but they trudged on.

‘We have no water, right?’ said Rosa.

‘I had a few drops, but it’s gone with the horse.’

‘I really hope the witch can do what she promises,’ said Mel.

‘Stop calling her witch,’ Rosa said. ‘It’s a word you men use to demonise women.’

‘She insists on being called a witch. She’s reclaiming the word.’

‘But when you say it, the word has all the stigma and trauma of history.’

‘Because I’m a man?’

‘Yes.’

‘Thought we’d gone beyond all that stuff.’

‘How can we go beyond it when it’s still there?’

‘Jeez,’ said Mel, walking on ahead. ‘The world is coming to an end and we’re still engaged in the battle of the sexes.’

They travelled on in silence for a while.

‘Who are the warriors she’s going to waken?’ asked Apibus, changing the subject.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Maybe the ones in pods across the country.’

‘The ones in pods?’ exclaimed Mel, with a touch of sarcasm. ‘Those warriors are dead, aren’t they? That’s why they’re in pods, right?’

‘Who told you they’re dead?’ asked Apibus.

‘That’s what I heard.’

‘That’s not what the legend says,’ replied Apibus.

‘What do the legends say about them then?’ asked Rosa.

‘Nothing about them being dead.’

‘What do they say? Tell us.’

Apibus made no reply.

‘What does that signboard say?’ piped Rosa, pointing into the distance at a quaint-looking house.

It was an old house, with what looked like a turret. There was a faded signboard out front.

‘It’s an inn,’ cried Mel. ‘That means a pint.’

‘It’s not an inn,’ said Apibus.

‘Not an inn? What the fuck is it then?’

‘A castle.’

‘What?’

‘Look at it.’

What looked like an inn or public house a moment before, now looked unmistakably like a castle, with crenellations and serrated battlements. There was even a flag of some kind flying from the tower.

They stared at the castle, stupefied. How had it changed form? It was as though it was an inn, but that their seeing it as a castle and agreeing that it was a castle made it one.

As they went on staring, they could no longer see the inn they had seen a moment before. Mel was the first to recover.

‘Maybe it’s a castle that was an inn, or vice versa. There’s still a chance of a pint,’ he said, hurrying onwards.



[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]


[image: ]





1

They came to the castle and couldn’t find a way in. The castle didn’t seem to have an entrance. It was a facade without a door. They went round to the back, looking for something that resembled a door and couldn’t find one. They went all the way round the castle.

At the back they saw a flower garden shaped like a maze. There were hyacinths and dahlias and hydrangeas, foxgloves and canna lilies, nightshade and wild orchids, altogether tastefully manicured. There was a moat and a gate, but the gate was shut.

When they came back to the front of the castle, they found a huge door that was not there before. Rosa banged on the door with the large, heavy knocker shaped like a demon. When she tried the knocker a second time, she was surprised to find it was shaped like a lemon. After a moment the door began to open. With a glance at each other, they went in, Rosa first.

They walked gingerly down a corridor that smelled of old fairy tales, of rusted armour and pennants that had been left out in the rain. They came to a hall. They had not spoken a word since they entered the castle.

The only light in the corridor came from an open door before them. A moment later the door swung shut. Apibus ran to get to it before it shut, but he was not fast enough, or he could never be fast enough, as the door seemed determined to shut before anyone got to it. They were plunged into total darkness.

‘Where are you?’ Apibus said, sotto voce.

‘Over here.’ 

Whispers came from three different places in the darkness at once.

They heard the sound of large shuffling feet. Then a crash. Chimes sounded faintly from somewhere in the hall.

Next, they heard slow, dragging, heavy feet as if made of stone.

A door opened and a vermilion light poured into the corridor. Apibus saw Mel walk through the doorway, his hands stretched out as if he were sleepwalking. The door shut behind him. Rosa hurried over, insistently calling Mel’s name. She knocked on the door and went on knocking till the door opened. A golden-blue light poured out. Rosa stood in the doorway, transfixed. Then she stepped into the light. The door shut behind her.

Apibus, calling out for his companions, rushed to the door. He pounded on it in the dark. The door opened. A golden-red light encompassed him. A bit thunderstruck, he went into the light, and the door slammed behind him.
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There was a bar in the vermilion hall that Mel had gone into. It shone with dazzling lights and glasses sparkled on the shelves. Every kind of whisky and gin and wine was on display. The labels made a fine artistic pattern. The bottles were all oddly designed. There was a whisky bottle shaped like a skull, a gin bottle shaped like a gun. There were vodka bottles in the form of classical nudes. There were three pumps for beers. The surface of the bar was a polished mirror. The barman looked uncannily like Tanas.

Mel stumbled to the bar and looked around, relieved that his blindness had cleared.

‘That was weird,’ he said.

‘What?’ the barman said.

‘I went through the door blind. I get to the bar and my sight returns. Just like that.’

‘You’re a lucky man.’

‘Really?’ said Mel, looking around, dazzled. ‘What is this place?’

‘A castle,’ said the barman. ‘It’s been closed for centuries. The nobility stopped using it. The place was rat-infested. Then I took it over. Now it’s ready for business again.’

‘You turned a castle into a pub?’

‘That’s all they’re good for.’

‘Then you don’t know what a castle is.’

‘I know what a castle is all right,’ said the barman. ‘It’s class. It was built for the nobility, an emblem of power. But what did the nobility do for anyone in the end?’

The barman was staring at him, but Mel had no answers.

‘I knew you couldn’t answer that. They did nothing except make themselves richer and more powerful. They kept people apart. They perpetuated class divisions. They lived off the lower classes. They believed that they were inherently better than everyone else. I think that’s bunkum. So, I find better uses for castles.’

‘But a pub?’

‘Would you like a pint?’

‘I’d love a pint.’

‘What do you fancy? I’ve got the best beers in the world.’

‘Anything local?’

‘Coming up.’

The barman took a thick glass tankard from the shelf and held it up to the light. It refracted a rainbow on his face. In that moment the barman looked different. He laughed and pulled a pint smoothly. The expression on his face became ironic. Then Mel noticed a steel bust atop the pulling lever. It resembled a miniature version of the massive head in Mindoom, popularised across the country. It also resembled the barman.

‘I like personalising everything,’ the barman said, slicing the foam off the pint with a broad knife and then sliding the still-foaming mug towards Mel.

‘That’s the elixir right there,’ he said.

‘How much do I owe you?’

‘On the house.’

‘Really?’

‘An introduction to our hospitality.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’

Mel tasted the beer, his countenance brightening.

‘That’s amazing,’ he said.

‘Told you. We do the best beers in the world.’

‘How long have you owned this place?’

‘What is it you’re looking for?’

Mel was momentarily disconcerted by the question that did not answer his own.

‘Looking for?’

‘People only ever wind up here because they’re looking for something.’

‘They could be running away from something.’

‘True. What are you running from?’

‘A world that has lost its centre.’

‘That bad?’

‘Worse.’

‘And what was the centre it lost?’

The barman stopped polishing the counter and scrutinised Mel with detachment.

‘We don’t know who we are anymore.’

‘Is that the centre?’

‘We lost meaning.’

‘Meaning is an illusion.’

‘We lost purpose.’

‘Purpose comes and goes.’

‘We lost belief in the transcendent.’

‘Transcendence is overrated,’ said the barman blithely.

‘We lost the sense of the mystery of life.’

‘Is life so mysterious? I find it’s the most common thing in the world.’

‘What’s the centre for you then?’ Mel said.

The barman’s aura changed.

‘Power,’ he said, looking more like Tanas every moment. ‘Power is the centre. And when people relinquish power, other people move in and take over. Power makes the world go round. Power makes history happen. Power is God.’

‘I thought it was the other way round. God is power.’

‘Where are you headed?’

‘To see a witch who’s going to wake the warriors.’

The barman burst out laughing. Then he brought himself under control.

‘Another pint?’

‘Sure. Really great beer. Never tasted anything like it.’

‘It makes you tell the truth too.’

‘What was that?’

‘I said what is the witch up to?’

‘She’s going to help us resist Tanas.’

‘Who’s Tanas?’ asked the barman.

‘Where have you been? Do you not hear anything in this castle-pub of yours? You look a little like him yourself, you know. Tanas is the evil little—’

‘Little?’

‘—tyrant trying to take over the world. He builds this wall wherever he conquers and the conquered people are forced to worship it. He calls himself a god. Can you imagine the stupidity of that? He’s turned all the politicians and hollowed the heart out of the people. Now he’s making a final push to overwhelm this land.’

‘What can a witch do?’

‘She can help wake up the warriors.’

‘What does that mean exactly?’

The bartender, looking less like Tanas now, fixed blowtorch eyes on Mel. The concentration of the gaze made Mel pause a moment.

‘You know what’s happened to the land, right?’ he continued.

‘Not really.’

‘The land is dying. They’ve worn it out with chemicals and mining. Our rivers and lakes have grown sluggish and lost their purity. The people have given up. They’ve been brainwashed. They’ve lost their spirit. The politicians made decisions that were only good for themselves and their parties. Then the light went out. We no longer knew who we were. We’re empty.’

‘That could be good for business,’ the bartender smiled.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said what an interesting business.’

‘Interesting or tragic?’

‘What does it mean to wake up the warriors?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘What do you think it means?’

‘I think she’s going to raise the warriors from their pods.’

‘What warriors? What pods?’

‘You know, the pods.’

‘They’re a myth, aren’t they? No one really believes that stuff.’ He studied Mel and continued. ‘I mean those so-called warriors are stone cold dead. They’ve been dead for centuries. They’re just effigies.’

He paused again and regarded Mel darkly. Mel said nothing.

‘The next thing you’ll be saying is Excalibur is going to rise from the lake. Do you see why the land is dying? It’s because the people believe in improbable nonsense like that. Another pint?’

Mel stared disconsolately into his empty glass.

‘It can’t do any harm,’ he said.

‘Sure won’t,’ said the bartender, pulling another pint. As he slid the beer towards Mel, he said:

‘How’s your mother?’

‘How do you know about my mother?’

‘I don’t. I was just asking out of politeness.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s just my mother…’

‘If it hurts, let’s drop it,’ the bartender said generously. ‘This witch, then, tell me about her.’

‘I don’t know anything about her.’

‘If it’s the one I heard about, she’s not a real witch at all. I mean not one with real powers.’

‘No?’ Mel was drinking his beer.

‘I hear she can’t even work magic.’

‘All I know is she has this knowledge.’

‘Knowledge?’ said the bartender, barely suppressing a laugh. ‘I heard she got it from some guy. She took over his work. Stole it. As one does.’

‘That’s not what I heard.’

‘What did you hear?’

‘That she’s in touch with—’

‘She’s not in touch with anything,’ interrupted the bartender smoothly. ‘You’re wasting your time on this quest. Most quests are a waste of time. At first you think you’ve found something. You go through rituals and so-called initiations. They’re impressive in the beginning. But the days and weeks go by and you’re pretty much the same as before. It’s all phoney. People wonder why their lives don’t change. Which way are you headed? Where does this witch live?’

‘We don’t know.’

Mel was feeling a little drowsy, but he didn’t want to sleep.

‘How are you going to find her?’

‘We have to follow the signs.’

‘What signs?’

‘They’ll just appear and we’ll recognise them.’

The bartender gave a sinister laugh.

‘The signs led you here, didn’t they?’

‘I guess they did,’ Mel nodded dopily.

The bartender was now polishing the rim of a glass. He polished it till it broke and then he dropped it in the bin.

‘Hey, weren’t you a real coward at one time? Didn’t kids used to pick on you?’

‘How do you know?’

‘You told me.’

‘When?’

‘Just now.’

‘Oh. Must be the beer. I’m a bit drowsy.’

‘I bet it’s the beer. Want another?’

‘I guess I should be going.’

‘Where? The signs led you here.’

‘Why don’t you have any other customers?’

‘They come later.’

‘Later?’

‘Yeah, later.’

‘I better go.’

‘Good luck finding your way out. This place is an insane maze.’

Mel downed the last of his beer and stumbled out of the hall, back into the corridor. The darkness was so thick he didn’t know which way to turn. He cursed. Then he began to talk to himself.

‘How did I get here? Which way did I take? Where am I going? Who am I anyway?’

He couldn’t answer any of his questions. So, he started singing. But his voice sounded weird. He fell silent.
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Rosa went through the door into a golden-blue light. She wandered in the swirl of colours, feeling her way through them to a bar. As soon as she found it, the feeling of being lost left her. There was no one at the bar except for one chic woman who looked to Rosa suspiciously like a younger female version of Tanas. The woman was sitting all alone reading a book. She looked up as Rosa came in, gave the faintest smile, and returned to her book.

There were nice long tables and comfortable-looking chairs. Rosa took a seat. A waitress came out of nowhere to take her order.

‘What is this place?’ Rosa asked her.

‘Whatever you’d like it to be.’

‘That’s not what I was expecting.’

‘What were you expecting?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘But it does, ma’am. We’re meant to anticipate your every need. I have clearly failed.’

‘Isn’t that unrealistic?’

‘What?’

‘Anticipating a customer’s every need?’

‘That’s what this castle is designed for. We’re offering a new experience in lifestyle services.’

‘But I don’t know what my needs are.’

‘You don’t have to. We’ll take care of that for you.’

‘How?’

The woman who had been reading behind the bar was suddenly standing by Rosa’s side.

‘I’ll take over from here,’ she said to the waitress, who smiled and left.

The woman who had been reading smiled at Rosa.

‘You’re very weary. Perhaps you’d like a deep massage?’

‘I was just thinking that.’

The woman clapped her hands together and Rosa found herself on a massage table, face down over a bowl of aromatic steam. She was naked under the large towels draping her body. Four hands were kneading her arms and legs. Strong hands searched for her bones. She squirmed, but she loved it. She had a strong urge to look round to see what the masseurs looked like. When she did, she was surprised to see the dark eyes of a fierce woman staring down at her.

Then with another clap of the hands Rosa was back at the bar, caressing a glass of champagne. She felt very relaxed and stress-free. A sort of thrum was running through her body.

The woman who had been reading was nursing a cocktail now, sitting across from Rosa with a faint smile on her face.

‘What is this place?’ Rosa said.

‘It’s the castle of anticipated desires. A new kind of hotel.’

They were silent a moment. Rosa looked about her, at the indeterminate decor, the chandeliers that gave off a recessive light, the tastefully arranged table, the muted colours of the walls, and the high ceiling.

‘How did you find this place?’ the woman asked.

‘We were trying to get somewhere else.’

‘Where?’

Rosa took a sip of her champagne.

‘We’re trying to get to the witch.’

‘I thought people didn’t call women that anymore.’

‘It’s what she calls herself.’

‘Why’re you trying to get to her?’

‘Because she’s going to wake up the warriors.’

The woman gave a short laugh. Rosa looked at her and saw that she was both beautiful and strong. She had a strange expression on her face that Rosa couldn’t read.

‘Are you a warrior then?’

‘Me? No! I just want to help.’

‘Help with what?’

‘Fighting Tanas.’

The lights changed on the woman’s face, but Rosa didn’t notice.

‘How will you do that?’

‘That’s why we’re going to the witch.’

‘Where does she live?’

‘We don’t know. All we know is we have to follow the signs.’

‘What signs?’

‘We’ll just see them.’

‘The signs led you here.’

‘So they did.’

‘Another drink?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Do you trust me to choose something excellent for you?’

‘That would be nice.’

The woman flitted round the bar, found a bottle of red, poured an elegant glassful, and slid it towards Rosa.

‘It’s a very old wine,’ she said.

‘It’s really nice.’

‘What have you got against Tanas?’

‘His soldiers destroyed our village and burned our house. He’s ruining the land.’

‘But the land asked for him. People reached out to him. People want him to turn their lives around.’

‘He’s bringing this wall.’

‘People love the wall. They worship it.’

‘Their minds have been taken over.’

‘And this witch isn’t brainwashing you?’

‘Why would she?’

‘Power, that’s why. She wants what I want.’

‘What?’

‘“Waking the warriors”? Who says stuff like that? That’s a power play if ever I heard one.’

‘Who are you?’

‘Just another waitress.’

‘An odd waitress with such fine hands.’

‘You think?’

There was a pause.

‘Why have you never married?’ the woman asked.

Rosa flinched slightly. 

‘I wanted to stay free.’

‘Really?’

‘No,’ Rosa suddenly broke down. ‘That’s not it at all.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s all I ever wanted.’

‘To be loved, right? Like an only child.’

‘The wine is making me emotional.’

‘You don’t know this witch. Why do you trust her?’

‘She may have something to offer.’

‘I can tell you for a fact that she doesn’t. She’s a hustler.’

‘I thought you said you didn’t know her?’

‘When you run a place like this you hear things.’

‘But nobody comes here. It’s empty.’

‘It’s not,’ the woman said. ‘The place is fully booked. But the bar is for you alone tonight.’

‘That’s really nice.’

‘You’ve never had something just for you before, have you? You can stay as long as you like.’

‘You’re very kind.’

‘I know how special you are.’

The woman sat close to Rosa. She placed a gentle hand on her knee. Then for a fleeting moment, faster than an indrawn breath, they were naked together and writhing on a silken bed. Rosa gasped and pulled away. She was back in the bar.

‘Did you put that thought in my head?’ she breathed.

‘No. It was your secret desire.’

‘I’ve never had a thought like that in my life.’

‘You’ve been hiding it from yourself.’

‘You planted it in me. Why would you do such a thing?’ Rosa drew back. ‘You meant me to feel it was me who wanted it.’

The woman smiled seductively.

‘You must have wanted it.’

‘You’re manipulating me.’

‘You want to be manipulated.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Why do you think you haven’t been loved all this time? You think love comes in only one form.’

‘I have to go.’

‘To find the witch?’

‘At least she’s trying to help.’

‘By waking the warriors. What a con! How do you know she didn’t plant all that stuff in you the same way you say I did?’

‘I don’t.’

‘It’s all a con. Pilgrimages, spiritual paths, gurus, shrinks, masters, guides, guardian angels, initiations, all a con.’

The woman paused with a thoughtful expression.

‘It’s best to choose your cons wisely. Choose the ones that work for you. Power is a con that works. It’s worked for millennia. Are you sure you don’t want to…’

And then they were naked in bed together, panting and writhing. It happened in a flash, faster than the wind rushing down the sides of a mountain. Then they were back in the bar. Rosa was breathing heavily, her eyes looking somewhat half ravished.

‘Another drink? A cocktail this time?’

Rosa felt herself nodding. The woman mixed a new drink, shaking together crushed ice and vodka, adding a clear green liquid before pouring.

‘Do you know what you really want?’ the woman asked, pushing the glass across.

Rosa drank.

‘The world,’ the woman said, ‘belongs to those who know what they really want. The trouble with your country—’

‘What did you say? The cocktail’s taste distracted me.’

‘I said the trouble with most people is that they don’t know what they want. They don’t dare face it. Don’t dare live it. Don’t dare think about it. So, they never live their lives. Others live their lives for them and tell them what they want and help them get it. That’s what the witch does. Tanas too. They’re the same. Different sides of the same coin really. But Tanas’s stuff works, while with the witch it’s fantasy. I’m telling you the truth because I know you’re strong enough to hear it.’

‘The truth?’

‘That the witch and Tanas were once an item.’

Rosa spilled her drink.

‘What?’

‘Lovers.’

‘Impossible! How could they even have met?’

‘Not in this sphere. A different one. Don’t be so limited.’

‘I don’t believe it. You’re messing with my head.’

‘If I am, it’s because you want it. You want strong truths. I can see that. You’re made for something great.’

‘I’m leaving.’

‘Leave, if you can find your way out.’

‘Am I a prisoner?’

‘Everyone’s a prisoner. It’s just that some are more imprisoned than others.’

The woman laughed as Rosa got to her feet.

‘You know the witch is going to lose, right?’

‘It’s not the witch who’ll be doing the fighting. It’s the warriors.’

‘I don’t see any warriors. They’re all dead in their pods. They lost a long time ago.’

‘You think losing is forever?’

‘Once a loser, always a loser.’

‘You don’t know anything about magic.’

‘What do you think this is?’

The bar was plunged into darkness. Rosa felt herself falling. She stretched out her hands in all directions. The bar wasn’t there anymore. The tables and chairs weren’t there either. She wasn’t sure whether something had happened to her eyes or to the light. She was in the midst of a thick darkness, trying to make her way out.
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Apibus went through the door into what was now a golden-green light. The light billowed like whorls of smoke. He went through the mist for a long time. A feathery music permeated it. He walked uncertainly as though he had gone blind. But he did not bump into anything and realised he could see faintly in the mist.

Then he saw before him a wide open space. In the middle of the space was a shrine. Next to the shrine was a bench. There was a young woman kneeling before the shrine. She had long silken hair, a smooth harmonious face, a fine nose, and tender lips. She looked like she had stepped out of a medieval painting. Her profile was of great beauty. She wore a robe of a rich tint of blue. The sight of her, the simplicity of her form, made Apibus catch his breath.

He looked around. The mist was gone. They were in a hall, but it also felt as if they were outside. This disconcerted him. Feeling that he was intruding on a private moment, he began to retreat, walking backwards.

The young woman rose gracefully, turned, and saw him. She too took a step backwards.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘How did you get here?’

‘I don’t know. We saw a castle and came in to rest.’

She still seemed startled but also tranquil.

‘It’s not easy to find this castle. Only people seeking something special ever find it.’

‘I am seeking something.’

‘What?’

While talking, she had moved imperceptibly towards the bench. She sat down.

‘I was seeking the way to—’

He paused.

‘To the—’

Another pause.

‘I’m suddenly aware how strange this will sound.’

‘Say it anyway.’

‘I’m seeking a way to the domain of the witch.’

‘The witch? Why?’

‘She wants to help wake up the warriors.’

‘The warriors? Are there any warriors left? I thought they were all dead in their pods.’

‘That’s what I thought too.’

‘So, where is the domain of the witch?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How will you find it?’

‘We were told to follow the signs.’

‘And the signs led you here?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s lucky.’

‘Why?’

‘Maybe this is the domain you seek. Sometimes things find us.’

‘This is not what I seek. I seek the witch who can wake the warriors. Unless you can do that.’

‘Why would I want to do that?’

‘To fight the evil in the land.’

‘What evil?’

‘Tanas.’

‘You think Tanas is evil?’

‘Yes.’ He paused, and as she said nothing he went on. ‘His armies have been destroying the nation. His wall devours us. He has spread a new idolatry, the worship of his person. He corrupts the soul of the nation. His army killed my wife. My daughter is in hiding. This country has lost its will to him. I have sworn to bring down his regime if it’s the last thing I do.’

‘Perhaps you misunderstand.’

‘What do you mean?’

At that moment, the image of Tanas passed swiftly across the woman’s face. It passed so quickly it seemed to him a hallucination. He blinked. She watched him closely but lightly.

‘What were you praying for just now?’

‘Was I praying?’

‘Just now. By the shrine.’

‘I was communing.’

‘With what?’

She waved her hand skyward to indicate some mysterious power. Then she turned to him, her face clouding over a little, and said:

‘Sometimes what you think is evil is only necessity.’

‘I know evil when I see it.’

‘You think the wall is evil?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you seen the wall?’

‘No.’

‘Have you been near it?’

‘No.’

‘Then how can you judge it? People who see the wall fall down and worship it. There must be a reason for that.’

‘They’ve been brainwashed by an evil power.’

‘Could a wall not be a thing of reverence?’

‘It’s been used to crush people. It’s built on the bones of the conquered. It’s a symbol of oppression.’

‘But what if the wall is holy?’

‘How can a thing like that be holy? What are you talking about?’

‘Is your witch holy?’

‘She never claimed to be.’

‘She must have. If she can wake up the warriors, she must think herself holy in some way. We’re talking about dead warriors in their pods.’

‘I don’t know about dead warriors.’

‘If you don’t know about them, why are you trying to reach her?’

‘I have to fight the war somehow.’

‘Is there a war?’

‘Yes. It started even before Tanas’s army appeared in the land, with the demoralisation of the people. It began when our politicians sold our future.’

‘That wasn’t war. Those were just bad decisions.’

‘Who are you?’

The young woman smiled.

‘I see my comments are unsettling you. Don’t be unsettled. The signs led you here.’

She put a hand on his knee. Suddenly a light flashed in the sky.

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing. Don’t be so nervous.’

‘I feel thirsty.’

‘There’s a well nearby. Shall I get you some water?’

‘I’ll go. Tell me where it is.’

‘This is my shrine and you’re my guest. I’ll fetch you some water.’

She got up and smiled at him again and was gone. She returned a moment later with a ewer and a white porcelain cup. She poured some water for him and he took the cup and looked into her eyes. She received his look calmly. Then she set the ewer down beside her and sat. He drank the water all in one.

‘I feel much better,’ he said. Then after a moment he said: 

‘I feel different.’

‘Tell me all you know about the witch,’ said the woman, her voice deeper, coming from far away.

She was fading before him, fading and reconstituting.

‘I know nothing about the witch,’ Apibus said in a dronelike voice. ‘She lives somewhere in the middle of the country. She’s not really a witch. They say she works with the power of the earth, and that she is one of the snake people. They say she draws power from the earth, to make warriors from children. The land has been corrupted and it needs to be renewed. But only death can do that. The land is dead but only the dead rising can resist the evil that is coming, that is here already.’

‘Dead rising? What dead rising?’

‘I don’t know. These are things I’ve picked up. Beneath our feet the serpent people are writhing.’

‘Rising?’

‘Writhing. Rising. Coils of smoke rising to the godhead will wrap themselves round the wall and the evil armies roaming the night…’

‘You’re babbling.’

‘Babbling from the babbling brook from which I drink…’

Suddenly with a great act of will, Apibus wrenched himself from his stupor. He stood up, stumbled, and steadied himself. The woman watched him with amused eyes. Apibus began weaving about. He tried to gain control of himself but failed.

He began instead to dance. He danced round the shrine and round the woman. He heard faraway music in his head, a music made of flutes and insistent drums. Staggering and stumbling, he danced towards the golden-green mist that seemed to billow out to him from the door.

‘You’re a thing of beauty, but I must leave you,’ he said drunkenly. ‘I took you for a sign, but you’re the end of a road.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘I must leave this castle and find the way.’

‘Good luck with finding your way. You should have stayed with me.’

Apibus turned to look back, but the shrine and the woman were gone.
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The three of them wandered about the castle, separate and alone. The path they walked seemed interminable. They wandered into mists and out of them, always returning to the same place.

When they broke out of the invisible labyrinth, they each, at different times, came out upon a beautiful green lawn. A thick cloud surrounded the domain. Behind the lawn a great rock hid the world from view. Surmounting the rock was a four-cornered pillar. On top of the pillar stood the statue of a man who could be Tanas, holding a sceptre. Below the rock twelve steps led down to the sea.

An anchored boat bobbed out on the blue waters. The boat was red. Not far from the boat was a fountain. Next to the fountain was a small golden pyramid and a blue obelisk on which were written enigmatic laws in many languages. A high wall half surrounded the castle. Within the wall, very visible, was a ruined tower.

Each of the travellers wandered over the lawn. They each saw the tower. They each went back into the castle to find ways of escaping. They knew they were in a bewitchment and had no idea how to get out of it.

They didn’t meet one another during all their wanderings in the castle. They wandered about in a kind of trance.
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The armies of Tanas spread throughout the land. They penetrated deeper and deeper into the interior. At night, soldiers, their leaders with jackal-faces, descended on sleeping towns. By dawn, smoking barns and broken houses bore witness to the merciless force that had passed through.

The grim wall proliferated across the country. It grew feverishly, branching and racing along the fault lines of the nation like manifest cracks in the earth.

Wherever the wall appeared, the land dried up as though scorched. Animals and birds fled. Bees deserted their hives. Moles and rabbits, foxes and wolves retreated. The deer abandoned their terrain. Only rats and wild dogs were drawn to the wall. The wild dogs ran along it and the rats were drawn to its foundations.

The armies of Tanas were preceded by waves of panic and anxiety and bad dreams. People sensed a disaster that could not be averted. They sensed it in the cold and bitter air. Children screamed at night from the pressure on their skulls. All the pain that people felt was magnified, the agony of women at childbirth intensified. Young girls were given to unexplained fits of screaming. A profound listlessness, accompanied by suicidal impulses, insinuated itself into the bones and marrow of sensitive individuals. Men in pubs were given to ridiculous bouts of shouting, as if seized by sudden waves of madness.

The government of the day vigorously defended the presence of the wall, claiming it essential to the defence and stability of the realm, a dependable protection against the horrors of international terrorism and unchecked immigration.

The prisons swelled to bursting point with political prisoners. There were riots and a plague of diseases. New prisons had to be built. Tanas’s people supplied the specifications to build and the manpower to run them. Soon there were prisons all over the nation. From the outside they looked beautiful.

Migrants who found a way into the country on leaking boats and in the backs of lorries, or who scrambled under barbed wire at remote borders, were bundled into grim detention centres. But these too were filled to bursting. New detention centres were designed by Tanas’s people. In these centres refugees were treated like criminals, like the enemies of the nation. They lived in squalid conditions and rarely saw daylight and were allowed no contact with the outside world till the government had decided what to do with them. Their harsh treatment was meant to be a deterrent to others thinking of smuggling themselves into the country. These centres were really informal concentration camps. On the outside they looked like five-star hotels.
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Nothing had been heard from Tanas for a while. But he had not been silent. He spoke through the innumerable number of his underlings. He had lately taken to threatening the smaller nations with the withholding of aid. From the richer ones he demanded greater financial contributions to the building of his wall. They all complied, even the ones that didn’t have the wall yet.

Tanas was achieving an unusual degree of omnipresence. He was beginning to be seen everywhere. People saw his face in their food, in their water, in the sky, and even fleetingly in the faces of their loved ones.

This proliferation of Tanas’s image was a mental invasion. Those with an esoteric bent suspected that Tanas’s sorcerers were sending out powerful thought waves to perpetuate his image, making him a part of the psychic landscape. This made his terrestrial invasion more natural and inevitable. But those who thought so were in the minority and were ridiculed by the rational-minded.

In this way the sorcerers, who operated under the guidance of Tanas’s guru, were not challenged in their sphere and had a free hand in the psychic manipulation of the people. The land was ready for a mental takeover. This made the terrestrial takeover easier.
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Tanas, in his enormous office, specially rebuilt for him, was engaged in one of his soliloquies. He had his team of sorcerers crowded round his desk as he spoke about a key area of policy. He often did this. He regularly summoned one team or another when he needed a captive audience for some thought he wanted to elaborate upon.

When they had compressed themselves into the available space, he hoisted his feet on to the table, looked into the distance, leaned far back in his reclining chair, palms meeting over his solar plexus, and began speaking.

‘I want people to dream about the wall. I want them to take ownership of it. I want them to build the wall in their dreams. I want them to dream of me. I want them to see me wherever they turn. When they make love, I want to be in their orgasm. I want to be in their food. I want them to see me in the faces of their newborn babies. I want you sorcerers to send out these thought forms. We will work out strategies with the army and with marketing, but I want you to keep putting signs of my presence everywhere. I want politicians to imitate me. I want the people to worship me. When they hear my name, I want them to think power. I want them talking about me all the time. Everything I do excites interest and frenzy. I am like a god and they can’t fathom me. I want you to spread my powers to the east and west, north and south. Before my armies do anything, I want you, my sorcerers, to have done the work first. Lock out the air, so no other power can get in.’

Thus spake Tanas.
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The castle is vast, but no one ever comes to it. The castle is small, but no one ever leaves. The castle is a dream, but everything is real there. The castle is real, but people only ever dream there.

Nothing stirs there but wind trapped for centuries and the mist that changes colour with the seasons. Ghosts wander about, ghosts of people who have stumbled in and been unable to leave.

Something draws you in, but there’s no way out. Not even for the dead. The ghosts sit by the moat and dream old stories. Or they climb to the top of the ruined tower and look out over the landscape of dead oaks. All around the forests are dying.

The trees do not talk to one another. Their solitude is immense.
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Each of the three travellers who had strayed into the castle wandered about without end. They were followed by a song of folly. They relived the same conversations they had when they first arrived. They relived the conversations endlessly, unable to break the enchantment, unable to commit to what the castle seemed to want of them, which was to surrender, which was to never want to leave. They did not understand what was happening to them.

Around the castle, the autumn mists were thickening. The briars were closing off the paths. Soon foliage and climbers and wild trees would shut off all sights of the castle. The signs pointing to it would be erased by snow and frost. In the land beyond, the dead warriors would still be in their pods and the wall would run on along the fault lines.
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In the centre of the dream, the witch was wondering. Signs she had sent were coming back unseen. She knew something was wrong. She could not feel the travellers drawing closer. She could not feel them at all. It was as if they had fallen off the face of the earth.

Outside her realm she was powerless. Perhaps the fate of the travellers was part of a plot to get her to leave her realm. For then she would be undone.

By the third day, when they should have arrived and hadn’t, she decided that something had to be done.

That night she went into the woods to her ritual hall and sat before her black mirror. She peered into it for a long time, muttering to herself the incantations that aided distant sight. She stared into the black mirror until she dissolved into it. Then she saw the three travellers wandering about, lost in the castle. She could see that they were fast becoming ghosts. Why had they fallen for the simplest trap, the lure of a castle? Did they not know that castles are unreal and have been unreal for hundreds of years? What were they seeking there anyway? Ah, she thought, they were seeking themselves. And had lost themselves.

There was nothing she could send, no one she could delegate to help them. But the three travellers, flawed though they were, represented the last hope for waking the warriors.

She must find a way to free them. What can I send that will help? she wondered. She came back from her journey into the mirror, feeling raw. She needed sleep and renewal. Then she would think of a solution.

She went across the courtyard to her room. She lay down and went up in a spiral to the place of renewal. Then she fell asleep.

But before she tipped over into the deepest sleep, the answer to her problem slipped into her mind and she took it with her to her rest.

I will send them a dream. That’s it. I will send them each a dream.
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In the castle, Apibus was thinking about the woman he had seen at the shrine. When he left her, he had wandered about in desolation and silence and had found himself missing the quiet solace of the woman’s company. He had made his way back to the shrine, but when he went through the golden-green mist, the woman was always just disappearing from view. He would see her white dress vanishing, her dream-like face as she turned the corner. When he hurried after her, she would be not be there.

He had been through this experience many times. It had become excruciating. One of the times, instead of the shrine he saw just the empty bench. He sat down in sorrow, aware that something was happening to him that he couldn’t understand.

As he sat there, someone came out of the mist. He looked up and saw that it was his daughter, a little bigger now, beautiful and self-possessed. She came into the courtyard and sat at his feet.

‘Dad,’ she said, staring up at him. ‘You’ve got to leave this place.’

‘Why? I like it here.’

‘You don’t really, Dad. You’re turning into your own death. How did you get in here anyway? You’re more careful than that normally.’

‘What are you doing here?’ Apibus asked, entranced by the presence of his daughter. ‘I left you with the underground. You should be doing your training.’

‘I am. This is part of my training. You should be on your journey to the witch. Have you forgotten your mission?’

‘My mission is to find the woman who was praying here. I want to ask her to pray for me.’

‘Pray for you, Dad? What about praying for us? For the land?’

‘I’m the one who needs prayer right now.’

‘Why is that, Dad?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It’s because you’re stuck. You’re stuck here and you need to get out.’

‘It’s nice here. I don’t have to do anything. I’ve never had a moment’s rest in my life.’

‘Dad, you used to say: “We will rest when the struggle is done.” Why have you changed?’

‘I haven’t changed. I saw a woman praying here today, or was it yesterday, and something about her…’

‘What did she look like?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Did she look like Mum?’

‘That’s it!’ cried Apibus, leaping up. ‘I thought she was familiar.’

He broke down and sobbed.

‘It was your mother, my wife, my love, my heart…’

‘If it was Mum, then it wasn’t Mum,’ said his daughter brutally. ‘Mum’s dead. They’re working on you. They’re playing on your fantasies, can’t you see?’

‘I can see. I can see that you’ve come home. And you’re here, you who I thought lost.’

‘You’re the one who’s lost, Dad. You need to wake up.’

‘Did you see the woman praying by the shrine, your mother, my wife?’

‘That wasn’t Mum. It was an illusion, a trick.’

‘Was it?’

‘This is a place of death, not life. You need to leave. You’re running out of time. If the night finds you here, you’ll be stuck forever. What can I say to make you listen?’

‘Only the lady of the shrine—’

‘Dad, Tanas is winning. The warriors will never awaken.’

For the first time, deep in his stupor, a shiver of recognition ran through Apibus. He looked around him, agitated.

‘What did you say?’

‘The warriors will never awaken.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’re stuck in the castle.’

‘What am I doing here?’

‘Trying to get to the witch.’

‘That’s it!’ he cried. ‘I knew I was trying to remember something.’

‘Get up, Dad! You must get out of here!’

Apibus woke from his sleep. His daughter was no longer there. The lady was praying at the shrine. She turned her head and looked at him, a slow gaze of seductive intensity. She looked so much like his wife during the most passionate stage of their courtship.

He paused for a moment. Then, in rapid succession, images of being in bed with her, of being ravished by her, ran through his mind. She made love to him roughly, passionately, and he buried his face in the softness between her legs. The images stunned him. He shook his head. Where had these images come from? The woman smiled at him as though he was an accomplice to the images invading his mind that had already come to pass.

For a moment he wasn’t sure. He walked steadily, in post-coital drunkenness. Something in the sky made him look up. He saw the stars. They were like arrows shooting in an arc towards the east.

He turned and, breaking into a run, plunged back into the golden-green mist.
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Mel was wandering among the columns of the castle. He was gazing at the porphyry images in the hallway when he went past a room with its door open. He stuck his head into the room and saw his mother sitting up in bed, reading a book.

‘What are you doing here, Mum?’ he asked.

‘I’m reading. What’re you doing here? You’re supposed to be—’

‘Don’t start, Mum. I thought I’d lost you.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?’

‘I am somewhere, Mum. I’m here.’

‘Where’s here?’

‘I’m happy. I can rest. They understand what I need here.’

‘What do you need?’

‘No need to prove anything. No one bullying me.’

‘I must have done a bad job with you,’ his mother said.

‘No, Mum. This is my thing.’

‘Now it’s our thing.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I thought you had overcome yourself.’

‘I fought back. I did things I’ve never done before. Rode a horse.’

‘And you were going to the witch’s domain. To help wake the warriors.’

‘They don’t need me for that. The others don’t need me.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I’m not…’

‘Not what? You can’t have it both ways.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Being a victim and a hero when your moment comes.’

‘I want to rest.’

‘From what?’

‘The endless struggle of life.’

‘Are you ready to die?’

‘Of course not.’

‘That’s what you’re doing now. Every time you resist the call to become who you are is a moment in which you die. With the world as it is, with the wall and the armies destroying the land and raping our spirit, resting is not only dying, it is contributing to the death of the world.’

‘You were always a bit melodramatic, Mum. I’m not killing the world.’

‘Other people are, and you’re letting them. Your father died for the cause.’

‘We can’t all be heroes like Dad.’

‘You can! Don’t you see? You can be an even greater hero than him. You can help wake the warriors. You can help halt the death of our world.’

‘You really think I can be a hero like Dad?’

‘Greater.’

Mel, shaken with emotion, paced up and down, getting more agitated as he paced, now overcome with doubt, now inspired.

‘What do I have to do?’ he asked his mother.

‘Find the realm of the witch.’

‘How?’

‘Wake up. Get out of the castle.’

Mel paused in his pacing.

‘NOW!’ his mother shouted.

He sprang to the door, towards the green mist. Then he remembered he hadn’t given his mother a farewell kiss. When he went back, he couldn’t find the room, or the door, or his mother. He made his way through the seemingly endless mist alone.
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Rosa was walking aimlessly around and around inside the castle, as though in a loop, when she heard music and followed it down a corridor. She passed nude goddesses that seemed to regard her with irony and affection. A marble column gleamed in the low light.

She came to a yellow door. It was open. When she looked in, she saw a half-familiar figure. She walked on for a moment and then went back, drawn into the room by its tranquil air. She saw her father seated at a large desk with all kinds of official-looking documents on it. He was writing something in a black notebook with an air of deep concentration. He was in the prime of life, with a distinguished beard and shining black hair. He wore the regalia of an important state official.

‘Dad!’ she cried. Then she wept at the unexpected sight of him.

He went on writing.

‘Rosa,’ he said, not looking up, ‘what have I taught you about controlling your emotions?’

‘Dad, what’re you doing here?’

‘The real question is what are you doing here?’

‘The signs led me here.’

‘What signs?’

‘The signs on the way.’

‘There are true signs and false signs, you know.’

‘How am I to tell the difference?’

He paused in his writing and looked up at her.

‘One leads to hell and the other to liberation. I’m surprised you haven’t trained yourself to tell the difference.’

‘It seems I was destined to come to this castle.’

‘Deception is not the same thing as destiny.’

‘Why are you dressed like that, Dad?’

‘Dressed like what? Isn’t this how you remember me?’

‘No.’

‘Then it’s how you would like me to be.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m here because you’re here.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘That you are not supposed to be here. You are at the beginning of hell.’

‘It feels nice.’

‘The descent into hell always feels wonderful, at first. Did I not teach you that?’

‘Why did you leave when I needed you most?’

‘Don’t use me as an excuse.’

‘It’s not an excuse. I needed your love and strength.’

‘You discovered your own strength. You will find your own love.’

‘I discovered strength because I had nothing else. Everyone failed me.’

‘But you didn’t fail yourself. Look at you! But now, when the land needs you most, you descend into self-pity?’

‘The land doesn’t need me.’

‘You have to help wake the warriors.’

‘That’s a myth. I’m not sure I believe in that story anymore,’ said Rosa.

‘What do you believe?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You should never have come here. The castle has got to you.’

‘The witch said to follow the signs and the signs led me here.’

‘It was a test. To see what your deepest desires are. A test of your strength.’

‘Everything I believe in was destroyed by Tanas and his army.’

‘Which is why you must fight them. I raised you to be a fighter, to rebel against injustice. This is your moment. But you’ve got to wake from this despair.’

Rosa paused before speaking. She went deeper into the room and sat in the chair opposite her father. For a moment she held her face in her palms. Then she looked up.

‘I don’t believe the witch can help,’ she said at last.

‘That’s neither here nor there,’ her father replied. ‘The warriors have to be woken from their pods. This land doesn’t stand a chance till they are awake. That’s all you have to do. Can you do that? Make your father proud. Is that asking too much?’

‘But what if I like it here?’

‘You won’t for long. Especially after the armies of Tanas burn down the world.’

‘I’ve always wanted to live in a castle.’

‘It’s not a castle. It’s an illusion. Wake up!’

‘I’ve never had a day’s peace in my whole life,’ said Rosa passionately. ‘I feel at peace now.’

‘This is not peace,’ said her father, leaning forward. ‘This is the beginning of death. Wake up! You must save the land. Listen to your father.’

Rosa stared at him.

‘Dad, Dad. Is it really you? I would give anything to spend a minute with you again.’

‘Well, here I am. And I’m urging you to get out of this place before it’s too late. Do you want to find me again?’

‘More than anything.’

‘Then I will be in the midst of the great battle. But first wake up the warriors.’

‘That’s it,’ she said, as if emerging from a deep reverie.

Then the room began to fade.

‘That’s it.’

Rosa got up and went towards the door with tears in her eyes. She turned around.

‘Thank you for reminding me, Dad,’ she began to say, but the room was empty. The desk was gone, and gone too was her father, who a moment ago had seemed the image of power and prestige.

A mist hung in the doorway. Perplexed by the disappearance of her father, Rosa found the mist familiar and reassuring. As she entered it she heard her father’s voice, so far away, as if it was sounding from the hills, the tone shaped by the rough contours of rocks.

‘There is a storm coming, my daughter. And it will blow this castle away. Leave before it does.’

The mist was thick behind her and around her. She could not tell what was front and what back. She went on in the direction she faced. She walked without knowing, guided now only by the trance-like state in which she found herself.
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Below, in the underworld, the snake people had received warnings, in the form of visions, of what was happening in the world above.

To them the world above was not a real world. It was a world of troubling dreams. Sometimes, in their writhing, in their rituals, their spirits broke loose from their bodies and went soaring to the world above. And there they glimpsed the barren lands, the dying forests, and the jackal-headed armies pouring through the villages, wreaking destruction.

In these visions it seemed that the world above was the hell that their snake traditions had always whispered about. The news from above was that their shared world was going to pieces, that degeneration was sweeping across the earth. It confirmed what the snake people had known for centuries, that their world was the real one and that the world above was merely a simulacrum, a simulation.
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In the mythology of the snake people the world above was where you were sent when the gods wanted to punish you for evils done in the hidden lives of your past.

For them heaven was below. But their below was very deep. It was first of all deep in the body. All their rituals were designed to take the individual and the community deep into the heaven of their bodies and out of the hell of their minds.

It was as if concealed in their bodies was the kingdom of heaven. It is the jewelled city, fabulous with gold, that very few can reach. Their rituals took them past swamps and forests, past the dark earth and the darkness itself. The rituals took them beyond the darkness into the paradise of their bodies.

Not everyone got there, but that was the goal. Those who did get there found a great light. They became seers and sages. They joined the wise ones who knew what those above could never know.
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In their serpentine rituals, their gleaming dances, their turns and gliding, their visions, their chanting and ululating, their intoning of vowels deep into the darkest nights, they aimed to cross the ravines of their bodies and arrive at the magical fabled city of their dreams. Their children were raised on the great songs that celebrate this city.

They were songs of the gold and light in the faraway country, unknown to those who live above.

Their myths always began with a reference to what those who live above did not know. It was as if this was their primal reference point. They became who they were then when they discovered long ago that those who lived above were finished, their dreams ended, their world doomed.

Added to the rituals of those who dwelled below were lamentations for the world above. They had heard about the poisoning of the seas and the polluting of the sky. For a long time now there had been prophecies from the gods about the end of the world above. Those who walked blind on two feet, who pursued gold and squandered time, were bringing their world to an end.

In their rituals they celebrated the truth that there were many worlds. If those above destroy their world then there would be other worlds to inhabit, to discover.

Tragedy and celebration were mixed in their rituals. Tears and laughter were mixed in their dances. And when they danced, they did so in silence. It was at the climax that they gave way to words, to language.
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They rarely ever used words. For a long time they had revered the magical power of words. They had a special magus who crafted, throughout long years, the words to be used, to be chanted, on those rare occasions.

Then words were used as originally intended, to charge the atmosphere, to create realities, to alter the fabric of things, to raise the vibration of beings and substances, to link the above and the below.

But beyond all, words were meant to effect the translation of people from the realm below to the realm that was their paradise. It was through words that transportation from one realm to another was accomplished, the journey there and the dematerialising return. Words opened up the mysterious portals. But they had to be magical words.
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They listened to the accumulated hooves of thundering horses across the land above. They listened to the descent of their dead. The spirits of the dead wandered among them in the underworld for a time, before being released to the stars. Sometimes the dead were condemned to roam the broken land above, unable to find the places that were once familiar to them.

The bells of lamentation tolled more frequently in the world above. Tolled for a world collapsing, for a world turning to dust.

But the people below also heard a new sound in the world above. It was a sound they couldn’t understand, of carrying and cursing, of heavy machinery. There were cries of people crushed as if by heavy weights. They also felt something new and heavy which cast a shadow that cut through the earth and fell across the floor of the world below. They could not make out what this new weight was. But it shifted the axis of the earth and pressed down on the world below.

The new weight was the wall that spanned the land. The people below had no concept of a wall. They did not know that it broke the contours of the land and cracked the magnetic lines that keep the subtle forces in equilibrium.

They only sensed that something shifting above was shifting below. Force and power were leaking from one realm to the other. The heart of the planet was buckling. The devastation wreaked on the world above was no longer trouble for the above alone. Everything was shaken. The deep foundations were trembling. Something unknown was waking.
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Through the mist, Rosa saw the form of a woman who was fifty feet tall. She looked down at Rosa from the dark sky in which there were no stars. Rosa had seen a woman like her, taller than the trees and dark in form, emerging from the black lake when she was running away from the destruction of her village. Rosa did not know if it was the same giantess or another one.

The woman looked down at her through the mist. Rosa could not read the expression on her face. Aren’t facial expressions altered when faces are enlarged? Was that sadness or solitude in her eyes? What did it mean to live a secret life in two worlds? Rosa found herself musing on the emotion in those large languid eyes. The giantess made a gesture that Rosa did not understand. Three times the giantess made the gesture, then she strode through the trees, towering above them and vanishing into the hills.

Rosa knew at once that they had been travelling in the wrong direction. She sensed that there was great danger in the direction they had chosen to get to the domain of the witch.

When the giantess vanished over the hills, Rosa found that her hearing had become momentarily keener. She could hear the low voices of the trees, murmuring like insects in the dark. She even fancied she could hear a brook reading the cloudy script of the sky.

She turned back, sensing danger in the air, coming in waves like an invisible army. She had been at the front of the castle, but now she went back into the mist and walked the serpentine corridors and out through a green door into a courtyard heavy with the fragrance of amaranth. She saw a gate and it was open when she got there and she followed the gust of wind till she found herself at the rear of the castle, on a rock looking out over the moat and bridge to the sea.

There was a blue boat moored on the shore, bobbing on the curling waves.
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Rosa could see smoke far away on the horizon. The armies of Tanas had arrived. Smoke rising from burnt homesteads looked like the ghosts of anguished innocence rising into the sky. The smoke was thick and dark.

Rosa realised that she had to go down lower to get to the steps cut into the rock on which the castle was built. She made her way back through the courtyard of the castle and down some gloomy stairs and came out again through the half-open gate. She saw footprints and followed them down to the shore where she saw Mel, sitting on a rock, his head in his hands, the very picture of despair.

While she was watching him, she heard footsteps behind her and looked over her shoulder. It was Apibus. He had a haunted, insomniac expression on his face. He came and sat on the rock next to Mel.

They were all three silent for a long time. The lights were changing over the sea, turning purple in the early evening light.

‘What does it say about us that we found our way to this infernal castle?’ Apibus said.

‘That we all have unresolved issues?’ Rosa suggested.

‘That’s an understatement,’ said Mel.

‘Why did we feel so comfortable in there?’

‘It felt so familiar.’

‘I didn’t want to leave.’

‘Why did we leave?’ Rosa wondered.

‘Have we left?’ asked Apibus.

‘We’re still in its grounds.’

‘Still in its power.’

‘Still in its dream.’

‘How do we escape?’ asked Mel.

‘Can we ever escape now?’ said Apibus.

‘Were we in the castle or was the castle in us?’ said Rosa.

‘I feel as if someone has interfered with my mind,’ said Apibus.

‘I feel mentally raped.’

‘I feel mentally sodomised.’

‘That’s crazy,’ said Apibus.

‘I feel the world unstable beneath me.’

‘I feel the sky changing above me.’

‘I feel the air unreal around me.’

‘What shall we do?’

‘Go to the domain of the witch.’

‘And do what?’

‘Wake the warriors.’

‘What’re we waiting for?’

‘Let’s go.’

‘How?’ asked Mel.

‘We’ll go the way we came.’

‘No. The way we came is dangerous,’ said Rosa.

‘Another way, then.’

‘What other way?’

They were all looking at the same time at the blue boat. It shimmered on the mildly lapping waters. It was of an intense blue above, and a darker blue below. One of its sails was golden, another was red, and the third orange. It was like an apparition, something seen in a dream. The more they stared at it the more it quivered and glowed.

‘If we go by sea, we’ll avoid the armies of Tanas,’ Apibus ventured.

‘He seems to operate mainly on land,’ said Mel.

‘He needs land for the wall.’

‘We could sail over and make our way upland.’ This was Apibus. He was looking across the sea to the green sprawl of land on the far side.

‘We don’t have a compass.’

‘We don’t need one,’ replied Rosa.

‘Who knows how to sail?’ asked Mel.

‘I did a bit as a child.’

Something in Rosa’s voice made Apibus look round. She caught his quick glance and hid her face.

‘We don’t know whose boat that is,’ said Mel.

‘We didn’t know whose castle that was but we still went in,’ said Apibus.

‘It might be a trap.’

‘What choice do we have?’ said Rosa.

Mel looked back at the castle, solid in the late afternoon light. Suddenly he saw figures on the parapet, pointing down at something. One of them looked like the barman.

‘We’ve been seen! Let’s go!’

Behind them, they heard the clatter of noisy boots on stone stairs.
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They made their way down the winding steps to the shore. They tried not to hurry as the steps were slippery, but they could not take their time for they heard voices above them getting closer. They hurried over the shingles to the bluest boat any of them had ever seen. Rosa leapt on first and Apibus followed. Mel waited to free the mooring cable while watching the men descending the stairs. As soon as he undid it, the boat began drifting away.

‘Hurry!’ they called out, as Mel waded into the water and started clambering aboard. He was still half in the sea and half on the boat when shots rang out from the shore.

The sails filled out. Rosa took the helm, and the boat, as if on secret wings, sped away into the blue-green haze of the sea. The men on the shore soon gave up firing and stood staring and then went back up into the castle.

‘Who were they?’

‘I don’t know. Guards maybe.’

‘Why were they shooting at us?’

‘Maybe they wanted to make us prisoners.’

Rosa did not take part in the conversation. She was at the wheel, her face fixed on the horizon.

‘The boat’s bigger than it seemed,’ she said, when they were safely far from the shore.

The two men went exploring, as the boat tilted and wobbled. On deck, scattered everywhere, they found letters cut out of an alphabet. A roll of netting lay folded by the first of the sails. In a pewter bowl on a ledge in the cabin were three apples and a white egg. A blue jug stood on another ledge and within it was a transparent liquid that turned out to be water. When Apibus came back up, Rosa drew his attention to a folded map next to the captain’s station.

Apibus unfurled the map but the more he unfurled it the bigger it got till it was bigger than the sail and yet was not fully unravelled.

‘What kind of map is this?’ he cried, struggling with its billowing form.

Rosa glanced at it, still keeping her eyes on the horizon where she had seen something drawing closer.

‘That’s not a normal map,’ she said.

‘No kidding. It’s a bit scary.’

‘I heard of maps like that when I was growing up. It’s a liminal map.’

‘What the hell is that?’

‘Didn’t you go to school then?’

‘My schooling was surviving,’ Apibus said. ‘And you don’t want to know what I survived.’

Rosa gave him another quick look.

‘A liminal map is a map that adjusts itself to the terrain. It becomes the landscape you’re in.’

‘A dream-map?’

‘Something like that. It’s a map of all the worlds, superimposed on one another. If you know how to read it, you can tell what’s happening in any part of the world. It’s a clairvoyant’s map. Only specially gifted people can read it.’

‘Can you read it?’

She made no reply but fixed her eyes on the horizon. The wind rose from the west and the waves became agitated and swelled high. But the boat rode the swells evenly and smoothly.

‘Strange boat,’ Apibus said, with some difficulty folding the map down to its original size and putting it back where he found it.

‘Strange indeed. It seems to be piloting itself.’

‘Does it?’

‘Just like this map reads itself.’

‘It’s as if it knew we were coming.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I saw three apples in a bowl.’

‘Three?’

‘Yes. And a white egg. Then there are these letters scattered about the deck.’

‘Letters? Who would do that?’

‘Same person who would have a liminal map.’

‘Do they form words? They might be a clue.’

‘I couldn’t make any out.’

‘I can’t make out that blue dot in the distance either. What do you think?’

‘What blue dot?’

‘Can’t you see it?’

‘No.’

‘Strange.’

They heard a sudden cry from below.

‘You’d better go down and find out what’s happening,’ said Rosa.




4

Apibus rushed to the hatch and bounded down the steep steps to the cabin. It was very dark down there. The boat was riding successive high waves, rising and falling and juddering. Apibus felt about in the darkness with outstretched arms.

‘Where are you?’

‘Keep coming. Careful. There are things on the floor.’

‘I can’t see a thing.’

‘That’s the point. Wait and see.’

Apibus went on feeling his way. He stepped over something and for a moment a wide vista opened up before him and he nearly fell into it and he saw, as on an encompassing panoramic screen that wasn’t a screen, a whole devastated landscape. It was the world. Everything seemed dead. Cities had fallen silent. Towers were blackened. Fields were dried up. There were fake pods in the chaotic streets. In villages large spiders wandered over the corpses of humans and animals and rotting fishes. Oceans had become vast bodies of sludge. The air was soupy with pollution. People wept in their bedrooms and lavatories and in private offices. Fires were breaking out everywhere. Cities were in flames, forests were ablaze, seas were burning. People were fleeing across borders and climbing high walls. Animals were perishing in corrals and fields. There was ash on everything. He saw the whole world, its condition, as a single vision. He saw all the corners of the earth at once, roasting Asia, iceless Arctic, chaotic Americas, boiling Africa, melting Antarctic, and broken-up Europe. He saw the living streets, the slums, the boulevards, the aerial views of nations, the rooms in which people seemed caught in frozen enchantment. He saw the Middle East with its interminable wars, its missile-flattened cities. He saw mounds of rubble and babies crawling out of them. He saw the marketplaces and they were empty, the banks abandoned, their walls smashed. He saw the horsemen of the prairies, the thousand tribes with their attire and their dances, all bare, all dry. He saw a man drinking alone in a deserted house and a woman weeping by an empty well. Then he saw Tanas and he cried out. The vision passed and he was back in darkness.

‘What on earth just happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mel. ‘What did you see?’

‘Everything.’

‘Everything?’

‘I’m still seeing things. It’s as if I saw so much that a lot of it is still being downloaded.’

‘Downloaded? I haven’t heard that word in a long time. Did you see how we could do it?’

‘Do what?’

‘Defeat Tanas.’

‘I saw him defeated. Perhaps dead. I’m not sure.’

‘You saw him defeated, but not how?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Maybe we’re meant to work out the how for ourselves,’ said Mel. ‘Get Rosa down.’

‘She won’t leave the wheel.’

‘Take over for her. Get her down here somehow. I think we’re all being given different visions.’

‘But what makes the visions?’

‘I don’t know. I think it’s some spot here, in the cabin. An exact spot, like a portal or something weird.’

‘How did you discover it?’

‘I stumbled past this spot and suddenly I was seeing things. That’s when I cried out.’

‘I’ll go get Rosa.’

On deck, the boat was swinging from side to side and Rosa was peering intently at the point of blue on the horizon that was getting bigger all the time.

‘Not sure, but it seems to be coming closer,’ she said.

‘I can’t see it.’

‘Still?’

‘There’s something you need to look at downstairs.’

‘Can’t leave the wheel.’

‘You said the boat’s practically steering itself. I’ll watch up here. You need to see what Mel has found.’

‘Are you crazy? Can’t it wait?’

‘It really can’t wait. You have to go and see it now.’

‘Okay, but do you see that blue spot on the horizon?’

‘I still can’t.’

‘If it gets any bigger, if it gets any closer, call down to me immediately.’

‘Will do.’

Rosa stared hard at him. He flashed her a smile, then took over the wheel. Rosa lifted the hatch and disappeared into the subterranean world. Apibus watched her go and waited for the howl.

She had shown him how to hold the wheel steady and the sea seemed calm. Occasionally, with no apparent cause, the boat rose and hovered in the air, before falling back gently on to the face of the sea.

He waited for the cry. The waves now seemed to be churning. He couldn’t be sure. Then they became calm. Far away the horizon was tranquil. Nothing was approaching that he could see. But he was worried. The horizon made him anxious. It was unchanging.

‘What if you’re troubled by something you sense but can’t see?’ he said out loud.

He rubbed his eyes and blinked. He still saw only what he had seen before.

Then he heard the howl. It sounded as if Rosa had fallen into hell, as if for her a compendium of nightmares had polluted time. The howl was like nothing he had ever heard before. He started towards the sound then remembered his duties and hurried back to the wheel.

Her howl had ceased and the silence that followed somehow seemed worse. The waves were now rocking the boat from side to side. Sometimes they were high and the prow of the boat pointed skyward. Then the boat would slide down a hump of water as muscular as the back of a whale.

Then, all of a sudden, a smack of smooth silky water jolted the boat, from bow to stern, twisting the hull in different directions at the same time.

‘What on earth are you doing up there?’ came a cry from below.

A moment later the hatch crashed open and Rosa emerged from the depths, looking as if she had been to hell and back. She held on to the mast and, following the railing, pulled herself to the helm.

‘We’re on the very brink of destruction,’ she said, taking over the piloting of the ship. ‘I saw the wasteland of the earth, the stillness, the inert civilisations. Everything laid waste by something unimaginable. Polar silence over the whole world. Maybe Tanas is a distraction from the worst that is about to befall us. Maybe he is the last sign before the world plunges into emptiness. I saw that we were all on the last ship in the world, heading for a waterfall that leads to the absolute abyss. In my vision the ship had gone over, and we were falling for a hundred years. Everything we’re experiencing now is the after-image of that fall. We are ghosts who think we are real. History has happened, is over. We are living in the brief time after the end… And that was just the start of what I saw…’
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She had been staring into nothingness but then her face changed.

‘Why didn’t you tell me about that?’

‘What?’

‘That blue dot. It’s grown bigger.’

‘Bigger?’

‘Thrice bigger.’

‘I can’t see it.’

She stared hard at the dot. Apibus looked hard too but saw nothing.

‘Do you notice anything about the water?’

He looked again.

‘The sea’s white!’

‘Get Mel.’

‘Is this serious?’

‘Get Mel!’

Apibus saw Mel halfway down the deck, sitting staring intensely at something in the distance.

‘There he is.’

‘Do you see the dot?’ Rosa called down to him.

‘Yes.’

‘So, I’m not imagining it?’

‘No.’

‘Get some rope!’

Apibus ran to the stern, looked around, went down into the cabin, and came back up with a long length of rope.

‘Lash me to the chair. It’s riveted down. Then lash yourselves to anything solid you can find.’

‘Why?’

‘Why d’you think?’

As Apibus began tying her to the chair, Mel began shouting.

‘It’s not a blue spot!’

‘Tie him down!’ Rosa shouted.

Apibus lashed Mel to the mast. As he tied him his eyes fell on the letters that were strewn all over the deck.

‘I know what they say!’ he cried.

‘It’s a god-almighty—’ Rosa began.

‘MAELSTROM!’ Apibus shouted.

Then, looking up, he saw it. He saw the wind spinning on the waters. And the waters, whipped to a frenzy, spiralling up to the sky.

‘It’s a god-almighty storm,’ Rosa finished.

‘It can’t be!’

‘What can’t be?’

‘How can the letters spell maelstrom? It’s like having a curse on the boat.’

At that moment something slammed against the aft, twisting it sideways, almost spinning it. The splintering of wood could be heard, and the groaning of iron. The sails cracked, the masts bent, and all around a furious storm churned the turbulent spaces.

The boat rose high, its blue prow merging with the wilder blue of the sky, and beneath the boat Apibus saw the jagged face of the sea, the waves like sculpted rocks, like chiselled marble breaking suddenly into fluid stone.

And all the while the spiralling force circled them. On all sides the sea rose at different heights, the boat shook and juddered and twisted, and the sails were a frenzy and the masts threatened to snap. Never had the golden colour of the middle sail seemed so reassuring.
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Through all this, Rosa was calm. She had a faint smile on her face, as though she were in a playground building a castle of stones. Apibus had never been to sea before, and the tempest felt like the end of the world. Nothing he held on to gave him much support or confidence.

‘The sea mirrors your life,’ Rosa called over when she saw how anxious he was.

‘Right now it feels turbulent,’ said Apibus.

The boat rocked violently from side to side and from stern to prow almost simultaneously. Apibus felt horribly seasick. They rose so high, tilting sideways, that he thought they were going to tip over into the foaming sea.

‘We’re not even in it yet,’ said Rosa.

‘In what?’

‘The storm.’

She had to shout because of the noise of the tempest, the smacking of water, the buffeting, the huge slap of waves, the crashing of the surf.

‘This isn’t the storm?’ shouted back Apibus.

‘Just the prelude.’

There was a smash. A huge wall of sea, rising over fifteen feet high, collapsed against the side of the boat. For a moment the boat was suspended in mid-air, high above the tumultuous waves. In that suspension, time slowed down and Apibus saw the sea all about him, frozen in fury. He saw Rosa turn to look at him, a mischievous light on her face. And he saw Mel’s head thrown back as he looked up.

It was a moment of utter peace. Mel’s mouth opened wide in a cry that never began and never ended. Above the sail, also frozen in flight, like an icon against the sky, was a broad-winged eagle, its beak open in a soundless cry.

And then it was pandemonium. The boat crashed back into the hollow of a wave. Everything shook and shuddered. Apibus felt his whole being suffer an awful derangement. His head splintered into a thousand shards of terror. One part of his body was at the rear of the boat, the other at the front, halfway into the sea. He was surprised at how elastic he had become and could not explain his bizarre elongation.

He thought he saw Mel spinning in the air, arms spread out, in a parody of the eagle, shouting into an empty universe. But Rosa, calm, smiling, was at the helm, holding on to the wheel, as firm as a wiry oak, looking at them, saying something that was heard a long moment later.

‘Be still, and the sea will follow.’

Apibus shut his eyes and his mind rushed back to the first initiation he had when he was a boy. It was in a glade at night, and the master of the rites told him that if he was still, the world would be still with him. Control the world with your stillness, the master had said, a moment before he shut Apibus up in the trunk of a tree. As he remembered this, everything suddenly went calm. But it was a temporary calm. The roaring waves were inside his ears. The juddering of the world had only got worse. He wanted to shout something back to Rosa but his mind couldn’t manage a riposte.

Then, for a moment, the boat was back on the waves and rocking less feverishly. Mel had been sloshing about on the deck, holding on to whatever he could. Now the sea was calmer, he untied the rope around him and staggered towards them.

‘Something’s odd,’ he shouted.

‘What?’

‘The apples.’

‘What about them?’

‘They haven’t moved in the bowl.’

‘What about the egg?’

‘It’s disappeared.’

‘Are the apples nailed down?’

‘No.’

‘Then, let’s eat them.’

‘Isn’t it odd that there are three?’

‘Just the right number.’

Rosa was still staring straight ahead. A sudden lurching of the boat nearly tossed Mel overboard but in a few minutes he returned with the apples.

‘Where’s the bowl?’

‘I left it there.’

Mel gave them each an apple. Rosa looked at hers doubtfully.

‘How do we know it isn’t charmed or poisoned?’

‘We could do with a charm right now,’ said Apibus.
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He bit into the apple. It was crisp, and tart, and sweet. Then Mel bit into his. After a quick look at them, Rosa took a bite out of hers. They ate their apples hurriedly. The storm rose again in fury, the sails lashing the air. There was a persistent knocking from below deck that they could not fathom. Big, fat waves crashed over the boat, sending a huge spray of water on to them, drenching them to the bone.

After consuming their apples something happened to them, happened all around them.

‘I feel different,’ Apibus said, devouring the core.

‘Did you just eat the core?’ said Mel. ‘No wonder you feel different.’

Then after a moment, Mel said:

‘Oh, you’re right. I feel different too.’

‘Different?’ said Rosa. ‘I feel weird.’

‘What is it you feel?’ asked Apibus.

‘I don’t know,’ Rosa replied. ‘Something’s changed.’

‘How?’

‘I don’t know.’

The storm had doubled in power. The wind was howling, the sails frantic, the joints of the boat were grinding and screeching. There were sound bursts above their heads, like localised thunder. Beneath them the waves split open to reveal an abyss. But to Apibus, to Mel, to Rosa it all seemed to be happening outside the world, outside the membrane of reality. They were in the protective bubble of a dream, in another world as the tempest shattered the world around them.

‘I feel like I’m drugged!’ cried Apibus.

‘I feel like I’m in a dream!’ said Mel.

Rosa laughed and turned the wheel sharply, wrestling with the demons of the wind.

‘We’re in the eye of the storm!’ she shouted.

At that moment, the world with its turbulence, the sea with its riot, the warring elements of air and water, suddenly went quiet. To Apibus it was like the deafness that comes when the ear is blocked with water, or when a door slams shut on a noisy party.

Everything was in a frenzy, but everything was still. The tempest was happening in slow motion. The boat mounted a high wave, faced the magnetic north, wavered. Then instead of crashing back down into the contradictory motions of the sea, it found itself deposited upon a silvery dell of water and rocked gently. All the violence had somehow been mathematically absorbed into the most delicate of descents.
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From then on, they existed in two worlds. In one world there was the undoubted tempest, the turbulence evident from the swaying, high rolling motions of the waves. In the other world, they were in nothing less than an enveloping oasis.

The boat twisted and span, half-flipped and shook, but the three of them stayed in a place of stillness. Then, just as suddenly as it had descended on them, the storm quietened. The sea became calm and deeply blue. The wild wind fell away. What wind remained bore them due east in an almost straight line. They were borne along by a force that knew its way. The grey-green of the trees and earth, the dark cliffs, were visible from afar.

They stared at the shore with incredulity. Where had it come from? It had risen from the sea, as if the tempest had deposited it there from some far-off kingdom.

Then Rosa noticed the double circumflex of an eagle’s wings high above them, spiralling lower and lower, in a manner that might have been ominous if it were not also beautiful. The bird dove down, threatening to pierce the boat, but just as it got to the level of the sails it swooped back up. It circled the boat and drifted above it steadily, like a guiding spirit. All three of them were fascinated by the motions of the bird.

Then Mel spotted something else.

‘Lighthouse! Lighthouse!’ he yelled.

The lighthouse tilted on the sea. It wobbled like a weathervane, bobbed like a buoy.

‘Why is it jumping around like that?’ asked Mel.

Rosa burst out, with a laugh:

‘That’s the sea jumping, you sea-virgin.’

With a magnetic force of its own the shore drew them closer. The eagle still circled them, then it flew landward, over the forest, uttering a shriek that split the air.

With expert handling, Rosa got the boat close to the jetty. Apibus threw the cable round the landing post and drew them closer.

Mel waded through the water to the shore without waiting for the boat to be stable and at rest. Apibus stopped halfway to wait for Rosa. They tied the boat securely then lay on the shore, staring at the grey sky.
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They knew they could not rest long, that every pause could be fatal. But they had survived the fury of the sea and it seemed to them miraculous to feel again the earth beneath their bodies.

As they lay there, breathing heavily after their efforts, they heard regular thumping beneath them, but they couldn’t be sure if it was their own heartbeats or something altogether more sinister.

Rosa noticed something grainy about the sky. Then the graininess coalesced into an abstract shape. She stared in fascination till she could make out the form of an arrow. Then blinked, and it was gone.

‘Did any of you see that?’

‘See what?’ asked Mel.

‘In the sky.’

‘What?’ asked Apibus.

‘An arrow.’

‘Pointing where?’

‘There,’ said Rosa, pointing eastward.

‘Then we can’t waste a moment.’

‘He’s right,’ said Apibus. ‘It’s a sign. We move right now.’

Without delay they were up and scampering into the forest near the shore. They walked eastward. The land rose, the trees became sparse and then thickened again. The vegetation swayed with the wind. Brambles and gorse tore at their arms. They could still see the shore. The boat, with its blue hull and golden sail, hovered over the sparkling sea.

Then they heard voices down below and saw jackal-headed figures on big white horses riding along the shore. The figures approached the boat and talked among themselves and pointed at it. A man with a bearskin mantle, a dark hood, and a long sorcerer’s staff looked up at the hill and thrusting a finger towards them cut through the air with malevolent intention.

‘They’ve seen us,’ said Rosa.

‘They’re after us,’ said Apibus.

The riders set off immediately into the forest, the hooves of their giant horses thundering on the earth, shaking the leaves of the oaks.

‘Run!’ cried Mel.

They ran. They clambered up the steep earth bank, pulling themselves up with the branches of hawthorn bushes. Panic made them breathless. They were running but making little progress. The vegetation seemed to hold them back, and they had no idea where they were going. They just pushed through the overgrown paths. As they ran, they could hear the horses just a little way behind them in the oaks.

‘Let’s stop,’ said Rosa.

‘We can’t,’ gasped Mel. ‘They’re right behind us.’

‘Stop! Stop!’

‘Why?’

Rosa was crouching behind a tree.

‘How do we know they’ve seen us?’ she asked Mel.

‘Because they’re coming at us, that’s how.’

‘How do we know it’s us they’re coming for?’

‘Who else could it be?’

She looked up. The bird was gone. Floating clouds lent a serenity to the sky.

‘If they’re following us,’ she said, ‘it’s because we’re running. We’re showing them where we are. Advertising ourselves.’

‘What should we do?’

‘Stay still,’ Apibus said emphatically. ‘So the birds don’t know we’re here.’

‘Have you heard the phrase “dissolve into nature”?’ said Rosa.

‘It’s familiar,’ said Apibus.

‘I heard it just now,’ said Rosa.

‘Where?’ asked Mel, looking around.

‘The trees.’

‘Let’s do it then,’ said Apibus.

Rosa pressed herself against a tree and muttered something under her breath. Her breathing slowed and she shut her eyes.

‘Yes, I was taught something like that in the early days,’ said Apibus.

‘How does it work then?’

‘It’s like what Rosa just did. Press your back against a tree. Press yourself into it, as it were. Then say: “Master Tree, lend me powers of invisibility.”’

He demonstrated. And suddenly he wasn’t there. They saw only the trunk of the tree he had been leaning against. His blue shirt, his dark trousers, had all vanished. In a moment, Rosa was gone too. Apibus came back, looked around, and vanished again. Mel tried, twice, but when he looked he still saw himself.

‘What am I doing wrong?’ he whispered.

‘Ssssshhhhhhh! Hurry! The horsemen are coming!’ said Apibus, from the empty air.
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They heard the horses climbing the slippery bank. Their snorting could be heard through the heather, along with the heavy tread of their hooves and the rough timbre of the riders’ voices, lost among the oaks and draping vines.

Mel pressed himself into a tree and began muttering an imprecise incantation. His eyes were shut tight and he was trembling.

The first horseman appeared on the thin path near them and looked in their direction. At that moment Mel vanished into the surrounding colours. He faded into the form and contours of the tree. He did not know that he was invisible. He just held his breath and looked at nothing and tried to keep his mind empty.

‘They can’t see me. I’m not here. They look, but see nothing,’ he intoned to himself.

The man on a steed nearest them was a giant. His steed was so huge that it might have been carved from granite rather than living flesh. The giant kept the horse still. Then he turned in Mel’s direction and stared hard, scanning the surrounding bushes and the intermingled oaks and birches. Two other men, these with jackal-heads, not as large, but substantial enough, with broad chests and timber shoulders, rode over and joined him. They all wore breastplates of gold and black. The jackal-headed ones needed no visors or helmets. They had laser guns at their sides and dazzling swords.

‘Are you sure you saw them?’ one of the smaller men said to the giant.

‘I can see a mosquito from half a mile away,’ said the huge one in a deep and menacing voice, tinged surprisingly with warmth.

The huge one turned his massive head to the man who had spoken and who cowered beneath the tranquillity of his gaze.

‘I didn’t mean anything by it. I just wondered… I mean how could they just completely vanish?’

‘They haven’t vanished. They wouldn’t know how.’

‘Unless the witch is helping them.’

‘Spare me the speculation. Just follow the instructions you were given. Leave the thinking to me.’

‘Still, I don’t think they’re here. Unless they’ve turned into gnats.’

The giant one turned again, but this time his gaze lingered. Slowly, the insolent fellow slid down off his horse and collapsed on the ground. After a moment he jumped up and ran into the bushes and back out again, perplexed. The other soldiers laughed.

Then he realised that the lingering gaze of the giant one had done something to him, but he wasn’t sure what. He leapt back on his horse and rode down towards the shore. The huge one waited a moment.

‘They’re still here somewhere. I can smell them.’

He brought out his sword and rode around the area slashing at the bushes and dragging the gleaming blade along the ground. He did this for a while, and when no one fell or ran out of the bushes he stopped. He gave the area one more scan.

‘We’ll go further up and find them. They can’t be far. It’s important that we don’t lose them. They will lead us to the witch’s domain,’ he said.

With that he turned his horse around and rode on into the forest. The others followed. The horses crunched on fallen branches, snorting as they went. The wind passed through the spaces where they had been and then became silent. After a long moment Mel collapsed on the ground. He seemed to have fallen from the bole of the tree itself from the effort of holding himself so long in a state of utter suspense.

‘How is it possible that they didn’t see us?’ he gasped.

‘You know,’ said Apibus, emerging from another tree trunk, ‘there are two kinds of invisibility. One is where you actually become invisible. The other is where, due to one visual deception or another, people just can’t see you.’

‘I asked a simple question,’ said Mel, ‘and I get a goddamn lecture.’

‘I used to practise being invisible as a kid.’

‘You still are,’ said Mel, laughing at his own joke.

‘I used to stand in front of people in such a way that though I was right under their noses they couldn’t see me.’

‘We have to go,’ said Rosa. ‘You heard him. They could be back in a minute.’

‘I say we strike south, then east. Let’s not go in the direction we’ve been going in. They’re on to us,’ said Mel.

‘Good idea.’

They moved diagonally through the forest, in the opposite way to the one taken by the riders.

‘Which kind of invisibility did we do?’ asked Mel.

‘The invisibility of desperation,’ said Apibus.

They laughed. Then they remembered the danger they were in and quietened their laughter.

The undergrowth was thick as barbed wire. Their clothes got caught in thorns and brambles and they were scratched to bleeding. There wasn’t a clear path but they made one by trampling over the bushes.

At one point, they came upon a network of exposed roots. Mel stuck up his hand and made them stop. They held their breaths.

‘Can you hear something?’ Rosa said.

‘No,’ whispered Mel, pointing. ‘Look at that.’

‘At what?’

‘That.’




11

The tree, blown over by a storm, had fallen back and its roots had been wrenched from the earth, forming a dark curtain. The space inside it was intriguing. Mel, who loved trees and loved his nature wild, said:

‘I could curl up in there.’

He looked at the cave-like hollow longingly. Then he noticed something about the shape the roots made.

‘It’s like our boat,’ he said.

‘You’re right,’ said Rosa. ‘It’s shaped exactly like our boat.’

This made them look back to the sea. The waves sparkled like emeralds. At first the boat seemed like one of the sparkles. Then the lights changed, and there it was, their blue boat with its golden sail. It was sailing back to where it had begun, the castle’s shore.

‘That’s odd,’ said Rosa. ‘No one’s at the wheel.’

For a long moment they watched the elliptical way the boat moved. It was a sign they could not decipher. Apibus cut into their musing.

‘They’re still after us,’ he said. ‘We can’t stand here.’

Mel looked out to sea again. He tried to figure out the obscure significance of the angle the boat formed with the lighthouse and the tree roots. He thought it might be some kind of sign. Rosa tapped him on the shoulder to wake him from his absorption, and they hurried off through the undergrowth and the trees, past gnarled fallen branches and mysterious boulders. They saw a ruin in the bush that was now a shapeless pile of ancient rubble. As they trudged along, they heard a cawing from above. Looking up through the leaves they saw flashes of an eagle or a raven’s black wings. Was it the same bird? Apibus asked himself. He couldn’t be sure. They pushed on.

The sun was a mustard-coloured boat sailing on the horizon. They knew that at any moment grey would tinge the darkness in a swift reversal of the light. They would have to make their way uncertain of where they were going, in an unfamiliar darkness.

Rosa was up ahead, pressing forward doggedly. Instead of looking up at the raven or eagle, which could easily be a sign, she looked down, following a trail she alone saw. Then she slowed. Her behaviour bothered Mel. He nudged Apibus.

‘Ssssshhhhhhh!’ Rosa hissed.

She was crouching now, listening intently.

‘Can you hear it?’ she said, head cocked.

‘No,’ said Mel.

‘I can hear all sorts of things,’ Apibus began.

She put her hand up for silence. She heard it now. It was clearer than a moment ago. The murmur of the trees. Like wind blowing through sand, or the wind whispering over innumerable waves. But the murmur of the trees was deep and sonorous, reminding her of the throaty chanting of Tibetan monks she had heard in her childhood. The trees weren’t saying anything that she could grasp. The sound was nonetheless calming.
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As she listened, the sounds resolved themselves into words. They were from a language she didn’t seem to recognise at first, whisperings and susurrations, lisps and elongated vowels, oddly soothing and strengthening.

‘Keeeeeeeeeeeeeeeepppppppppggggggggg gooooooooooooiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnng.’

She could not clearly make it out, but she intuited the meaning. She kept going. She hurried on, every now and then crouching to listen. Behind them, faintly lit, was the blurry blue mass of the sea. Then she heard the ghostly rasping whisper of the leaves, to which the shivering branches added their muted threnody. Then the wind rose. High waves lifted the distant blue boat. And for a moment, like a hieratic sign, it stayed suspended in mid-air. Apibus saw it and held his breath in wonder. Rosa caught it too and froze. And when the boat was delivered gently, miraculously, back to the calm trough of sea, Rosa and Apibus looked at one another as though joined in a holy vision.

Then came the words Rosa was waiting for.

‘Hhhheeeeeeeaaaaaaaaadddddddeeeeeaaaaa aaaassssssssssttttttt.’

It might have been earthspeak or giant-tongue or windtalk, but Rosa was aflame with awareness. She burned with the light of consciousness that her intense concentration had created in her. She sensed then that every great act of awareness is rewarded with supernatural perception. Especially when it is performed on the very blade-edge of danger itself, on the rim of life and death. And, in that state, she tried to decipher. She held herself still and open and keen in spirit.

Apibus and Mel walked softly behind her. Then they thought they heard the whinnying of the mighty horses above on the ridge, beyond the gnarled oaks, hundreds of years old. But it was just the acoustic configuration of the trees, the way sound carried in that part of the woods.

‘Ddddeeeeeeeeeeeesssssssccccccccccceeeeeennn nnnddddddd.’

For a moment Rosa was not sure if what she heard was real or if she was just interpreting the sounds from her own desire or anxiety. Were they really words or the accidental lisps and trills of the wind’s musical scales as it played with the leaves and branches of the trees? In the intensity of her listening it seemed all nature was speaking. The earth was breathing words that lulled her senses with a sweet drowsiness. She wanted more than anything else to rest on the dark swirl of energies that poured from the earth to the sky. She wanted to sleep on the bright energy that poured from the sky, an energy that was as mysterious as light but was not light. Where the energies of earth and sun meet was her real home.

‘You’re daydreaming,’ Apibus said. ‘Let’s move.’

‘Down,’ she said. ‘Descend.’

‘Back to the sea?’ asked Mel doubtfully.

‘No. Just down. And lower your voice.’

‘It is low.’

‘Not low enough.’

They went scrambling down the side of the hill. The earth was wet beneath them so they slid over stones and had to hold on to stubby plants as they made their descent.

High above, the horses paused and the three stopped to listen.

‘What we need,’ Mel whispered, ‘is to send them in the wrong direction. Shall I try to lead them away?’

‘You’d be caught,’ said Rosa grimly, ‘and if they torture you, you’ll give us away.’

‘I won’t!’

She looked at him sceptically.

‘We have to reach the witch’s domain together. That’s our mission, our main task, right now. It’s meant to be this way.’

Mel and Apibus looked at Rosa, then at each other. They knew the truth of what she had said.

In the silence they sensed the shadow of the giant horse above them. Apibus, experiencing the strength of an unusual psychic antenna feeling for their presence, whispered:

‘He’s tracking our thoughts.’

‘I feel it too,’ said Mel.

‘He’s tracking our position through our thoughts,’ Apibus said to Rosa. ‘We’re giving ourselves away with our thinking.’

‘How can we not think?’ said Mel a little bad-temperedly.

The horses were drawing closer. Rosa made out their whinnying among the leaves and the crash of hooves on dry branches. They conveyed to Mel the sound of skulls crushed underfoot.

‘I have an idea,’ he whispered. ‘Gather round.’

Their heads were so close together they were almost touching.

‘Let’s all go back, in our minds, to the castle—’ Mel began.

‘Don’t want to go back,’ interrupted Rosa.

‘Me neither,’ said Apibus.

‘Where do you want to go? Think of a place.’

‘Now?’ said Rosa.

‘Yes. Go there. In your heads. Now.’

‘What’re you going to do?’ asked Rosa.

‘I’m going to try something. Now go!’

Apibus found an ash tree, Mel found a lime tree, and Rosa an oak. They each sat against the foot of a tree and went off to their mental destinations.

The horses that were above were now moving towards them. They drew closer. They were just round the corner, about to stumble upon the three fugitives.

But one of the horses stopped. Then all the horses stopped. The wind blew through the trees. The scent of wild amaranth was strong on the air, along with the damp odour of toadstools.

Far above them a raven cawed three times.
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‘They’re not here,’ the commander said. ‘I can’t hear them. They’ve slipped away. We must find them. You—’ he pointed at one of his underlings, ‘take three men and head to the shore. And you—’ he said, pointing at another, ‘take five men and head south. The rest of you follow me. They can’t hide from me. Sooner or later I will pick up their trail.’

Then with a clatter of hooves and snorting of horses, they were gone. Their violent motions shook the earth and sent birds fleeing from their hiding places. The echo of the frantic horses thundered through the trees but soon faded, along with the shouts of the men. Then for a moment an unnatural silence fell as the trees and plants, the broken flowers and the stalks of herbs and the very earth itself recovered from the shock of their departure. In the silence Rosa could hear the trees breathing.

‘Keep your minds where they were,’ said Mel. ‘And let’s be moving.’

‘How do we move without thinking?’ Rosa asked.

‘People do it all the time,’ replied Mel. ‘We have to. Did you not hear what he said?’

‘It might be a trick,’ said Rosa. ‘Them going away like that.’

‘Yes, that’s right. They could be hoping we’ll lead them to—’

‘Don’t you bring your mind back here,’ warned Apibus, cutting off Mel. ‘Think of somewhere else. But we have to move.’

‘We could do it in a circular way, to confuse them,’ suggested Rosa.

‘Break up the pattern,’ added Apibus.

They looked at one another.

‘I’m thinking of India,’ Rosa said.

‘I’m thinking of Timbuktu!’

They laughed.

Mel was already walking ahead.

‘I’m thinking of blowing up the wall,’ said Apibus.

‘I’m thinking of life after Tanas.’

‘Is that life after the end of the world then?’

‘After Tanas,’ said Rosa, ‘after the climate collapse.’

‘And a new beginning can begin.’

‘Let’s walk in crazy, spiralling zigzags but head roughly eastwards,’ said Rosa, now at the front, with Apibus beside her, and Mel behind.

Suddenly she crouched low, as if she were listening to the roots of trees or to the murmurs of the undergrowth. Apibus squatted beside her, also listening, sometimes hearing things, submerged voices, deep earth whispers.

They moved in this way for a while. It seemed sometimes as if they were lost. They went on into the forest. Sometimes they slipped down a ravine. They walked along the crusted bed of a dried-up stream till the lights started to fade and the sky acquired a mauve tinge, with streaks of vermilion. The seaward sky was sea-coloured. But it also had whorls of grey in it and swirls of clouds like shreds of cotton puffs and trailing wisps of blue, the sky’s nostalgia for gold.
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One moment they were mildly sustained by the last glow of light from the sea, and the next they were scrambling down a precipitous hillside, clinging on to bushes and thorns. Then the light dimmed, and what was left of the sun went under the water. That was when the panic surfaced.

‘What are you listening for?’ Mel asked Rosa.

‘It was clearer when I was alone,’ she said.

‘I could leave,’ Mel said coolly.

‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

She was silent, then went on:

‘I hear it, then it goes away. I get only faint snatches.’

‘Of what?’

‘The speech of the land.’

‘Its speech?’

‘The land talks.’

‘The land or the trees?’ asked Apibus.

She looked at him with a gaze that amounted to love. Also gratitude that someone else intuited what she heard. She wasn’t deluded, wasn’t alone.

‘The trees,’ she said.

‘With me it’s people,’ Apibus said. ‘I stand before someone and hear, audible as a thunderclap, what they are trying not to think.’

‘You’re both weird,’ said Mel.

‘And you’re not? Who told us about the witch in the first place?’ said Apibus.

‘That may be,’ replied Mel. ‘But where are we going now? I’m tired of this circling round.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Rosa.

They sat down on the trunk of a fallen tree and watched the light receding in one another’s faces. The shadows lengthened as the sky closed itself off.

‘We’re lost,’ Rosa said. ‘I don’t know what to do now.’

‘There’s got to be something,’ Apibus put in supportively. ‘What did the witch say?’

‘Follow the signs.’

‘There are no signs in the forest, not with the dark coming on,’ said Mel.

‘Of course there are,’ said Rosa. ‘It’s just we’re not getting them.’

‘Everything is implicated in everything else,’ said Apibus.

‘And that means?’ asked Mel pointedly.

Apibus kept quiet. Then something passed across the sky. Something that concentrated its energy in a corner of the visible world. Rosa, looking up, saw it. She saw the colossal figure, its head above the trees. The figure was moving away from them, its eyes glowing. Then it was obscured by a dip in the land. Rosa leapt to her feet and pointed.

‘Did you see it?’

‘I only see the darkness falling,’ said Mel.

‘That’s because it’s my sign,’ said Rosa.

She began walking with renewed vigour in a new direction. They followed her through the trees, waded across a trout stream, tramped through a gulch, and came to a field with ancient oaks widely spaced in the high grass. Mysteriously, there was still enough light to see by. But it was not a natural light. It was spectral, unreal, an aspect of darkness itself. Beyond was a field of rye. Further on a wheat field, stalks swaying in the wind. Dark shadows ran across the field and the wheat became agitated as if alien spirits had come among them.
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The sight of the rye field filled them with an odd sense of wonder. Without anything holding them back, they stood in the hovering dark and stared at the expanse of rich green giving way to gold.

‘I can’t see the giantess,’ said Rosa. ‘She’s gone.’

‘What giantess?’ asked Mel.

‘I saw one just now.’

‘Have you seen her before?’ asked Apibus.

Her eyes lingered on him a moment.

‘Yes, while I wandered alone in the forest.’

The two men silently digested this information.

‘Where do you think she’s gone?’

‘I don’t know,’ replied Rosa. ‘Maybe they live in the margins of our world.’

She was gazing at the ancient oaks drawing to themselves their mantles of gathering darkness.

‘Perhaps we can only see them when we most need them,’ suggested Apibus.

They were walking along a narrow path that glowed as the sky grew darker. It led between the oaks and into the midst of the rye field that quivered menacingly in the dim light. Suddenly the field seemed endless and threatening. They could see no way through it.

‘There is a way,’ asserted Apibus, and he went ahead into the field and vanished among the tall, densely clustered stalks. Rosa plunged in after him and she also soon vanished. Mel hesitated before following them.

Apibus found that with each step a path unfolded out of nothing. The rye stalks parted a moment and he went forward. Then they closed behind him. He could not see Rosa or Mel. While he walked he had the distinct and disquieting feeling that he was utterly alone beneath the uncertain sky. Thick slabs of darkness were being carried across the night, like workmen bringing in the celestial furniture at the end of the day.

Apibus called out, but the field contained the sound and sent it back to him muffled by the stalks of rye. He paused, and could not hear Rosa. A certain panic came over him, a feeling that the stalks were crowding in on him, packing themselves tighter, jostling him darkly and silently. He had known this panic before. He had felt it once when he was much younger. He had climbed to the summit of a sacred hill. No one else was around. The stones and the sky brought him a profound kind of desolation and for no apparent reason terror had stolen into his soul and he had run back home as if demons were after him. He had never known terror like that before.

He felt it now. On all sides invisible spirits were watching him from every stalk of rye. The field was full of eyes.

Overcome with dread, he thrashed one way, then another. He found himself deeper in the mass of stalks. He was helpless and lost in the dark field, beneath a sky that did not see him.
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Rosa called and shouted, but her voice returned unheard. She listened to the rye whispering. She felt it touching her, feeling her, groping her, wrapping itself around her feet, pressing itself to her cheeks. The whispering, groping presences made her shudder.

She broke out of the path but wherever she turned a new path appeared. The stalks pressed tight around her. There were moments when she could not breathe. She felt as if she were falling into a nightmare she had once as a child and had never forgotten.

Rosa couldn’t make out what the field was whispering. The words ran rapidly together and were enunciated with a high-pitched sibilance. They grated on her nerves. When she shut her ears with her hands, she could still hear them. When she crouched low they were worse, but when she stood up she heard the whole dense mass of them, converging on her like a giant hive of countless bees.

‘It’s a bloody curse hearing things sometimes,’ she said aloud.

There was darkness behind her and in front. She had no choice but to move forward, utterly alone, in an alien field.

Even the night was different. She called out but only her own voice came back to her.

‘Apibus, where are you?’

No response.

‘Mel, can you help me?’

Nothing.

She stopped trampling around and listened. She heard only the whispers of the rye, rising and falling. She broke into a run and crashed into stalks, dry and prickly. Each one howled. She turned and fell and passed out.

A moment later she woke up. The whispers had calmed. She began walking again.

Suddenly, there was a faraway sound of drumming. It seemed so unlikely that she followed it. The sound came from one way, and then another, moving erratically.
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While the drum sounded, the whisperings ceased. Sometimes Rosa found herself back in the woods, other times deep in the rye, and then quite suddenly she was out of the field and stumbling on a path with deep tracks. The drum had gone quiet. The sky above was black, the road below dark. She walked on for a short while and then she heard low laughter.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me, Mel.’

‘What are you doing here? You were behind me in the field.’

Mel laughed again.

‘I was, but then I saw what a nightmare it was going to be, so I went back and found a path. I tried calling you and Apibus, shouting my head off, but neither of you heard. So, I took the path and it led here.’

‘What are you doing now?’

‘Waiting for you two to show up.’

‘But why here?’

‘I figured you’d follow the drum sound. Where’s Apibus?’

At that moment they heard a thrashing about in the rye field. Then there was a cry, and Apibus tumbled out, fighting numerous assailants in every direction. He stopped. He had heard the tail end of laughter but couldn’t see where it came from. There was a long silence. Then he heard the laughter again.

‘Who is that?’ he asked, with timid courage.

‘I’m the demon of the rye field,’ came a deep quavering voice. ‘How dare you trespass on my territory! I demand your life as punishment. Fall on your knees now!’

A long silence followed.

‘Mel?’

Rosa couldn’t help laughing.

‘You were scared there, weren’t you?’

‘Where are you?’ Apibus said. ‘I can’t see you.’

‘If Rosa weren’t here,’ said Mel, ‘I would call that old-fashioned inverted racism.’

‘Ha, ha, very funny,’ replied Apibus. ‘What do we do now?’

‘I think we’re close,’ Rosa said.

‘Because of the drumming?’

‘It’s stopped now,’ said Mel.

‘It came from the east,’ said Rosa.

‘Let’s go,’ said Apibus.

They walked along the path in the dark. Soon Rosa had the distinct impression of something or someone walking alongside them, observing and eavesdropping. She paused. The other two went on for a while and stopped when they realised she wasn’t with them. Rosa was looking around.

‘What is it?’ Mel asked.

‘Something is following us.’

‘Something or someone?’ Mel asked.

‘Something.’

They stood very still and silent, breathing slowly. After a long moment, Rosa began walking again.

‘Perhaps it’s nothing.’

They hadn’t gone far when Mel said:

‘Stop! You’re right. Something is following us.’

‘How can you tell?’ whispered Apibus.

‘I hear it breathing.’

‘Me too.’

They waited silently in the thick darkness. They heard nothing more.

‘Maybe I imagined it,’ Mel said.

‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’ replied Apibus.

They walked faster, hearing rustling sounds in the bushes, crunching twigs underfoot in the pitch blackness. They moved closer together, looking in all directions as they walked.

‘I heard it too,’ cried Apibus, jumping back.

‘What did you hear?’ asked Rosa.

‘Padded footfalls.’

‘Oh, Christ,’ said Mel.

This time it was Mel who jumped back. Then he shot forward and hit the air and fell to the ground.

‘What happened?’ shouted Apibus.

‘I ran into something.’

‘What?’

‘A wall.’

‘A wall? There’s no wall here.’

Rosa walked forward, bumped into the air, and fell to the ground.

‘Something’s definitely there,’ she said. ‘It’s an invisible wall.’

‘I told you.’

‘It can’t be,’ said Apibus.

He walked forward with determination and was stopped by the space. But when he reached out his hand he felt nothing.

‘There’s nothing here,’ he said. ‘But you can’t go past it.’

‘Maybe it has to do with intention,’ said Rosa.

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Intention creates the wall, but there isn’t a wall there.’

‘Doesn’t make sense,’ said Mel.

‘I’ve heard that it’s possible to create a space that can’t be trespassed on by anyone with evil intention,’ said Rosa.

‘Are you kidding?’ said Mel.

‘I’ve heard that too,’ said Apibus. ‘Ancient magicians and wizards used to make spells to protect sacred sites. As you approach them you can go so far and no further.’

‘I’ve heard that wizards can conjure phantom places that look like places you’re searching for, but they’re not real. They’re meant to confuse,’ said Rosa, staring at the empty space before them.

‘We’re in the witch’s realm,’ said Mel. ‘I feel it.’

‘What do you feel?’ This was Apibus.

‘Not sure. But all my instincts say she’s nearby.’

‘How do we get through it?’

‘We can’t,’ said Rosa. ‘Only she can let us in.’

‘What will she be like?’ Mel said. ‘Will she be old and ugly?’

‘That old stereotype,’ said Rosa.

‘I was thinking of Shakespeare.’

‘He didn’t say they were old and ugly.’

‘He said they were hags.’

‘Did he? Are you sure?’

‘I’ve never met a witch,’ said Mel, looking round. ‘I’ve heard stories about them.’

‘So, how did you hear about this one?’ asked Rosa.

‘It was when I was fleeing the destruction of our village. I hid in a forest, exhausted. An old man there helped me and he told me strange things. I never told you this bit, Apibus, but there was an old woman with him. Fire came out of her mouth when she spoke.’

‘What? Fire? What did she say?’

‘What I told you. “Find the witch. Follow the signs. Wake the warriors.”’

‘That’s it?’

‘Yes. The old man said it first, but she spoke it with fire.’

‘She spoke fire to you?’ said Apibus.

‘Something like that.’

‘Then you were chosen,’ Rosa said.

‘How do you mean?’

‘That’s why we’re here. This is why you brought us here.’

‘You think so?’

‘Yes.’

‘But how do we let the witch know we’re here?’

‘She knows. She has a listener. At least that’s what I think it is. It might just be—’

‘Don’t say anything,’ said Mel. ‘I feel something near me—’

‘There is something beside you,’ Apibus said, stepping back and raising his hands.

Mel jumped backwards into the darkness, a leap that not even a trained ballet dancer could have managed.
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A shadow stood where Mel had been. It stood tall and then shrank to a normal size. Gradually it faded, leaving behind a muted light. Mel rejoined them and they all stared in wonder and stillness, barely breathing.

Then it was dark again.

Mel slid down to rest against a tree. He was very tired. He shut his eyes for a moment.

They heard a barn owl’s call. The wind blew over the field and the rye bent one way and then the other. The darkness swayed with it.

Then Apibus also dropped to the ground by the tree, pulled down by the weight of his exhaustion, by the drain of his focused attention. He sighed and then was silent.

Far away the sea rose and the waves climbed high. The wind sent the waves flying over the tanned leather colour of the sea. It shook the tall branches and made the land tremble.

Rosa kept her eyes fixed on the spot where the shadow had stood. For a moment she thought she saw it coalesce and change, taking on the faint shape of a slender, tough-faced, beautiful woman. But when she looked closer, it was gone. Even the shadow had faded into the familiar substance of darkness.

In a trance, Rosa sat down at the foot of a tree. An obscure drumbeat began in her head. She closed her eyes to shut out its insistent throb. Far away a lapwing released a rapturous call.

The land was still for a moment. It breathed. Then a cool current raced across it. The wind calmed the rye fields and settled Rosa, Apibus and Mel into the first chamber of sleep. The oak trees against which they rested absorbed their tiredness and anxieties.

Around them the shadows altered. Colour drained from the air. The sky took on the hue of the inward eye. Then the wind bore the travellers into the air, as if carried on palanquins, and deposited them in a room with green walls.
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A soft gong sounded in the house. The three travellers woke up at the same time. Rosa lifted her head, Mel stretched, and Apibus jumped, fists ready, and looked around confused. Then seeing that he was safe he sat down. They looked at one another and then looked around them.

They were resting on sofas. They saw that the room was sparsely furnished, with a richly patterned carpet on the floor. It gave the impression of a space intended for reflection. Apibus recognised, on the walls, pictures of alchemical symbols and runes. A large bright picture caught Mel’s eye. It was of the Kabbalistic tree of life, with the ten sefirot, each sefirah in colours of ascending vibrancy, from the green of Malkuth, the kingdom, to the gold of Kether, the crown. Rosa stared at a familiar alchemical poster of a man sticking his head out of the fabric of this world into a charged cosmic space beyond.

The room was strange. It was not really a room but a place in which every object played a double function. The lights were low and had no determinable source. And the space in the middle was not a space at all but a receptacle, even a passageway. A door without a door.

They had no idea how they came to be there. And in the middle of the space a shadow hovered, unnoticed.
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They had to bend their heads sideways to see things properly. There was a lamp whose light darkened the room, a globe of mythical lands, a pewter bowl on the mantelpiece, a skull on a window ledge, a golden helmet on a stand, a sword on the wall with enchanted letters along its shining blade. In a corner of the room hung a sorcerer’s robe, retaining the form of its last owner. Large magical stones on stands were displayed on the wall. On a vast book was perched a golden egg. And beside the book stood a harp. Rosa felt she could hear the harp playing itself.

They were puzzled. Rosa was about to say something, but instinct made her silent.

Something was happening to the space. It was coagulating, accumulating weight and presence. The shadow was thickening in a way that was not unlike the fall of night.

The three travellers reared back. They huddled together for protection. But they were rooted to their seats.

Something happened in the blink of an eye. A tremor in the air was accompanied by the minute rattle of something that Apibus realised was a sistrum.

Then they saw, standing before them, a thin, silk-clad woman. She had an angular face and her beauty was striking and anguished. Mel was taken by the strength of her eyes. Yet when he looked at them he could not make them out clearly. Rosa was surprised by the air of power and suffering that surrounded her austere form.

Everything in the room seemed to them mutable, unclear, even provisional.
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The woman spoke in a cadenced manner that gave what she said an unexpected charge.

‘I know it has been a difficult journey,’ she said. ‘But we have urgent work to do. Time is a luxury.’

She paused and looked at them, one after the other.

‘My name is Dat, and I have been waiting for you. Tell me your names.’

She listened, with a shadow on her face, as they spoke. When they’d finished, she said:

‘Every second that we speak the danger becomes more grave. By coming here, you have told Tanas and his sorcerers where we are. You have given them our co-ordinates.’

Apibus began to speak but the woman raised her hand for silence. Her air gave the gesture absolute authority.

‘This place will have to be abandoned. But before that, the work must be done that will help awaken the warriors. It will not be easy. Tanas and his army may descend on us before we are finished. Are you willing to take that risk?’

They looked at one another and nodded.

‘This is the way it has to be. The warriors must be awoken and you must do it. That’s why you were chosen.’

Her eyes darkened.

‘Tanas has long tried to destroy the sacred work we do. The work of the spirit.’

She shifted slightly, sending vectors of shadows about the room.

‘As the people fall into despair, Tanas grows stronger. He feeds on our despair and hopelessness. Most of the world is under his spell. But there is one thing that he needs that we have. And it is the warriors in their pods. We have to wake them up before he destroys them. If they perish, everything is lost and the world will fall into a darkness from which it may never recover.’

The woman looked beyond them, out into the darkness.

‘Everything Tanas does brings the final catastrophe closer. We must stop him. This is how important the work is that we have to do here. ’

She stopped speaking. Then she was gone. She left as mysteriously as she had arrived, dissolving into shadows, not even passing through the door.
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Outside, in the depth of night, the woman in the centre of the rye field was feeding her baby the milk of the stars. The baby drank as though it would drain the heavens. Then it stopped. But it did not fall asleep.

The baby stared into the darkness, wide awake, with the eyes of a tiger.
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Author’s Note

This novel was written from instinct.

Every now and then a writer finds a new genre to express what they feel in their bones. Often we write in the dark, creating a story from a mood we sense in the air and cannot put into words in any other way. I’m as baffled as anyone by the stories that emerge from me sometimes. But years pass and when I look back it becomes clear to me what gave rise to those stories. 

The truth is in the tale and in the telling, much more so than in the knowing. Sometimes a novel is an act of spirit-dowsing. There’s gold to find, there are unsuspected stories to discover, and the spirit is willing and open. I hope you will continue with me on these journeys in the dark. 
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